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Content Warning:

This story is a historically set Victorian Gothic horror. It contains themes and references to sexual corruption, with scenes of sex, murder and blood. These scenes are in no way a gratuitous addition to tantalise or shock, but vital to the story.
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For you, reader,

come join me in the dark.


“All the world’s a stage,

And all the men and women merely players.

They have their exits and their entrances;

And One man in his time plays many parts,”

 

William Shakespeare

As You Like It, Act 2, scene 7
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PROLOGUE

The scene is set.

Within the shadows, beneath the curve of the sweeping staircase, sits a chair. The great front door has been left ajar, someone has arrived, or departed, which we are yet to know. But the chink allows a single shaft of light to hit the worn patina of the chair. The light is dim, but it gives the scene its authenticity.

This chair, it is not a distinct piece, ordinary in its design and execution. It had initially, though only for a brief pause, thought a more elaborate piece should be selected. Perhaps an heirloom or one of the carved Italian Renaissance chairs from the great hall, or a gilt Rococo with padded silk seat from the boudoir. But no; why allow a simple object to take the glory and applause? It is so often the most unlikely that takes the supporting role, and this is just that.

The wooden chair has been brought up from the kitchen. Its position has also been a measured point on the itinerary; carefully assessed and calculated just as all details—is that not how it should be? There is no room for error, not ever, but especially not now.

So, there it is—the scene, a plain pine chair on a black and white tiled floor. It calls out to the lower classes, the audience who pay their hard-earned pennies. Stating that if fortune had befallen them in such circumstances that they too could find themselves in such a story.

It is a simple setting—but oh, just wait.

It will soon be time, and the curtain will rise.
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SCENE 1

A whisper from the vague hollows of her mind tugged her back, but to where?

She felt constricted, heavy, though her mind still drifted.

Initially, she considered the tightness of her corset. Maybe a swell of the vapours?

Ridiculous.

She had never fallen victim to such genteel conditions. They were meek weaknesses to befall females who relished in those hideous plays for attention, seeking male affections. Vying for such fancies was a game for the weak, incompetent, and bored. Those of her sex who held no regard for their inner qualities, if they even possessed them.

She had met some who had, those who possessed talents and worth but disguised their intelligence. It was those she had found herself pitying all the more. To hide your real value, to appease the nature of a man, to fortify his worth when perhaps there is none to be found; that was a great injustice to her gender. And on many occasions, she had said as much.

The handsome society women, where beauty did not flourish, but intelligence reigned, money permitted their attendance at such occasions. If she had to keep company at those social soirées, the opera, the theatre, better to share her evening with those who could converse rather than titter. Pitiable of all were those where men would swarm like flies around festering meat. These widows dripped in money, whose charms laid in bonds, shares, and vast portfolios of property—with painted faces and heaving bosoms, throwing all decorum out to the gutter along with the rats.

At least her mother had been spared the swift descent into the disgraces of growing old. And Mercy was adamant about becoming none of those she pitied or despised. She was neither of those women—a gender unto herself. She possessed looks more striking than beauty, luring the voyeurs to be fully immersed in their admiration. Whether she was liked or loathed, it did not matter. It was the fact that she was renowned.

Her arrival was always announced. She commanded attention, glances and overheated thoughts from both men and women. She understood what they thought, her reputation preceded her just as her mother’s had, but the invitations were a constant flutter through her fingers.

She had always considered attending alone, to parade her bare décolletage, swoon, and blush, enticing arousal, trailing her fingers over flushed cheeks of the overindulged dignitary. Knowing to do so in public would fill columns of the scandal sheets—the latest indignity of Mercy Dove. The thought had been altogether far too amusing. But she had become tired of these vulgar whims. Instead, she fuelled gossip by arriving with her latest lover. His name was of little consequence. They were all the same, Lords, Dukes, Earls and Baronets. For them, she was a quest, maybe through curiosity or even a drunken wager. For her, they were her ticket to ride out the scandal.

This one, a Duke, had been young, exquisite, not that she was any older, just wiser, and far more adept at life. His nobility had shielded him from such seedier subjects that she felt versed in. He had been a boulevardier to the point of personification; a polished, primped excuse of male-hood, with the face of an angel and the body of a Greek God.

There was no intellect to arouse her mind. He had pandered to her impulses, her sexual desires, the perversity of which had made his young cheeks blush, his eyes widen, but his manhood stand erect with an excitement that made even her tremble. He had delighted in showering her with his vain beauty, lavishing her with poetry, prose and verse to tantalise her mind, and arouse her skin, only to fall short, leaving her desires dampened and her mind desperate for more. More of what had been the question. Him being an exceptional specimen of his breed. How could any woman resist the talents of his silver tongue that languished where his silver spoon was born?

Her Adonis was well versed in literature and the arts, with golden locks, and sapphire eyes, but that was where the divine attributes concluded. His vanity was his gift, as he saw it. Nevertheless, his body and the touch of his fingers aroused her physically enough to keep him on a leash for a month or two.

As the tenderness of early spring aged to the intoxicating scent of summer, Mercy’s attraction had withered with the heat. She had grown tiresome of his pointless conversations, his whimsical fancies of nothing more than new silk cravats and velvet dress coats. The artistic appeal had diminished. She would pass him to another more suitable of her sex, who would advance a little in society from his titled status.

The cool night air had swept in with them as they attended the theatre. Mercy had seen the young woman before, her eyes trailing with innocent longing over the Duke as he paraded at Mercy’s side. Had it been his title she had desired, a hunger more from her mother than her? It had not mattered. Only that it had been so tangible the air had been ripe with excitement; Mercy could taste it.

Her Adonis had not noticed, his attention far too engaged in the delicate skin of Mercy’s neck. But her eyes had found the girl’s where they locked in an unspoken acknowledgement. Mercy had smiled then, a flutter in her breast to match her lashes as she bowed her head slightly. The charade had continued, each occasion, they danced the same waltz of polite conversation and desired gazes. Each time, Mercy’s attention growing more intrigued. 

On the last evening, it had been the flash of violet silk that caught her eye. Mercy knew this young woman was beautiful enough that the Duke would take the bait easily, but there was something else about her, something compelling.

Mercy leaned close to whisper, her lips teasing the blond curl around his ear. “I am stunned at such beauty. Her skin resembles fine porcelain, imagine being able to possess such a work of art.” 

He had taken her lead, gazing towards the young woman. 

“Why not take her my darling, just look at her? She appears longing to drown in your words. Verse her in all those trifles that I have taught you…” her tongue trailed over his earlobe. 

Adonis scrutinised Mercy, questioning what possible reason she could have for such rejection, wide-eyed like a dismissed tiresome puppy.

Sighing, opening her lips to speak, she wrapped her arm in his. “I grow weary, would you call the carriage.” He bowed. Mercy cast her eye back to the young woman who blushed. 

He had heard her unspoken words in her gaze. There had been no mistaking that this was his dismissal. Easing her to one side, he had pleaded with her. Of course, he had, she had expected nothing less.

His soft lips, warm on her cheek, “…but my Mercy, my angel, whose eyes glitter with lust for my love.”

He had done as she bid. He was nothing but obedient; she gave him that. Mercy exhaled with relief on his departure.

They never lasted long; her attention was short.

These were a new form of liaison, the variety in which she was required to occupy her lover outside of her bed chamber. A new state of affairs, a change in the status quo. Her world had spun on its axis, tipping in her favour. That is what some believed. She, however, knew full well the truth of it—to have what you desire, you must take it.

It had hit her then—a new yearning, wrapped in the form of this dark beauty with white skin and big eyes. Those eyes that were no longer following the Duke but were now equally fixed on Mercy. Violette, the name had tingled her lips as they were introduced. Her eyes had lingered on Mercy long enough to fire a tiny explosion between her thighs. 

That fresh craving stood before her then.

“My card.” Mercy’s gloved fingers proffered the smooth white card, embossed with gold.

Violette had taken it, her cheek slightly flushed to match the scarlet silk of Mercy’s gown that swished the floor as she took a step closer. Mercy let her words hang a while, adding nothing other than a smile.

The woman held the card gently between her gloved fingers as finally, Mercy relinquished her grip. 

For the first time, Lady Mercy Dove felt vulnerable.


SCENE 2

Violette had worn her decorum well; it had hovered over her face like a virginal veil. She had arrived promptly at three as the afternoon sun soaked through the lace drapes, her arrival witnessed from the window as she descended the hansom. There had been a slight hesitation in her stride as she paid the driver. If she were to jump back up in the cab, Mercy felt she would crumble where she stood.

Mercy had waited by the window, her back to the room as the butler saw her in. She would not turn until the last moment, savouring the anticipation until the final second. She pressed her hand to her chest with an inhalation, filling her corset until the whalebones dug deep into her ribs. 
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