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Chapter One

Good evenin’ to ye, an’ well met! Welcome to the Tilby toll-bridge. Steady, now. Yer horses are havin’ a hard time seein’ through the fog, an’ when it’s dark t’ boot, well! Ye’ll want to go good an’ slowly through the town. Not that ye’ll meet any other folk on the road. Yer carriage is likely to be the only one sailin’ the streets o’ Tilby at this hour.

I’m Mister Balligumph, yer friendly toll collector. But don’t let that worry ye! Mayhap we’ve met before — I can’t altogether tell in the dark o’ night, yer face is a mite too hidden-like. But either way, the toll’s not steep. I’ll not be needin’ any coin from ye — what would a troll do wi’ English money? It’s a little bit of information I’m after. A bit about ye will suffice. What brings ye to our fine Tilby-town in the depths o’ November, an’ on such a damp an’ foggy night? Thas all I need, an’ ye can pass. An’ if ye’re minded to tell me somethin’ else — somethin’ by way of a secret, like — then I might tell ye a tale by way o’ thanks.

There’s been some mighty strange goin’s on in these parts this autumn. Oh, I know thas not entirely out o’ character fer Tilby. Ye might’ve heard one or two oddly stories about us before — mayhap from me. I talk to a lot o’ folk. But this one’s the strangest yet, an’ a touch on the dark side. 

Ye’d like to hear more? Tis a recent tale, all happenin’ only a few short weeks back. I had best warm up yer carriage a trifle before I begin — ‘tis cold t’ be sittin’ long wi’ no heat. There, thas better.

And so, to my tale. It began, in point o’ fact, on a night much like this — dark an’ chilly an’ deep in fog. Rumours had been flyin’ about fer a week or two aforehand, ‘bout a menace on the roads. Travellers bore tales o’ shadows an’ strange noises an’ flamin’ eyes in the night. ‘Twas wishy-washy mutterin’s to be sure, but most folk agreed: wanderin’ about at the dead o’ night may be a poor idea. But fer Bessie Bell, it weren’t rightly a matter o’ choice…

 

In the humble opinion of Bessie Bell, housemaid, the residents of Hapworth Manor bore a remarkable talent for making a vast quantity of mess in a short space of time. Crouched as she was over the drawing-room carpet, she had plentiful leisure to reflect upon their slovenly habits as she sweated over the sweeping-up. Just how was it possible for four people to leave a pristine room in such an abominable state every single evening? She took pride in her work, and she knew that the drawing-room had been spotless only that morning. Now it was a deplorable mess, and it was her unhappy task to render it respectable once more. And there was a fresh, new stain for her to endeavour to remove, for some obliging guest had spilled Mrs. Adair’s expensive tea all over her floor, and Bessie had been instructed to ensure that naught remained of the mishap by morning.

The Adair family were reckoned as good employers, and not wholly unjustly. They were generous enough with the wages they paid to their servants; they did not stint on such necessities as nourishing food and warm clothes for the winter, as some families did; and the room Bessie slept in each night was shared with only one other servant. These were not inconsiderable benefits.

But in other respects, they left a great deal to be desired. Mrs Adair was exacting in her requirements, almost ferociously so. Bessie rose at four every morning, in order to ensure that the fires were lit for the family before they were pleased to rise. From that hour until ten or eleven o’ clock in the evening, her day was filled with back-breaking labour, and it was not unusual for her to be bidden to clean a room twice over, if Mrs Adair was dissatisfied with her work.

‘I will help you with that, BessBess,’ said a small, mild voice from near Bessie’s elbow.

Bess smiled gratefully at the speaker. Derritharn was a brownie, and though she was only as tall as Bess’s knee, she was a hard worker, an efficient cleaner, and the only being in the world Bess could call friend.

‘Thank you, Derri,’ said Bess. ‘We are gettin’ tired, no doubt, but with a little more effort, I am thinkin’ we’ll be done. And then we can go to bed.’ She sighed, and added, ‘If milady will permit it.’

Derritharn’s little becurled head drooped with weariness, and she wiped her tiny hands upon the ragged grey dress she wore, nodding her agreement. ‘And about time as well! ‘Twas a long day and no mistake.’

Like many towns and villages in England, the Lincolnshire town of Tilby possessed, alongside its human residents, a population of the fae. These varied creatures had chosen, for whatever reason, to leave their natural home of Aylfenhame and settle in human households. Hapworth Manor was home to several brownies who assisted Bessie and the other housemaids with keeping the house clean. Mrs Adair, rather unwisely, treated them more as slaves than servants; too satisfied was she with the unpaid labour she received from these gentle beings, and she worked them every bit as hard as she did Bessie. As such, brownies rarely remained long in the Adairs’ service. Neither did housemaids.

Heartened by the thought of her bed, Bess attacked her work with renewed energy. Her bed was narrow and hard and not nearly so well-smothered with warm blankets as she would like, but at least it was hers. And in it she could lie down, stretch herself out, and welcome the sweet oblivion from her daily toil that she so badly required — even if her slumber tended to be all too brief.

She and Derritharn finished cleaning the carpet, using wadded cloths to protect their hands, and moved on to tidying the rest of the chamber. This work was soon complete, and Bess recognised the end of her working day with relief. But just as she was collecting up the rags and brushes she had been using in her labour, she heard the door creak as it opened.

‘That,’ said a male voice, ‘makes far too much noise. You will see that the hinges are oiled before you retire to your bed.’

Bess controlled her instinctive scowl with an effort. Mr. Edward Adair, the son of the house, had a repellent habit of waylaying her as she went about her duties. His manner was autocratic, and he invariably found additional work for her to do.

Not only that, but he watched her with lascivious eyes every moment she remained in his presence. With his immaculate dark hair and sculpted features he was considered uncommonly handsome, and the other housemaids giggled over his long, appreciative looks. But Bess deplored his character too much to appreciate the undeniable beauty of his face, and the way he stared could not gratify her. She read more than appreciation in his eyes: she read… intent.

Alas, she could not contrive to avoid him altogether. Nor could she point out that the hour was far advanced, and she ought to be asleep. What Mr. Adair required must be done, and Bess could only bob a reluctant curtsey and murmur something assenting.

But he stood in the doorway, blocking her egress. She was obliged to pause and wait, her eyes respectfully lowered, in hope of being permitted to leave. Usually he would look his fill upon her face and figure, and then leave her be.

Tonight, though, he stepped farther into the room and shut the door behind him. ‘A little later,’ he decided. ‘First, I have another duty for you.’

To Bess’s disgust, he approached until he stood only a few inches away from her. He stared down at her, his beautiful blue eyes cold and hard. ‘Bessie, isn’t it?’ he said. Abruptly, he reached out and tore off the frilled white cap she was obliged to wear. ‘Take your hair down,’ he ordered.

Bess’s eyes narrowed, and a flicker of anger flared in her heart. She took a step back, shaking her head. ‘Sir, I have work to do. Mrs. Sanders is expectin’ me below stairs—’ She hoped that invoking the name of the housekeeper might give him pause, but the gambit failed.

‘Never mind,’ he interrupted, and advanced upon her once more. ‘I’ll do it.’ He began yanking the pins out of her hair and dragging long tendrils of it out of the formerly neat arrangement, hurting her but blatantly uncaring. He ran her black, wavy locks through his fingers, and then tugged sharply. Surprise left her unable to suppress her involuntary cry of pain, and he smiled. ‘Forget Mrs. Sanders.’

‘Sir—’

‘Not another word,’ he said, his smile gone. ‘As my servant, you are obliged to attend to any duty I should require of you. Do you understand?’

Bessie understood. She felt a flicker of fear — and a surge of fierce anger. This, on top of all of the day’s trials! She lifted her chin. ‘I was hired to clean the house,’ she said firmly. ‘Sir.’

‘Your duties are as I define them.’ He advanced and took hold of her in a hard, cruel grip, one hand tangled painfully in her hair. He kissed her shrinking mouth with violent force, and began pushing her backwards towards the wall behind her.

Bess knew that his behaviour was not uncommon. Some housemaids accepted such duties as an inevitable part of their lives, and submitted; some even enjoyed the attention, provided the young master was handsome enough. But Bess could never submit. She fought his bruising grip, panting with the effort to free herself before he could succeed in pinning her. But he was much stronger than she, and her struggles only hurt her and angered him.

‘Stop that,’ he growled, tightening his grip on her hair until she cried out with the pain of it. He began dragging at her clothes, and Bess heard the tearing sound of fabric ripping through.

Then abruptly he gave a yelp of pain, and released Bess to stare down in bewilderment at Derritharn. The brownie looked smaller than ever, contrasted against his considerable height. But she wielded a tiny metal bucket with both hands, her expression ferocious. She swung it back and smashed it against Edward Adair’s shins twice more, as hard as she could, and shouted, ‘You leave BessBess alone! You’re frightening her!’

Mr. Adair kicked Derritharn, and the brownie fell to the ground with a cry of pain. She lay in a miserable little heap and did not move.

Bess glared at the arrogant boy, making no effort to disguise her hatred of him. ‘That,’ she said slowly, ‘was not the best decision you’ve ever made.’ She caught up the bucket Derritharn had dropped, paused a moment to take aim, and swung it at Adair’s head. It connected with a satisfying thunk, and he yelped with pain.

Bess raised her weapon for a second blow. ‘Tis a tiny tool, but solid, no?’ She made a show of hefting the miniature bucket, and swung it back and forth. ‘Hurts just a touch when it connects with your foolish noggin, don’t it now? Shall I have another go?’

To her satisfaction, Adair fell back, his face a mask of wrath. ‘You will regret your actions today, maid.’

‘Eh.’ Bess kept her grip on the bucket, in case he should decide to try again. ‘I doubt it.’

Then again, perhaps she might. For she heard the door handle turn, and then the hinges creaked once more as somebody opened it. Bess had no time to hide the bucket she still wielded, and could only phrase the swiftest of silent prayers that it was but Mrs. Sanders come to check on the maids’ progress.

Alas, it was not.

‘What is the matter in here?’ said Mrs. Adair, with regal displeasure. ‘I thought I heard—’ She broke off in surprise, and stared at the vision before her. Bessie could well imagine the scene as her employer saw it. Her upper housemaid with her black hair loose in a wild cloud around her face and her arm raised, clutching a tiny bucket with obvious intent to cause harm. Her precious son in full retreat before this vision of fury, his forehead already purpling with a fresh bruise. And a tiny household brownie (whose name she would never remember), lying in a crumpled heap not far away.

Bess was foolish enough to hope that the obvious explanation would occur to Mrs. Adair, and that she might be lenient.

Fool, she thought in disgust as Mrs. Adair’s face darkened with an anger directed at Bessie.

‘Bell?’ she said. ‘Perhaps you would care to explain why it is that you have assaulted my son.’

‘Because he assaulted me.’ Bessie would not shrink before that disapproving gaze, and she would not abase herself with apologies. She was not in the wrong.

‘She lies, mother.’ Edward Adair, curse him, did not even trouble himself to invent a plausible tale to defend his indefensible conduct. He knew that he need only accuse her of falsehood, and his mother would support him.

Which she did. ‘You will leave this house at once,’ she said to Bessie. ‘You will not, of course, receive a character.’

Shocked to her core, Bessie could only gape in dismay. Turned off in the middle of the night, and without the reference that would allow her to seek another respectable post? She ought not to be surprised, but she was — and a little afraid. The hour approached midnight, the weather was inclement, and with no family living, she had nowhere to go.

But she could match Mrs. Adair for majesty. ‘Nothing could persuade me to remain in this house another instant,’ she said with all the dignity she could muster, though her heart pounded as she spoke. She set down the bucket, dismissed her erstwhile employers from her notice, and went to Derritharn’s side. The brownie had picked herself up, though she bore an unsteady appearance.

‘Well, now,’ said Bess as she steadied her friend. ‘You took a tumble, but I think yer not much hurt. Is that the case?’

Derritharn nodded, her small mouth pursed with disapproval. ‘I’ll not stay another instant either, BessBess. And no brownie will ever set foot in Hapworth Manor again — I’ll see to that.’

Bessie felt a small glow of satisfaction at this statement. She doubted that the loss of her brownies would instil any particular sense of their own wrongdoing in Mrs. Adair or her son, but it was something.

‘Come, then,’ she said. ‘Off we go.’ She picked up Derritharn and left the drawing-room without a backwards glance, not deigning to acknowledge either of the tormentors she left behind.

‘Your hands are shaking,’ said Derritharn as Bess climbed the long staircases up to her attic chamber.

‘Aye, but only a mite. They’ll pull themselves together in a minute, or two.’

Derri disappeared while Bess packed her few belongings, and the very little money she had saved. Bess’s heart sank, for she felt it unlikely that she would ever meet the brownie again, and she was fond of her.

But as Bess made her way back down the stairs, Derri rejoined her, a tiny bag slung over her shoulder. ‘The others are leaving tonight,’ she said. ‘They will spread the word.’

‘And you?’ Bess eyed the luggage Derritharn carried, and tried not to hope too much.

‘I am coming with you. Though I hope you will carry me some of the way, for my legs are rather short.’

Bess beamed her relief, and a little of her tension eased. At least she would not be quite alone. ‘You’re the best friend I ever had, and I’m right delighted to have you along.’ She stooped at once and scooped up Derritharn, tucking her inside the woollen cloak she wore. ‘Though I warn you, I have not the smallest notion of where we are goin’.’

‘That’s all right,’ said Derri comfortably. ‘Wherever we go, I am sure it will be better than here.’

Bess could not but agree. She quit Hapworth Manor without speaking to another soul, and trudged away from the house and into the foggy night, her heart a mixture of sensations. In spite of her dismay and indignation at the night’s events, and her fear at the challenge now before her, she could not stifle a sense of relief at leaving the Adair family far behind.




Chapter Two

Oh, when I think o’ that family an’ their right dastardly treatment o’ Bess, I could break sommat! She ain’t the first, neither. Tis plain wrong, an’ someday I’ll find a way to give ‘em what they deserve. Thas a promise.

But Bess, now. Couldn’t have happened to a lass wi’ more pluck. Some misses, eh, ye turn ‘em out o’ they homes in the dead o’ night an’ they’d collapse into a fit o’ hysterics. An’ who could blame ‘em, considerin’? But Bessie Bell is made o’ sterner stuff. Off she went into the night, wi’ nowhere to go an’ no plan… an’ thas when the interestin’ things started to happen. I’ll say on.

 

The night was not so cold as Bess had feared, which cheered her a little. But it was also foggier than she had imagined, and she had not been able to procure a light for herself. She could see barely a yard in front of her face, and was obliged to move slowly indeed in order to avoid tumbling into a ditch. The sensation was strange: she could see little but swathes of white fog, and even sounds were muffled. She felt adrift in a cocoon of mist.

As such, she judged it wisest to keep to the road. She could not expect to find her way safely through woodland under such conditions, nor would it avail her much if she could. Her plan, such as it was, went no further than finding some wayside inn to sleep at for the night, even if it were in a stable. She had money enough for one or two nights spent thus, or so she hoped.

But she had misjudged how far out of the way was Hapworth Manor. She walked mile after mile, always following the largest road (as far as she could judge). Nothing occurred to raise her hopes; no lights shone in the distance, no promising sounds reached her ears. She could not even tell how long she had been walking. Time seemed to slow as she trudged on, and the sameness of the foggy world she journeyed through led her to feel, after some time, that she was making no progress at all.

The chill began to seep into her bones, and her hair grew wet and heavy under the clinging mist. Her body ached with weariness, and her thoughts were thick and sluggish with exhaustion. ‘Derri,’ she said at last. ‘I have to admit that I am not leadin’ us in any useful direction. And I have no notion what to do about it.’

Derritharn stirred in her swaddling cloak nest. ‘Tis a difficulty,’ she acknowledged. ‘I will stop sleeping, and start thinking instead.’

But Bess’s straining eyes alighted, at last, on something new: a faint light, shining in the distance. ‘Stay a moment!’ she said. ‘Feast yer eyes on that.’

Derri peeked out of the cloak, and squeaked her approval. ‘Perhaps it is an inn!’

‘That’s my thinkin’ too,’ agreed Bess. But she was forced to revise her ideas, for it soon became apparent that the lights were moving. ‘Nay! Tis a traveller. Mayhap a coach. One of them bigguns, wi’ the lanterns atop.’ Her heart lifted at the thought, for if it was a mail coach or some such, she could entreat the driver to take her up with it.

If she could contrive to halt it. The contraption approached rapidly, and soon she could hear the sounds of hoofbeats. It was driving faster than it ought, she thought, given the conditions. She had no light with her, nothing to announce her presence. Indeed, she was in danger of being run down if she tried to stop the coach, for the driver could not possibly see her until he was almost on top of her.

Ah well. If she did not make the attempt, she was like to perish of damp and chill and hunger before she found any shelter. She positioned herself in the road, near enough to the edge to jump out of the way if she had to, and waited.

‘BessBess…?’ said Derritharn as the hoofbeats grew louder.

‘Oh,’ said Bessie. ‘Aye, you’d better get down. I wouldn’t like for the both of us to be flattened.’

There was no time for more. Horses loomed abruptly out of the mist: a matched pair, black as night. Bess tensed, her heart pounding wildly as the equipage barrelled down upon her.

The horses snorted and neighed in surprise at finding an obstacle in their path, and one of them shied. Bess heard a male voice cursing. She waited until the last possible instant before leaping aside, heart palpitating with terror — and hope, that her foolish gambit had been enough.

For a moment it looked as though the carriage would not stop, and Bess’s spirits sank. It bowled on, sweeping past her in a flurry of wind and the scent of sweating horse, and was swallowed up by the mist once more.

But the sound of hoofbeats slowed, and then stopped abruptly. It was not the gradual fading of the horses disappearing into the fog, and Bess’s hopes rose again. She clutched a shaking Derritharn to herself and stepped back into the road, hurrying after the coach.

When she grew nearer to the vehicle, she was able to see at once that it was not a mail-coach after all, nor anything nearly so large — or so promising. It was a gentleman’s carriage, the kind that seated but one or two, and the driver was the sole occupant. Oddly, there was no sign of the lanterns she had seen in the distance.

Its owner sat up high, gentling his startled horses with soothing words. His head turned slightly as Bess approached, and she knew he was aware of her presence, but he neither spoke to her nor looked at her until his horses had ceased their restive behaviour and stood, quiet and calm, once more.

Then he stared down at Bess.

In the darkness, she could discern little about him. He wore a dark coat or cloak and a wide-brimmed rain hat, which contrived to conceal his figure and much of his face. She could neither see nor imagine the expression of his eyes, and must attempt to judge his reaction to her presence by the quality of his silence alone. Which was no easy feat.

Bess tried not to feel afraid, and failed. Weariness defeated her, and the remembrance of Edward Adair’s ungentle attentions of only a few hours before. She was in no fit state of mind to be encountering another lone gentleman tonight, by herself, and with no hope whatsoever of help, should matters go awry. But she could not retreat either, for he was her only hope of assistance.

‘You are out late,’ he said at last. ‘And alone?’

‘Yes, sir.’ His tone had not been altogether unwelcoming, but nor had it been kind. ‘I am in a spot of trouble, and must beg yer aid.’

She felt it to be a hopeless request as she spoke, for she knew herself to be far from the type of female he would have any inclination to assist. But he did not bark a negative and instantly drive on, as she had expected, and a flicker of hope flared in her heart.

He looked away, in the direction of his horses and the empty road ahead. Bess felt that his manner expressed some sort of frustration. ‘You may have it, provided that assisting you does not interfere with my endeavour.’

‘I need shelter,’ she replied. ‘An inn or sommat will serve me well, if you know of one in the neighbourhood. Failin’ that, a barn or a stable or anythin’.’

‘We are miles from any inn, and where there is no inn, there is no stable either.’

‘A farm?’ said Bess, with failing hopes.

He sighed irritably. ‘I haven’t the smallest notion. It has not occurred to me to consider the question of local farms.’

‘Fair enough. Them as drives carriages got no cause to worry about such things.’

‘Those, my dear girl,’ said the gentleman blandly, but with a hint of annoyance. ‘Those who drive carriages, and it is have in this context, not got. Quite apart from which, this is not a carriage but a curricle.’

‘That’s the way,’ agreed Bess. ‘Find fault wi’ my speech, and you set yourself nice and high over the likes of me.’ She smiled as she spoke, but her words were born of frustration. It was of no use to her for him to quibble, either about local geography or about her grammar.

The gentleman looked at her through narrowed eyes. ‘Some would call it unwise, to give sauce to your betters. Especially when that better is a stranger, and you are alone, and it is late at night.’

Bessie patted the nose of the nearest of his horses. ‘No sauce, sir,’ she said blithely. ‘I’m admirin’ yer strategy. Tis a sound one, and I’m thinkin’ you’ve had some practice.’

He sighed deeply, and the reins twitched in his hands. She thought for an alarming instant that he was going to drive away and leave her after all, but he did not. ‘Where did you come from, infernal wench?’

‘Hapworth Manor.’ Bess did not care to elaborate, but it did not appear that she needed to. He looked sharply at her as she spoke the name of the Adair family home, and his silence spoke volumes.

At last he said, ‘I should not feel interested in such a deplorable minx as I fear you will prove to be, but it seems I cannot help it.’

Bess grinned. ‘You know pluck when you see it, sir.’

‘That I do. Up you come, then. There is but just room enough, I imagine, though you will have to hold that bag of yours upon your lap.’

Bess clambered up at once, taking care neither to drop nor to reveal Derritharn, and settled herself upon the seat next to the gentleman. ‘Thank you for your help, sir. I was at me wits’ end.’

‘As well you might be. It is no night to be abroad.’ He set his horses in motion and the carriage — curricle — moved off at a smart pace. The wind was cold, and Bess sat huddled around Derri for warmth.

‘There is a blanket on the floor,’ he said briefly. ‘You may use it if you wish.’

Bess required no second invitation. She felt around upon the floor near her feet, and her frozen fingers soon discovered a heap of something thick and soft. She drew it over her legs and tucked her hands beneath it, grateful for the warmth it soon imparted.

Her reluctant companion was silent for some time, and she received the impression that he was concentrating too intently to have any attention to spare for her. He would have to, of course, in order to successfully drive his curricle through the darkness and the fog. Which raised the question in Bess’s mind: what manner of fool took any kind of carriage out on such a night? And alone, at that?

‘I suppose it’s an urgent endeavour,’ she said at last. The words emerged a little oddly, for her lips had frozen stiff in the chill wind.

He glanced at her sharply, as though he had forgotten her existence. ‘It is pressing. I ought, perhaps, to have warned you of its nature before I took you up. But leaving you behind alone would have been far more unwise, I believe.’

Bess absorbed that. ‘It is some manner of dangerous undertakin’, I collect.’

‘If it is successful. If it is not, we will merely be chilled to the bone and mightily bored.’ He glanced her way once more, and added, ‘Or rather, I will be. It is my hope that I will be rid of my passenger before too long.’

‘I ain’t the troublesome sort,’ Bessie offered.

‘You are already causing trouble. Or complications, which is much the same thing.’

‘Aye, well. ‘Tis all much more troublesome to me, as it happens.’

‘No doubt. Incidentally, “I am not troublesome” would be correct.’

‘Yessir.’

He stopped speaking abruptly, and she once again felt that his attention had travelled far from her. She began to say something else, but he hushed her with a few words, and she fell silent.

He reined in his curricle, and they sat in strained silence for some moments. He was listening hard, but she had no notion what he was listening for.

‘If you should happen to see eyes in the dark,’ he said after a time, and in a languid, conversational tone, ‘I beg you will mention the fact.’

‘Eyes in the dark,’ repeated Bessie. ‘Right enough.’

He said nothing more.

‘I suppose it’d be too much to ask why you are expectin’ to see such a thing?’

‘I have not time for your questions. Be silent, or I shall be forced to abandon you.’

Bess was left to speculate as to the meaning, and probable owner, of the eyes in question. It did not sound especially promising, but then there was nothing in the phrase by itself that ought rightly to inspire the shiver of dread that ran over her skin at the idea. He might merely be looking for a cat, or some other such creature. She would blame her unsettled feelings upon the depth of the night, the thickness of the fog, the chill in the air, and her own lingering tension from the events of earlier in the evening.

This approach functioned perfectly to restore her calm — at least, until she saw the eyes.

They had been clattering up and down lowish hills for some time, by which she judged them to be adrift somewhere in the midst of the Lincolnshire Wolds. Having slowly ascended a hill somewhat taller than the rest, they reached the peak and began to descend; and as they bowled into the valley at its base at a ground-eating trot (a petrifying pace, considering that the fog still concealed virtually everything around them), Bess saw a flicker of bright, sharp light like blue flame, floating in the mist some way off to her left. She stared hard into the fog, and realised with a thrill of horror that the twin motes of light resembled eyes.

‘Mister?’ she said.

‘Green,’ he replied.

‘What?’

‘Mr. Green.’

‘I ain’t askin’ for yer name, though it’s right nice to know. I’m happenin’ to mention the fact that them eyes you was lookin’ for are right over yonder.’ She pointed.

He stared in the direction she indicated, and let out a low hiss. The sound shocked Bessie, for it was wholly at odds with the cultured speech and refined manner of a gentleman that he had hitherto displayed. ‘Hold on tightly,’ he said, and in spite of his apparent displeasure the languid tone had not left his voice. ‘We are going to pick up the pace a little.’

He flicked the reins, and his horses dashed into a canter — and then, to her disbelief, a gallop. They careened wildly through the fog at a terrifying speed — and then, to crown Bess’s horror, the curricle veered off the road and plunged into the woods. Their pace did not in the slightest degree slacken. Rank upon rank of shadowy black tree-branches loomed out of the blank whiteness and reached bare, twiggy fingers for Bess; she hunched in her seat, dipping her head low, and their grip missed. Branch after branch went sailing overhead and away, while the trunks of the trees and black, shadowy bushes loomed and faded on either side of the curricle. Derri shifted in Bess’s grip, squeaking with terror, but Bess could only clutch her tiny friend and pray.

All the while, those flickering eyes of cold flame danced ahead of them, always out of reach.

‘How is it that you can see where you’re goin’!’ shrieked Bess.

‘In fact, I cannot!’ said Mr. Green. ‘We are not guided by my eyes.’

This made no sense to Bessie. Was it better or worse if some unknowable power guided the curricle through the maze of the woodland? How was it possible? It began to be apparent to Bess — if the cold-burning eyes were not enough of a clue — that she had been taken up by no ordinary gentleman.

The eyes grew suddenly larger, and Bess stared in horror into the depths of blue, frozen fire burning with a malevolent glare. This she bore with fortitude, though her heart beat quicker than she had ever known in her life.

She was rather more startled when Mr. Green — hitherto civilised in his behaviour, if a trifle odd — suddenly let out a vast cry; a terrible, dark sound loaded with incomprehensible words. Then he dropped the reins and leapt from the curricle with another horrific shout. The curricle continued on without slackening its pace in the smallest degree, proving that Mr. Green really had not been guiding its progress at all.

Bess clutched the seat and hung on grimly, resisting the temptation to throw herself from the wildly racing vehicle before it could contrive to plough into something, and kill her outright.

It was not, she thought, the most relaxing night of her life.

Just as a scream bubbled its way up into her throat and threatened to tear loose, the curricle’s frantic pace finally slowed, and the vehicle came to a stop. This development did not please Bess as much as she would have preferred, for she had fetched up at the feet of the most frightening creature she had ever beheld in her life.

It was a horse, or something along those lines. Far larger than any horse had any right to be, it towered over the curricle — and therefore over her, in spite of her normally advantageous position atop the seat. Its hide was dense, roiling storm-cloud, or so it appeared to her (possibly fanciful) eye. Dark grey laced through with night-black and frozen-white, the horse blended into the fog as though it wore the inclement weather like a cloak.

Its eyes were those she had seen in the distance: enormous, winter-blue and crackling with impossible flame.

Bess’s breath stopped.

‘Tatterfoal,’ she breathed.
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‘That he is,’ said Mr. Green, who stood at the beast’s head. ‘Have you ever seen a mightier steed?’

Bess could find no words with which to respond. Her fool of a preserver (if he could be called such) appeared to be trying to befriend the beast. Bess decided on the spot that he was cracked in the head.

Tatterfoal? All the county knew of the nightmare creature. Some tales named him a horse, others a donkey, but all agreed that he was a fell beast indeed, wicked as winter and twice as cold. He had walked the hills of the Wolds many long years ago, terrifying unwary travellers and leading them astray. He took over a person’s reason, so the tales said; hopelessly bewitched, they wandered blithely into the winter-struck woods and were never seen again.

These were tales of a long-lost menace; none had heard tell of Tatterfoal’s presence for generations. But mothers still used its legend to keep their children in order, and to discourage them from venturing too far from the fireside. It worked, because Tatterfoal was terrifying.

And Mr. Green was chatting with it.

‘There, foolish beast,’ he said conversationally. ‘I have not the faintest notion what you are doing partying abroad in England without your master’s leave. It had better be a good explanation, for he will be more than a little displeased with you otherwise. Hmm? You did not have his leave, my dear pony, for he would remember granting it. Would he not, now? That is the gravest falsehood, and you had better not tell any more of those.’

Bess listened to half of this speech in a state of powerful terror, expecting any moment to see the fell beast snap her foolish driver’s head off and then come after her. But before many words had passed his lips, it became apparent that no such calamity was imminent. She could find no explanation for Tatterfoal’s apparent docility; nor for the fact that Mr. Green had, by all appearances, deliberately set out into the fog with the intention of encountering precisely this monster.

It was enough, for the present, to feel that her own life was not in imminent danger. Bess sat in rapt contemplation of the scene as Mr. Green continued to talk nonsense to the nightmarish horse.

But in the midst of this one-sided conversation, Tatterfoal abruptly reared, kicked up its heels and galloped away. Roiling wisps of storm-grey cloud shot through with lightning trailed after it, and dissipated without trace into the fog. Mr. Green stared after the vanished horse in open-mouthed dismay, and then fell to calling and cursing with growing rage. He spoke words Bessie could not understand; they burst forth in a torrent of anger, dark and snarling, and she could not suppress a shiver at the menace they seemed to carry.

But Tatterfoal did not return.

Mr. Green fell silent at last, returned to his abandoned vehicle and climbed back into the driver’s seat. He gathered up the reins, but this time he made no pretence of employing them to set his horses in motion. He merely waved his hand and muttered, ‘Off we go, then,’ and the horses turned themselves and began plodding back in, presumably, the direction of the road they had left behind some time ago.

Bess waited in expectation of receiving some manner of explanation, but none was forthcoming. At last she said, ‘Tis not that I mean to pry, you understand. But that were… Tatterfoal.’

‘That it were.’ Mr. Green’s lips twisted in annoyance. ‘Was. That it was.’

‘And it seems to me that he were kind enough not to swallow you whole.’

‘He would not dare.’

‘By that I am to understand that you are more terrifyin’ than Tatterfoal.’

Mr. Green glanced sideways at her. ‘You are positively overflowing with questions.’

‘Ain’t that natural enough? Considerin’ what just happened in front of my eyes.’

‘I thought you might be frightened.’

‘Oh, I was,’ Bessie agreed comfortably. ‘Until I saw His Scariness actin’ like a placid pony on a jaunt through the park. And then I was curious instead.’

‘I am afraid your curiosity is destined to remain unsatisfied.’

Bess might have pressed him further, but that it occurred to her that the fog was dissipating. Nay, had dissipated; barely a wisp of it was left, for all that it had been as dense as a winter blanket only a few minutes before.

‘Now, that’s mighty strange,’ she said, twisting in her seat to look about herself. She could not see much more of the wood than before, as the sun had not yet risen. But she could see the wide trunks of aged trees rising all around her, bark black in the darkness.

‘Tatterfoal brings the fog,’ said Mr. Green. ‘Have you not heard that before?’

‘Nay, that’s no part of any legend I ever heard.’

Mr. Green grunted.

‘Come to think of it, Tatterfoal ain’t been seen in a hundred years. So they say.’

‘Oh, not nearly so long as that.’

Bessie sighed, and fell silent. Clearly, her probing would avail her nothing; Mr. Green would be neither tricked nor persuaded into explaining himself.

‘BessBess,’ came a faint whisper from within her cloak. Bessie peeked inside. ‘Be wary of him,’ said Derritharn.

Bess did not need to be told. Despite his kindness in taking her up with him, the rest of his behaviour clearly proclaimed that he was no ordinary English gentleman. She did wonder what else Derritharn had detected that prompted her to issue a special warning, but she could not question the brownie on that point without their being overheard.

‘You should know,’ said Mr. Green in a bland tone, ‘that I have very sharp ears.’

Oh. ‘Come on out, then, Derri,’ she said. ‘May as well, if your hidey-hole’s discovered.’

Derritharn poked out her nose, and shivered violently. ‘I’ll not, if it is all the same to you. That there is a cold wind.’

Mr. Green snapped his fingers, and a moment later a ball of faint light materialised in the air over Bess’s head. The light grew rapidly in strength, until she could see her surroundings clearly.

‘Course,’ said Bess, gazing at the mesmerising silvery glow. ‘There be will-o-the-wykes followin’ in yer wake as well. I might have expected as much.’

‘They are fond of me,’ said Mr. Green. He sat looking intently at Bess, and she returned his scrutiny while she had the opportunity, for she was mightily curious about the strange fellow whose assistance she had been forced to beg.

His figure remained a mystery inside the great black driving-coat he wore, and the rain hat still covered some part of his face. But she could see that he was unusually pale of complexion, with a firm mouth sardonically tilted at the edge. She caught a flash of bright eyes as he briefly met her gaze.

‘It is not every day one encounters a plague of a curiosity-ridden housemaid wandering the roads at all hours, and alone,’ he said. ‘When she turns out to be bearing a denizen of Aylfenhame secreted inside her shabby wool cloak, then I would say it is a unique event indeed.’

Aylfenhame. The word repeated inside Bess’s mind, growing larger with every echo. Aylfenhame was the fae realm, separate from England but sometimes accessible — at least, to the fortunate few. Or unfortunate. The tales of the realm of the Ayliri, as its human-like denizens were known, were myriad and varied. Some spoke of wonders and riches and magics marvellous beyond belief; others of black-hearted curses and nightmares, like Tatterfoal. Some few of its creatures chose to live in England, like Derritharn and her kin. Most, however, remained aloof from Bess’s world, and never came there.

‘Are you a denizen of Aylfenhame?’ she said, unabashedly brazen.

He chuckled. ‘Do I not look human enough, to your eye?’

‘I cannot tell,’ said Bess at once. ‘Not under all that cloth coverin’ you up from head to toe.’

‘Well, it is far too cold to strip for your amusement this evening.’

Bess blinked. ‘I—’

His sardonic smile widened. ‘Yes?’

‘Hm.’ She eyed him with displeasure. ‘You like to divert me questions by tryin’ to shock me.’

‘Ah. And you are not easy to shock. That I have had ample opportunity to observe.’

Thinking of the hideous vision of Tatterfoal and her decision not to run away screaming, Bess nodded affirmatively. ‘Though not for lack of tryin’ on your part.’

‘Mm. Do stop plaguing me with questions, however. I must decide what is to be done with you.’

The curricle found the road and lumbered back onto it. There it paused, stretched across the road, apparently waiting.

‘Dunnot trouble yourself,’ said Bess. ‘Me and Derri will decide what to do wi’ ourselves. Just take us to an inn, or some such place.’

‘I could do that,’ he agreed. ‘But I do not think I shall.’

Derritharn shivered, and clutched at Bess’s cloak. ‘Alas and woe, for ‘tis too late to be wary!’

Mr. Green rolled his eyes heavenward. ‘Silence, creature. I am not going to harm your human.’

‘Settin’ me down someplace safe would go a long way towards reassurin’ us both,’ said Bess.

‘Which is precisely my intention, but an inn will not do. No—do not speak, if you will be so kind. You are not in full possession of the facts. Being observed in my company will have done your safety little good, tonight.’

‘Well, then, I wish you had left us in the road!’ said Bess, with some asperity.

Mr. Green made no response to this sally. He muttered something Bess did not understand and the curricle stirred into motion once more, righting itself upon the road by way of a right-hand turn. The horses began to trot and then to canter, bowling smartly along under the now-visible moon.

‘I did not precisely understand the extent of the peril, at the time,’ Mr. Green said at last. ‘Even if I had, only a blackguard would leave a young woman alone upon the road past the midnight hour. And whatever else I may be, BessBess, I am not a blackguard.’

‘You,’ said Bess with dignity, ‘may call me Miss Bell.’

He laughed delightedly at that, then tore off his hat and tossed it away with a flick of his wrist. ‘What an intriguing young beast you are.’

His hair proved to be red and wild, and worn longer than was typically fashionable for a gentleman. Bess watched it whipping in the wind, and considered. What could be the motive behind this stranger’s actions? The things she had seen tonight would have had her scoffing in disbelief, only a few hours before.

But strangely, she did not feel in any danger from him, in spite of Derritharn’s obvious unease. In fact, she could find nothing that might account for her brownie friend’s distrust. Edward Adair’s mere presence had always made Bess uneasy, from the first moment she had encountered him; something of his nature had shown itself in his manner and his behaviour right away. But in spite of this gentleman’s comfort with such nightmares as Tatterfoal, Bess did not feel the same concerns about Mr. Green. He had spoken brusquely to her, but in essentials he had been naught but kindness.

Always supposing that he did intend to convey her to safety. Perhaps he intended to take her somewhere out-of-the-way, where she would be beyond the reach of help. Bess frowned as she attempted to picture this scene. Somehow, she could not believe it of Mr. Green — not least because he seemed wholly uninterested in her person. He scarcely seemed aware that she was female.

Perhaps she was being a fool to trust him. She would listen to Derri, and be ready to run at the first sign of trouble. Accordingly, she sat tensely beside him throughout the rest of the strange journey, clutching Derri in one arm while the other rested atop the mean bundle of possessions she had managed to bring away with her.

But flight did not prove necessary. Their journey ended some twenty minutes later, when the curricle drew up outside of a mansion house. It was not nearly so large as Hapworth Manor, but it was substantial enough: the residence of wealthy people. The moon shone silvery upon its pale stone walls, and many windows glittered faintly in the darkness.

‘This is Somerdale,’ said Mr. Green as his horses came to a stop. ‘It is the home of some friends of mine. They will treat you well, and keep you safe. I am also certain they will assist you in finding a new place.’

He meant a new place in service, of course, and it was natural that he should assume she would want to take up another position as a maid. But as he uttered the words, Bess knew without doubt that she never wished to work in service again. Never. The beginnings of a new plan had taken hold in her mind, and she had every intention of pursuing it.

That, however, was none of Mr. Green’s business. She permitted herself to be assisted down from the curricle, still prepared to flee if it should prove necessary. As Mr. Green marched up to the front door and rapped loudly upon it, Bess held a whispered consultation with Derritharn.

‘What think you, Derri? Now’s our chance to run, if we want to get away.’

Derri shook her head. ‘Nay, he spoke truly. This place is safe.’

‘Oh? And how do you know that?’

‘Because it is Somerdale.’

‘That makes no sense to me.’

‘Did you not hear of the Aylfendeanes?’

‘The wha… oh! You mean Miss Ellerby?’

‘That I do. They live here.’

‘Well then, that makes sense after all.’ And it did. The neighbourhood of Tilby had been lively with interest over the story of Miss Isabel Ellerby, several weeks before. The young lady had fled a perfectly respectable — indeed, advantageous — marriage in favour of wedding herself to an Aylir. Out of Aylfenhame. Bess had never set eyes upon any of the people in the tale, of course, and she had half imagined it to be the purest nonsense; as unlikely a story as that of Tatterfoal. But they were said to have settled
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