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The Governess Blacklist
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There exists a certain kind of humiliation that can only be achieved when one is forced to explain one's professional failures to a gym membership coordinator named Tristan who is, at most, twenty-three years old and whose primary personality trait appears to be a passionate relationship with his own deltoids.
"So you were a governess?" Tristan asked, his fingers hovering over his keyboard with the tentative uncertainty of someone who has never encountered the word before and suspects it might be a sex thing.
"Yes," I replied, attempting to maintain what little dignity remained after being handed a towel the precise dimensions of a cocktail napkin. "I instructed children in the classics, mathematics, moral philosophy, and occasionally piano, though I myself played rather poorly."
Tristan nodded slowly. "Cool. Cool. And you're looking for, like, a job in our childcare center?"
"No," I said, feeling the familiar weight of existential despair settling onto my shoulders like a cardigan made of concrete. "I am here because I have been blacklisted from governess positions throughout the county and require alternative employment."
"Blacklisted?" Tristan's eyebrows shot up with such enthusiasm they nearly disappeared into his aggressively gelled hairline. "What did you do? Steal the family silver? Sleep with the husband? Both? Was it both?"
I closed my eyes briefly, summoning patience from whatever meager reserves remained after the three-hour bus journey to Thornfield Fitness & Wellness Center, a converted 12th-century castle whose stone facade now bore the indignity of a neon sign promising "MEDIEVAL GAINS."
"I was deemed unsuitable for the nurturing of young minds due to what was described as 'an excessive predilection toward existential musings inappropriate for children under the age of sixteen.'"
"You what now?"
I sighed. "I told a seven-year-old that her pet goldfish's death was merely the first in a series of inevitable losses she would experience throughout her meaningless existence, and that attachment to ephemeral beings was the root of all suffering."
"Harsh," Tristan said, finally typing something. "But fair."
"The child's mother disagreed. As did the mother's social circle. As did every family seeking a governess within a fifty-mile radius, all of whom received an email detailing my philosophical shortcomings and questionable influence."
"So you need a job where you don't work with kids."
"I need a job," I clarified. "Any job that will allow me to pay rent and perhaps occasionally indulge in the luxury of eating something other than toast."
Tristan's eyes lit up with the zealous gleam of someone who has just realized they possess power over another human being. "Well, you're in luck. We just had an opening in our paranormal division."
I blinked. "Your what?"
"Paranormal division," he repeated, as if this were the most natural thing in the world for a gym to have. "You know, because of the ghosts."
"The... ghosts."
"Yeah, they're super active in the spin studio. Something about the energy, or maybe the bass from the sound system. We've gone through three instructors this month. The last one quit after her water bottle started speaking in Latin and then exploded."
I stared at him. "Are you offering me a position as a... ghost hunter? In a spin class?"
"Ghost Mitigation Specialist," Tristan corrected, sliding a glossy brochure across the desk. "And it's not just any spin class. It's SOUL CYCLE PURGATORIO™. Forty-five minutes of cardio that will literally haunt you."
The brochure featured a woman in improbably tight leggings astride a stationary bicycle, her face frozen in an expression that could either be ecstasy or terror. Behind her loomed a vague, translucent shape that might have been a ghost, or possibly just lens flare.
"I have no experience with the supernatural," I pointed out. "Or with exercise."
Tristan waved this away. "Not a problem. The last girl we hired had a degree in medieval literature and her only fitness experience was aggressively walking away from her problems. She lasted almost three weeks."
"What happened to her?"
"Nothing serious. Just a mild demonic possession during a HIIT class. She's fine now, though she can only speak backwards on Tuesdays."
I should have walked out. Any reasonable person would have. But reasonable people generally have options, and my options had narrowed considerably since the goldfish incident.
"What does the position pay?" I asked instead.
Tristan named a figure that, while not impressive, would at least upgrade my diet from "toast" to "toast with occasional protein."
"And accommodation is included," he added. "There's a staff wing in the east tower. It's a bit drafty, and sometimes the portraits follow you with their eyes, but the Wi-Fi is decent."
"The portraits follow you with their eyes."
"Only the ones from the 16th century. The Victorian ones just weep blood occasionally. Nothing to worry about."
I took a deep breath. "When would I start?"
"How about now?" Tristan stood, revealing track pants so aggressively tailored they appeared painted on. "I'll give you the tour, introduce you to the team, and you can get settled before tomorrow's 6 AM Haunted HIIT class."
As I followed him through the ancient stone corridors—now incongruously lined with motivational posters featuring platitudes like "NO PAIN, NO GAIN" superimposed over stock photos of suspiciously attractive people mid-workout—I couldn't help but reflect on the strange turns life takes.
One moment you're educating the future generation on the inevitable heat death of the universe, and the next you're being led toward a repurposed dungeon that now houses "premium cardio equipment and occasional manifestations of the restless dead."
Tristan paused before a heavy wooden door adorned with both a state-of-the-art keycard reader and what appeared to be medieval protective runes.
"Just one more thing," he said, his hand hovering over the handle. "Whatever you do, don't make eye contact with the protein shake blender in the smoothie bar. And if it speaks to you, definitely don't answer."
"The blender speaks?"
"Only in riddles and only on days that end in 'y.' But seriously, ignore it. The last guy who answered is now trapped in an alternate dimension where everyone is made of kale."
With that cheerful warning, he pushed open the door, revealing a cavernous space filled with stationary bicycles arranged in concentric circles around a raised platform. The air smelled of disinfectant, sweat, and something older—something that reminded me of church incense and grave dirt.
"Welcome," Tristan announced with the grandiosity of a circus ringmaster, "to your new office."
As if on cue, all the bikes' digital displays flickered to life simultaneously, each screen displaying the same message:
SHE IS NOT THE ONE.
Tristan laughed nervously. "Don't mind that. They always say that about new staff."
"Always?" I asked.
"Well, the last three times. But I'm sure it doesn't mean anything ominous. Probably just a software glitch."
A single drop of something dark and viscous fell from the ceiling, landing with perfect precision on my resume where it lay clutched in Tristan's hand. It sizzled slightly, burning a perfect hole through my name.
"So," Tristan said brightly, pretending not to notice, "any questions before I show you the employee locker room? The combination locks are haunted, but in a really passive-aggressive way. They'll let you in, but they'll judge your outfit choices."
I looked around the room—at the bikes that shouldn't be powered on, at the medieval tapestries incongruously hung between modern mirrors, at the strange symbols etched into the wooden floor beneath the rubber exercise mats—and realized that for the first time in months, I wasn't thinking about the meaninglessness of existence or the void that awaits us all.
I was thinking about survival.
"Just one question," I said. "Does the employee health insurance cover exorcisms?"
Tristan's smile faltered. "Up to three per fiscal year. After that, it's considered a pre-existing condition."
And that, dear reader, is how I, Jane Eyre, formerly respectable governess and current existential crisis in human form, became a ghost hunter in a haunted spin class. God help us all—especially if God has a decent co-pay.
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Jane stared up at the looming Gothic monstrosity that was now, apparently, "CastleFlex Gym & Wellness Center." The medieval castle's stone facade was interrupted by floor-to-ceiling windows revealing people in neon spandex pedaling furiously to nowhere. A banner reading "NEW YEAR, MEDIEVAL YOU!" flapped halfheartedly in the autumn wind.
"This is what rock bottom looks like," Jane muttered to herself. "Specifically, my rock bottom. Everyone else's rock bottom probably has fewer gargoyles."
After being blacklisted from every respectable governess position in a fifty-mile radius ("Excessive brooding" and "too many speeches about the futility of existence during arithmetic lessons" were the official reasons), Jane had been forced to accept the first job that would have her. Which was how she found herself clutching her resume—printed on actual paper like some kind of Victorian throwback—and standing before what was once a dignified 12th-century castle and was now a temple to protein powder and self-delusion.
The massive wooden doors had been replaced with automatic sliding glass ones, which Jane found personally offensive on multiple levels.
"Welcome to CastleFlex!" chirped a woman whose ponytail was so tight it appeared to be functioning as a natural facelift. Her name tag read "BRITTANY - MEMBERSHIP COORDINATOR - LIVE, LAUGH, LIFT!"
"Hello," Jane said. "I'm Jane Eyre. I'm here about the—" she paused, hating every syllable she was about to utter, "—Paranormal Activity Coordinator position."
Brittany's smile didn't waver, but her eyes did a quick scan of Jane's all-black ensemble, sensible boots, and general aura of someone who had never known joy.
"Fantastic!" Brittany exclaimed with the practiced enthusiasm of someone who had said the same word approximately 87 times already that morning. "Let me just get Chad. He's our Vibes Manager."
"Your what manager?"
"Vibes Manager. He oversees the energy flow of the space and ensures our brand aesthetic aligns with our mission statement of 'Flex Your Best Castle Self.'"
Jane blinked slowly. "That's not a real job."
"It pays $85,000 a year plus benefits."
"That's a wonderful job and I respect it immensely," Jane amended.
Brittany's smile stretched impossibly wider. "Let me give you the tour while we wait for Chad!"
The interior of CastleFlex was a fever dream of medieval architecture colliding with modern fitness culture. Ancient stone archways framed rows of treadmills. A former chapel had been converted into a "Mindfulness Zone" where people sat on yoga mats beneath stained glass windows depicting saints who now appeared to be judging everyone's downward dog form.
"This used to be the great hall," Brittany explained, gesturing to a vast space filled with weight machines. "Now it's our Strength Realm."
"Strength Realm," Jane repeated flatly.
"And over there is our smoothie bar, Castle Juice. We've had some... issues with the blenders recently."
"Issues?"
"They sometimes turn on by themselves. And the protein shakes occasionally taste like blood and despair. But our Yelp reviews are still four stars!"
Jane nodded, making a mental note. First paranormal suspect: haunted Vitamix.
"And here's our crown jewel," Brittany announced, pushing open a heavy wooden door that creaked ominously. "The Spin Dungeon!"
The room had once been, Jane suspected, an actual dungeon. Now it housed thirty stationary bikes arranged in concentric circles around a raised platform where an instructor's bike sat like a throne. The stone walls were lined with speakers, and atmospheric lighting cast an eerie blue glow over everything.
"It's... something," Jane offered.
"We've had to cancel the 6 AM class three times this week," Brittany whispered conspiratorially. "The bikes keep rearranging themselves into pentagrams overnight, and last Tuesday, all the monitors started displaying Latin phrases."
"What did they say?" Jane asked, professional curiosity piqued.
"Something about 'those who spin shall be spun for eternity' and 'the rhythm of thy heart shall feed the ancient ones.' Standard gym motivation stuff, but the translation fees were killing our quarterly budget."
A man in a tight CastleFlex polo shirt approached them, his teeth so white they seemed to emit their own light source. His biceps strained against his sleeves in a way that suggested he'd purchased the shirt specifically for this effect.
"You must be Jane! Chad Flexington, Vibes Manager." He extended a hand that Jane reluctantly shook. "Brittany tells me you're here about our little... situation."
"If by 'situation' you mean 'apparent supernatural infestation of fitness equipment,' then yes."
Chad's smile dimmed by precisely 15 percent. "We prefer to call it an 'atmospheric authenticity enhancement opportunity.'"
"Of course you do."
"The thing is," Chad continued, leading Jane toward a medieval spiral staircase that now had a sign reading 'STAIR CLIMBER – EXTREME MODE,' "we're trying to maintain a certain brand image. Castle aesthetic, yes. Castle ghosts causing the ellipticals to speak in tongues, no."
They reached a small office that had clearly once been a guard post. A desk held a computer, several protein shaker bottles, and what appeared to be a small shrine made of energy bar wrappers.
"So what are your qualifications for paranormal investigation?" Chad asked, sitting behind the desk.
Jane straightened her spine. "I spent my formative years in a deeply cursed boarding school where children regularly died of consumption and were then forgotten about entirely. I once had a conversation with a horse that I'm still not convinced wasn't actually the devil. I can sense impending doom with 87% accuracy, and I have extensive experience with men who keep their previous wives locked in attics, which I feel is adjacent to the paranormal field."
Chad stared at her blankly. "Do you have any certifications?"
"I have a liberal arts degree and crushing student debt. Also, I'm extremely judgmental, which I've found helpful in identifying malevolent entities."
"Close enough," Chad sighed, sliding a contract across the desk. "You start today. Staff uniform is optional for your department, but we encourage athleisure wear that 'speaks to your personal journey.'"
"My personal journey speaks mostly through the medium of black cotton and sensible footwear."
"Whatever. Your first priority is the spin studio. We have an influencer class tomorrow—twenty fitness Instagram models with a combined following of 15 million. If they get possessed or start speaking in ancient tongues, our Q4 projections are screwed."
Jane skimmed the contract, which included such gems as "Employee acknowledges that spiritual possession is not covered by worker's compensation" and "CastleFlex is not responsible for any aging portraits found on premises that resemble the employee."
"Any equipment I should know about?" Jane asked.
Chad reached under his desk and pulled out a dusty cardboard box labeled "PARANORMAL STUFF - $19.99 AMAZON BUNDLE."
"Previous investigator left this behind."
"What happened to them?" Jane asked, peering into the box to find a dollar-store EMF detector, a flashlight with "GHOST FINDER" written on it in Sharpie, and a book titled "So You Want to Talk to Dead People Without a Ouija Board: Budget Options."
"Let's just say he had a... spiritual awakening during hot yoga and now believes he's the reincarnation of the castle's original blacksmith. He works at Medieval Times now. Seems happier, honestly."
Jane signed the contract with a flourish that conveyed both desperation and disdain. "When can I access the spin studio alone?"
"Tonight after closing. The last class ends at 9 PM. It's called 'Medieval HIIT: Serf to Surf Body Transformation.'"
"That's the worst thing I've ever heard."
"It's our most popular class."
Jane gathered her new paranormal toolkit and stood. "I'll need access to any historical records of the castle, employee incident reports, and a key to all areas."
"Sure, whatever," Chad waved dismissively. "Brittany will get you set up. Just... fix this before our influencer event. And try not to mention the ghost thing to members. We're rebranding it as 'Immersive Historical Cardio Experience.'"
As Jane followed Brittany back through the gym, she noticed a smoothie cup levitating ever so slightly above the smoothie bar. But that is not all that stood out.
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Jane stared at the neon sign flickering above the smoothie counter: "PROTEIN PARADISE: WHERE GAINS MEET GLORY." The 'T' in "PROTEIN" blinked erratically, occasionally spelling out "PROEIN," which felt appropriate given the establishment's apparent disregard for both electrical safety and nutritional accuracy.
"This," Jane said to no one in particular, "is what happens when you retrofit modern capitalism into medieval architecture. The castle is literally rejecting it like a bad organ transplant."
The smoothie bar occupied what had once been the castle's torture chamber—a fact that CastleFlex's marketing materials euphemistically referred to as "our historic juice preparation area." The original iron rings where prisoners had been chained still protruded from the stone walls, now repurposed to hold resistance bands and jump ropes. Someone had attempted to brighten the space with motivational posters featuring slogans like "NO PAIN NO GAIN" and "SUFFER NOW, SHINE LATER"—phrases that worked equally well for both medieval torture and contemporary fitness culture.
Jane approached the counter where a young man with biceps the size of Christmas hams was aggressively drying a blender.
"Hi, I'm Jane Eyre, the new Paranormal—"
"Whey or plant-based?" he interrupted, not looking up from his blender-polishing.
"I beg your pardon?"
"Your protein. Whey or plant-based? We've got a two-for-one special on our Berserker Berry Blast if you add collagen."
"I'm not here for a smoothie," Jane clarified. "I'm investigating the paranormal incidents. I understand there have been... issues with the blenders?"
The smoothie attendant—whose name tag read "Kyle"—finally looked up, his eyes widening slightly. He glanced nervously at the row of industrial blenders behind him.
"Management told us not to talk about that," he whispered, leaning forward. "But since you're the ghost lady..." He motioned for Jane to come closer. "It started three weeks ago. The blenders turn on by themselves. Always at 3:17 AM. Security footage shows them operating at full speed with nobody around."
"And what exactly do they blend?" Jane asked, pulling out a small notebook she'd purchased specifically for this job. It had a black cover with a silver pentagram, which she'd found on clearance at Hot Topic. Jane had decided that if she was going to hunt ghosts, she might as well lean into the aesthetic.
"Nothing!" Kyle exclaimed. "That's the freaky part. They're empty! But the next morning, there's always this weird residue inside. Looks like protein powder, but..." He lowered his voice further. "It tastes like blood and despair."
"You... tasted it?" Jane asked, raising an eyebrow.
Kyle shrugged defensively. "I'm bulking. Can't waste protein."
Jane made a note: Smoothie staff possibly part of problem. Will eat anything labeled as protein.
"Has anything else unusual happened here? Objects moving? Strange sounds? Unexplained temperature drops?"
"Well, there's the loyalty cards," Kyle said, reaching under the counter and producing a stack of small cardstock cards. Each featured the CastleFlex logo and ten empty circles meant to be stamped.
"What about them?"
"They keep changing. People bring them back with different stamps than what we give out. And sometimes the text changes too."
Jane took one of the cards. Standard loyalty program fare: "Buy 10 smoothies, get one free!" But as she held it, the text seemed to waver before her eyes, briefly morphing into: "Consume 10 souls, be consumed in turn."
"Interesting," Jane murmured, slipping the card into her pocket. "Anything else?"
"Just the regular stuff. The ice machine makes this sound like someone's wailing. The protein powder sometimes spells out Latin phrases when it spills. Oh, and last week all the bananas rotted in seconds when this one influencer tried to order a smoothie without paying. Said she should get it free for 'exposure.'"
Jane was about to ask another question when a commotion erupted from the main smoothie preparation area. A blender had turned on by itself and was now operating at what appeared to be supernatural speed, its contents glowing an unnatural green.
"That's Brittany's kale-and-chia special!" Kyle shouted over the noise. "It never does that!"
The blender's pitch rose to a scream as it began to hover several inches above the counter. Other blenders began activating in sequence, creating a hellish symphony of whirring blades.
"Is this normal?" Jane had to shout to be heard.
"No! They usually only do this at night! And they've never floated before!"
The first blender suddenly stopped, its contents now a deep crimson despite having started as green. The lid flew off, and the liquid began to rise out of the container, forming what appeared to be a face in midair.
"WHO DARES DISTURB THE SANCTITY OF THIS CHAMBER WITH YOUR FOUL CONCOCTIONS?" The voice that emanated from the hovering smoothie face was deep, resonant, and carried the weight of centuries.
Jane stepped forward, clutching her EMF detector. "I'm Jane Eyre, Paranormal Activity Coordinator. And you are...?"
The smoothie face swirled angrily. "I AM BARON VLADIMIR BLOODAXE, TORTURER TO KING HENRY II, MASTER OF PAIN, EXTRACTOR OF CONFESSIONS, AND COLLECTOR OF SCREAMS!"
"I see," Jane said, making a note. "And what seems to be your issue with the smoothie bar?"
The face loomed larger. "FOR FIVE CENTURIES I RESTED IN PEACE, UNTIL THIS SACRED CHAMBER OF SUFFERING WAS DEFILED BY..." the voice became particularly disgusted, "...WELLNESS."
Behind Jane, a small crowd of gym-goers had gathered, many filming with their phones. Jane heard someone whisper, "Is this part of the Medieval Experience package?"
"Baron Bloodaxe," Jane said calmly, "I understand your frustration. But times change. Torture is out; self-imposed suffering through exercise is in. People voluntarily come here to experience pain now."
The smoothie face seemed to consider this. "THEY... CHOOSE PAIN?"
"Absolutely. They pay good money for it. Look around—" Jane gestured to the gym beyond the smoothie bar, where people were grimacing on various machines. "All voluntary torture."
The blenders whirred more softly, almost thoughtfully.
"AND THESE... POTIONS?" The face dipped slightly toward the other blenders.
"Designed to maximize suffering," Jane improvised. "The worse they taste, the more effective they are. That's why they're full of things like kale and spirulina."
"FASCINATING," the smoothie ghost mused. "PERHAPS I HAVE BEEN HASTY IN MY JUDGMENT."
Jane saw an opportunity. "Perhaps we could come to an arrangement, Baron. You could... enhance the medieval experience of this establishment. In return, you stop sabotaging the blenders and changing the loyalty cards."
The face swirled contemplatively. "WHAT MANNER OF ENHANCEMENT DO YOU PROPOSE?"
"Well..." Jane thought quickly. "You could provide authentic historical commentary. Perhaps a special 'Baron's Blend' smoothie with your seal of approval."
Kyle, who had been cowering behind the counter, suddenly perked up. "That would sell like crazy! We could charge double!"
The Baron's liquid face seemed to smile, an unsettling sight. "I FIND THIS... ACCEPTABLE. I SHALL ALLOW YOUR PROTEIN PARADISE TO CONTINUE, PROVIDED MY NAME AND LEGACY ARE HONORED."
"Excellent," Jane said, already mentally composing her first HR report. "We'll draw up a formal agreement. In the meantime, could you please return the blenders to their non-hovering state? Health and safety regulations, you understand."
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Jane entered the Spin Dungeon with all the enthusiasm of someone attending their own autopsy. The room was dimly lit by what appeared to be actual torches—though upon closer inspection were revealed to be "Authentic Medieval Flame™" LED fixtures with a suspicious UL certification sticker hastily applied to their bases.
"Right," Jane muttered to herself, clutching her bargain-bin EMF detector that emitted an occasional half-hearted beep. "Let's see what medieval horror awaits in the world of stationary cycling."
The spin studio was arranged in concentric circles, thirty gleaming black bikes facing an instructor platform that looked suspiciously like a sacrificial altar. Jane checked her watch: 3:17 AM. The perfect time to investigate paranormal activity, and coincidentally, the only time slot management would approve her overtime.
She approached the nearest bike and ran her fingers over the handlebars. "Well, you don't look possessed. Just overpriced."
The moment her hand touched the resistance knob, the bike's digital display flickered to life, glowing an unnatural blue-green that definitely wasn't part of the factory settings. Jane jumped back, nearly tripping over a stack of branded sweat towels.
"Right, so we're doing this now," she said, regaining her composure and addressing the bike directly. "I've just finished negotiating with a medieval torturer over smoothie rights, so you'll have to do better than a light show to impress me."
The display flickered again, and words began to form:
MEMENTO SUDARE
"'Remember to sweat'? That's your big scary message?" Jane snorted. "I expected something more dramatic from a haunted exercise bike. Perhaps 'abandon all hope' or at least 'your form is terrible.'"
The display flickered again.
CRUCIATUS IN EXERCITIO
"'Torture in exercise.' Well, that's just stating the obvious, isn't it?" Jane said, scribbling notes in her leather-bound journal. "Spin class is torture. That's the entire business model."
Suddenly, all thirty bikes in the room lit up simultaneously, their displays pulsing in unison. The pedals began to rotate slowly, creating a low, mechanical hum that sounded disturbingly like chanting. The resistance knobs turned by themselves, clicking through their settings with methodical precision.
Jane's EMF detector went from occasional beeps to a continuous shriek before sparking dramatically and dying. "Brilliant. Forty quid well spent."
The bikes began to arrange themselves, sliding across the polished concrete floor with an ear-splitting screech. Jane pressed herself against the wall as they formed a perfect circle, then a pentagram, then back to a circle.
"Indecisive, aren't we?" Jane called out. "If you're going for demonic symbolism, you really should commit."
The center bike—larger than the others and equipped with what appeared to be a throne-like seat—rotated to face her directly. Its display glowed brighter than the others, scrolling through Latin phrases too quickly to read before settling on:
MAGISTER ROTARUM TE VOCAT
"'The Master of Wheels calls you'?" Jane translated, raising an eyebrow. "That's your title? Bit grandiose for someone who's essentially a bicycle ghost, don't you think?"
The throne-bike's resistance knob spun wildly, and the room temperature dropped
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