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To see was not to believe. You would only be witnessing a gathering of ladies who, to the untrained eye, expressed all the gentle virtuous qualities so beloved of their gentler sex. But, were you to creep a little closer, were you able to listen and to feel, to touch and to taste and to inhale you, too, would have succumbed to intoxication and the subversive spirit fermented within. Here were fear and danger, wrapped tightly for their own safekeeping and folded neatly like starched Sunday best. Nobody would have suspected.

What they had in common was a desire to prise open their own Pandora’s box even though they were all aware that once the lid had been unlocked it could never, ever be slammed shut. Some had come only to observe, some to satisfy their curiosity but others were willing to totally immerse themselves in passion and desire.



THE SOCIETY OF SIN
Sian Lacey Taylder



Prologue

I am trying hard not to apportion blame and, at the same time, trying hard to assuage my own guilt. I am perfectly aware that she and she alone should bear responsibility for the events of the summer but I cannot bring myself to condemn her outright; I will not be the one to cast the first stone. The letter arrived yesterday; I knew immediately who it was from and realised that, for my own safety, it had to be hidden so it lay unopened under my pillow until darkness provided the protection I needed to break the seal. She asked, once more, for forgiveness but that was quite impossible; to forgive would have been an admission of wrongdoing on both our parts.

My trembling fingers ripped the envelope apart. I turned the lamp low and began to read:


Chilcombe Lacey

Wednesday, 12 September 1876

My dear Charlotte

As I have received no reply to any of my previous letters I have little hope in hearing from you again. But you know me! ‘A woman of persistence’, is that not how I was once memorably described? By the vicar, I think, though I don’t suppose he meant it as a compliment.

The village feels empty without you; I seem to spend most of my waking days wandering through the valley, always looking for you, even though I know you are not there. Emma tells me I sleep too much, she has even offered to fetch the doctor but what potion can he possibly prescribe to cure me of lovesickness? No, it is more than mere heartbreak. I’m suffering from a madness, dear Charlotte; the madness of desire. You are my obsession; you inhabit my dreams and walk into my nightmares. I smell your sweat on the morning dew and everywhere, everywhere, I sense the darkness of your eyes and the soft sheen of your flesh. I am, even now, looking out the window to see the contours of your body carved into the valley and hills.

They have all gone, all except Emma; pursued and dispersed. Even you have forsaken me but I understand that I have only myself to blame. You were the special one, my purest disciple. The others I can live without but not you; without you I only exist.

Forgive me, please, my dear Charlotte. You know where I am; come to me, come to me before I am lost in the labyrinths of lovelessness.

Your ever-loving fellow scholar

P




1

It had not always been thus. Indeed, at the very genesis of our relationship it was quite the other way round. I can still remember when I first caught sight of her, a month after arriving to spend the summer with my father in Chilcombe Bredy. Having passed the winter months in more agreeable Mediterranean climes, the prospect of a wet English summer was beginning to depress me. Indeed, I was already planning a return passage and concocting an excuse for my father. At the time I was naive enough to consider it nothing more than fate; I learnt later that she’d been watching me for days and that, once she had baited her honeytrap, I would, sooner or later, be devoured.

When the weather finally let up I took advantage of the sunshine to take leave of the company of my father’s housekeeper who had been entertaining me with the local gossip. I’d been sitting at the table, watching her prepare lunch and listening to rain pounding hard on the window. I was lacing up my boots, expressing a wish to explore my new surroundings when she turned on her heels, eyes blazing at me.

‘You might be a headstrong young lady, Miss Crowsettle, and I daresay you will have had your fill of danger but let me warn you, here and now, that there are places, even in this valley, where a woman ought not to roam.’

My ears pricked; there is nothing I like more than indulging myself in that which has specifically been proscribed. ‘What on earth do you mean, Mrs Bexington? Surely Chilcombe Bredy is one of the safest places on Earth?’

‘Well may you mock me, miss, but you take heed of my words and keep well away from Chilcombe Lacey estate. There are strange goings-on there and the “lady of the house” – well, she is no “lady”, make no mistake. Only a year ago she had a mother, a father and two brothers; within months they were dead. All of them. I am not one to spread rumours, Miss Charlotte, but what happens there – well, ’tis not right; ’tis not natural. The place is cursed.’

I dismissed Mrs Bexington’s warning as idle chit-chat; when I related her advice to my father he burst out laughing. ‘My dear Charlotte, you of all people should know that there’s nothing so vacillating as the mind of the English peasant; they’re terrified of change, especially when it comes in the form of a woman. I’m sure the new occupant of Chilcombe Lacey is a charming lady, though I have yet to make her acquaintance.’

‘Then how do you account for the deaths of her parents and brothers? Mere coincidence? Perhaps Mrs Bexington was right, Chilcombe Lacey is cursed.’

My father, Sir Napier Crowsettle, smiled; however much I sought to challenge received opinion, I was still, in his eyes, very much a child. ‘That, Charlotte, is hardly a rational explanation. It is the kind of uninformed opinion I would expect from our neighbours, not an intelligent young woman like you. Coincidence? I would imagine so. The deaths were investigated by my good friend Inspector Lefebure; nothing untoward was found. Fate, my dear, is a cruel mistress, as I am sure you will learn one day.’

I knew I was being patronised and I liked it not one bit. He was, of course, right; I considered myself a product of the Age of Reason and despised those who succumbed to superstition. But I also liked nothing better than a good mystery, so I told myself there was no smoke without fire and, as the sun emerged from the clouds, set off in the direction of Chilcombe Lacey.

The River Bride was in full flow, its clear chalk waters winding their way through the village to the sea and, here and there, spilling over on to the thick green pasture. The Chase rose above, dark and brooding in the haze. Mrs Bexington had reluctantly given me directions but geography has never been my forte and I was soon toiling, hopelessly lost, knee deep in mud. I failed to notice her until she was directly in front of me, towering above my supplicant form; to the unknowing observer I might well have been a devotee genuflecting at the feet of my very own personal goddess.

For that is how she first appeared to me: an apparition emerging from the ether, a phantasmal figure concocted from hot sun and moist air. It was only when she spoke that I recognised her as a living, breathing human being, my sight stolen by her lips, blood red as poppies in late summer. There was a flash of light, for a split second the Earth spun off its axis and inverted natural law, that eternal conflict between good and evil which, for the most part, governs our lives. I was immediately, irretrievably addicted, standing before her, head bowed, like a docile mute.

‘I do believe you are trespassing, Miss Crowsettle. Have they not told you how I deal with intruders?’

She was smiling, but it was a thin and dangerous smile. Her voice was like the crack of a whip cutting through the heat; authority oozed from each and every pore and embraced me like a mist rolling in from the damp declivities of the Atlantic Ocean.

‘Come along, my child. Have you not got a tongue in your head? I’ve heard an awful lot about you, I do hope you’re not going to disappoint.’

It wasn’t the first time I’d encountered power; it had manifested itself in numerous guises in a constant attempt to consume or subjugate me. I am proud to say that I never gave in, that I had always held out against the sweetest temptation, for I’d always seen through its ambiguity. Until now; Lady P descended into my life like an angel from heaven, smothered me with affection until she considered me ripe.

And when I was ripe she plucked me.


13 June 1876

Chilcombe Bredy

Dear Diary

Do you believe in God? I have never professed to but I think I now understand what is meant by divine revelation. I think I also understand the nature of perfection because, this morning, it appeared before me.

You must think me crazy; I have never talked like this before, have I? That is because I have never felt like this before, I have never allowed myself to feel this way before and I’m not sure I can cope with it. It is, I am sure, unnatural. Should that concern me or should I throw caution to the wind and let the emotions sweep me away.

I dreamt of her last night. Imagine that! I have known her less than 24 hours and already she has invaded my most intimate territories – not that I am complaining.

I dreamt of her this morning, too. She had me by the wrists but what she was doing to my poor body I cannot for the life of me remember. No! That is not true. Much as I wanted to turn my head and shut my eyes blind shut, I was drawn to what should have remained unseen; a fatal attraction.

Is this where madness begins? Do you think they will lock me up? If I tell them I could not help myself, would they forgive me? But it is not as though I do not want it to happen. Far from fighting against it, I am inviting it in.

But it was only a dream, dear diary.

Only a dream?



Attired in a riding habit that represented the epitome of cultivated elegance, she cut a fine figure in her tailored costume of deepest emerald and silk top hat. I am used to continental haute couture but her lean, understated, almost masculine simplicity was a fashion I had never set eyes on before. The severe cut of her jacket, the full flow of her skirts and the riding crop she brandished in her left hand all combined to give her the appearance of being, at one and the same time, both martinet and bening dictator. She was one of those women for whom the description ‘handsome’ was particularly apt; tall and slender (had she been poorer I would have called her ‘scrawny’), she was blessed (some might say cursed) with looks that were distinctly non-Anglo-Saxon. From her uncovered face her skin radiated a Mediterranean hue that, framed by a cascade of curled black tresses, seemed to suck in the light surrounding her. Her angular physique might have made her appear clumsy had she not carried herself with a self-reverent dignity that warranted unconditional respect.

It was only when she leant forwards and proffered me her hand that I finally summoned the wherewithal to respond, albeit in a nervous stammer. For some reason it seemed appropriate to curtsey.

‘Please forgive me... madam... I am new to the village... and... I appear to be lost... I had no intention of straying on to your property... I am truly sorry for any damage I’ve done... I’m sure my father will compensate you...’

Though clearly taking great pleasure in my discomfort, she had become accustomed to both men and women falling for her charm; her frown crumbled as she took pity on me. ‘Yes, yes, yes. I know full well who you are, Miss Crowsettle. My spies have been abroad and I have been doing my research. You have just returned from Spain where you were governess to the Duchess of Crewkerne.’ She tilted her head to one side, her smile took on a more ominous form. ‘Very impressive, Miss Crowsettle. Now, I hear you are fluent in both Spanish and French, two languages I would very much like to learn. Perhaps you could teach me; you must lack sophisticated company as much as I.’

‘I would consider it a great honour, madam.’

‘And so would I, Miss Crowsettle. But please, much as I appreciate your subservience I do not really think it becomes you. I have heard that you are quite the upstart. So, are you a rebel tamed or a rebel without a cause? No! Don’t tell me. I would very much like to find out myself. You have heard of me?’

‘Forgive me, madam, but are you not the owner of Chilcombe Lacey? Whom the villagers sometimes call “Lady P”?’

‘“Lady P”!’ She laughed. ‘Well, I ought to inform you, Miss Crowsettle, that I have been called much worse.’ She paused for a second, ruminating. ‘Much, much worse. Insults I am sure that even you have never heard, let alone would comprehend. Remind me to tell you one day. A woman of your substance should really understand the fine art of abuse. But I suspect the inhabitants are too simple to utter anything more obscene, unless it’s in the secrecy of their own hearts and minds. I made sure I put the fear of God into them the moment I set foot in the valley. Lady P to them, Lady Persephone de Mortehoe to members of respectable society, Percy to my friends, who largely aren’t – members of respectable society, that is. But you are, Miss Crowsettle; so I shall have to mind my Ps and Qs.’

She used her words like a cat uses its claws, amusing herself with her victim’s discomfort, not allowing it the assured certainty of either pain or pleasure. I cared not; she could maltreat me as much as she wished. She was a woman I aspired to. I wanted her to teach me no matter how much it might hurt.

‘Lady Persephone...’

‘Come, come, Miss Crowsettle. Intransigence is a wonderful virtue but, by the same token, friends should know when to lower their defences. I do not seek a companion; Emma entertains me whenever I am bored. You have chosen me as much as I have chosen you. We will address one another as “Percy” and “Charlotte”, no matter how impertinent that might seem to others.’

With her gloved hand she reached out and grabbed my wrist, drawing me firmly towards her. I flinched; no woman (or indeed man) had ever touched me with such tactile vigour but I allowed her to manhandle me from the filthy puddle which had dirtied my skirts to the relative safety of green grass and dry land. Gesturing towards her trap, she gently entwined her arm within mine.

‘I daresay Mrs Bexington has already been counselling against me. What do you think, Charlotte? Am I the ogress she described? But you’re not like them, are you? You are an intelligent young woman; you are capable of coming to your own conclusions without listening to hearsay.’

‘I barely know Mrs Bexington, Lady Persephone... I mean, Percy. But then again, having only just made your acquaintance, I barely know you.’

‘And your father? What was his response to his housekeeper’s half-truths? He took a more rational view, I would imagine.’

‘Indeed he does. he more or less told me to ignore them.’

‘I am sure your father is a shrewd judge of character. He is, after all, one of the few members of society to have earned his status on merit rather than breeding.’ She eased me up into the carriage and, as I sat there in the full glare of the sun, I watched her shadow leap out from behind her and disappear into the ether. There were two sides to Lady P, the kind and the malevolent, and I never learnt to recognise which was in the ascendance. She could switch from one to the other, swivel between alarming degrees of intensity, all within the passage of a single second.

‘Now, I am sure both your father and Mrs Bexington would rather I took you home; all the paths are under water. If you wait a few days I will accompany you on a tour of the valley and the Chase. I shall ask Emma to make us a picnic; she might even like to come herself.’

Lady P carefully straightened the minute, barely noticeable creases in her long black velvet gloves. She was a perfectionist – is still a perfectionist – who would not be seen with a single lock of hair deviating from its allocated position. I watched as the whip descended on the rear of the piebald mare who immediately understood its authority. And that’s what it was – an assertion of power; a light blow that the animal would have barely felt but therein lay the enigma of her superiority. Lady P had done little more than flick her wrist but even this casual act was carried out with supreme grace and refinement. The midday sun was stiflingly warm; the gentle roll of the carriage lulled me into a sweet daze, the content of which would have unnerved me had I not been sitting right next to its source. I was wondering how it might feel, trying to imagine exposing my naked flesh to the elegant cruelty of the whip; in Lady P’s hands it seemed more an instrument of pleasure than pain. My reverie was disturbed, perhaps fortunately, as the trap shuddered to a halt outside my father’s cottage.

‘Whoa, Tully!’ she called out to her horse. ‘We had better return Miss Crowsettle home before her dreams turn to nightmares.’ She turned to me. ‘Did you sleep well, Charlotte? Perhaps you should take more heed of Mrs Bexington’s advice; Ashley Chase is no place for a woman to wander alone but the dangers are in her own head, of her own imagination. There is, after all, no smoke without fire. Farewell, my sweet. You will come, I hope, at my request.’

My eyes were still half-closed but I could feel the sweetness of her breath, laced with garlands of flowers, as she reached over to kiss my cheeks. I must have blushed for she laughed and, in a moment of pure mischief, placed her lips over mine and puckered up.

Even at that relatively tender age I had, on my travels, seen more than my fair share of scandal and shame. I was, in short, no innocent but even the experienced have their limits. Whatever her intentions, Lady P’s advances were too much for my poor little heart and I fled, in tears, from the trap. I could hear her laughter even as I dragged my muddy skirts up the stairs, could still hear it when darkness fell and I slipped into reverie.

I wondered, for the remainder of the day, why Lady P had referred to Mrs Bexington’s gossip as half-truths and had not bothered to refute them. ‘No smoke without fire,’ she had said; ‘no smoke without fire’. All evening I dwelt upon her words, trying to unravel their significance. I’ve never believed in the gift of hindsight, much in the same way that, until recently, I’ve never felt the need to regret but in retrospect it seems clear to me that I was in blissful self-denial.

The subconscious had assumed control. Mrs Bexington looked on with a self-righteous concern she would have communicated to my father had he not, thank goodness, departed for Exeter to spend the weekend with his friend and mentor, Professor Samuel Walditch. I suppose, had he been there that afternoon, had he not spent so much of the following weeks in the company of the professor, I might never have fallen under her influence with such gusto. For all my 22 years I was still impressionable, some would say vulnerable. Mrs Bexington was not the first to question the lack of discipline that characterised my motherless childhood and on more than one occasion she reached instinctively for the wooden ladle which served no purpose other than that for which it was designed. She knew full well that, however much my father valued her, if she so much as raised her voice to me she would be dismissed.

Exhausted by emotion, I retired as soon as a cool evening breeze, blowing down from the Chase, had overpowered the heat of the day but if I had hoped to find respite between the starched cotton sheets I was very much mistaken. Perhaps I should have kept the casement locked tight, sealed myself in against the nameless dangers of the night. I could have sworn that is exactly what I did but, at some point, as the last midnight chime rang around the surrounding hills, my waiflike figure arose and unlatched the window. When I was woken by Mrs Bexington rapping frantically on my bedroom door the sun was streaming in through billowing curtains.

‘Miss Charlotte! Miss Charlotte! Are you in there? Are you ill? Open up! Please...’

Down in the village the clock was striking eleven, drowning out her anxious cries. I barely heard them, anyway, crawling from the bed in a semi-comatose trance and dropping like a stone to the floor. From that morning onwards I ceased to exist in a wholly lucid world; I had transgressed into a distorted reality where the sacred and the profane were gloriously subverted and decadence held sway. Lying there on the floor, I felt myself fading once more into the half-light.

I was back in the world of my childhood. A balmy summer’s evening in the garden from where, unsupervised by my father, I was wont to stray. I waded through the thick grasses and high bracken, allowing them to induce within me a lethargy that seeped like an elixir into each and every limb. I had the whole valley to myself. I lay down amongst the poppies and ferns to daydream. All was still, perfectly, sumptuously still; the hot sun beat down, pollen drifted down from the surrounding foliage, the baking scent of young bracken wafted over from the thick hedgerow and I was lulled deliciously into a deep sleep.

I dreamt of nectar, of wandering into the thickest of forests and drinking from fragrant, fast-flowing streams. The aroma went straight to my head and I danced to a tune created by the rustle of the leaves in a light breeze, a wild, inharmonious waltz that dragged me into the bushes from where I emerged ambrosial, covered with blossom. As I whirled around like a dervish something began to arouse deep inside of me, not, this time, the pit of my stomach where guilt curdles but a gentle stirring between my legs that swelled as my gyrations increased. Suddenly, the globe ceased to spin beneath my feet and silence plunged over the trees. My head spun and I came to. The rays of sun breaking through the eaves spread themselves out luxuriously over my body and danced over bare flesh. I lay hot and dishevelled, panting, clothes wrapped around my sweat-soaked body. Something moist oozed out from within, a warm, viscous lake of molten lava whose source I was unaware of. Had I known it was a sin I would have cared not a jot. I was vaguely conscious of having encountered the forbidden but I never quite managed to comprehend the exact nature of my misdemeanour and I certainly had no idea of its position in the grand progression of depravity.

With an impressive display of strength, Mrs Bexington burst through the door and found me draped over the couch, my knickers cast aside, the skirts of my nightdress hoisted up to my waist to reveal a patch of damp, discoloured cotton twisted around my thighs. No longer pure white, the stain might be removed but my soul was irretrievably despoiled. Poor Mrs Bexington. She was not an overtly pious woman and knew more about life than she let on but this vision was too much for her delicate constitution. She was carrying, in one hand, an envelope which she tore in two and let float to the floor before turning on her heels and fleeing, never to be seen again. I later heard that she spent the remainder of the week within the virtuous seclusion of the vicarage, waiting for my father to return to lecture him on my moral deficiencies. I do wonder what might have happened had he not been so engrossed in his volume of local geology, which had so impressed Professor Walditch that he hoped his university might publish it. As a child I had valued his long periods of absence; they fostered within me a spirit of independence I am sure my father approved of. Now, whilst my contemporaries were contemplating the prospect of a lifetime imprisoned in marriage, I was blossoming into something quite resplendently different. Some would have called me a she-devil, the very likeness of Eve herself. I, on the other hand, considered myself an angel devoted to the expression of liberty but liberty, like desire, was a word I worshipped without really understanding its consequences.

Mrs Bexington’s distress was infectious. I scrabbled around frantically, gathering together the various torn pieces and placing them lovingly together. It was, as I expected, a communication from Lady P; a letter I had been both anticipating and dreading.


Chilcombe Lacey

13 June 1876

Dear Charlotte

I would be delighted to have the pleasure of your company for tea this afternoon at four o’clock. My maidservant, Emma, will call at a quarter to four; please oblige me by accompanying her.

Yours

Percy



Short, concise and to the point; its ominous inference in words that were unwritten. She left me no option but to comply, did not even offer me the opportunity to decline though I already feared the consequences had I possessed the temerity to do so. I made absolutely certain that by the appointed time I was standing at the door, scrubbed and clothed in my best frock.

To be perfectly honest I did not possess a best frock. A mere governess rarely has the opportunity let alone the financial wherewithal to take an interest in fashion and for me, free from the tyranny of organised religion, each day of the week was much the same as the others. The day had turned warm and sunny once again and from my limited wardrobe I selected an outfit that seemed appropriate: white and, perhaps subconsciously, innocent. When Emma appeared at the gate I could immediately sense her disdain. She raised her nose as if to ‘tut-tut’ then appeared to think better of it. It was most unusual behaviour for a servant and, even though I had always opposed the hierarchical status quo, it ill-behoved a maid to act above her station.

It took me a while to understand that Emma was a ‘servant’ in name only. It was a role she played in accordance with her mistress’s desires and her own inclinations. Indeed, her very voice and demeanour suggested that she was born of better stock than myself and might not have looked out of place at Lady P’s side rather than at her feet.

Her ‘uniform’, for a start, seemed quite inappropriate, more coachman than chambermaid. It was the first time I had ever set eyes upon a woman dressed in trousers. I ought to have approved but I was, even then, suffering the first stirrings of a counter revolution. She did at least manage a semblance of a bow although it might as well have been an act of mockery, Emma was a woman whose respect had to be earned, not blithely assumed.

‘Miss Crowsettle? Miss Charlotte Crowsettle? I have been sent to collect you. Would you care to come with me?’

A legitimate member of the serving classes would have stood aside and followed in my wake. Emma barely hesitated before striding out boldly before me, as well she might in her smart black breeches. My dainty boots – a pathetic attempt at femininity – permitted me only to hobble along behind her and, as she opened the door for me to climb aboard the trap, I was acutely aware of my vulnerability.


14 June 1876

Chilcombe Bredy

Dear Diary

What time is it? I can barely bring myself to look at the clock; the midnight chime sounded more like the toll of bells at a wake but that, I think, was many hours ago. Does Lady P have the power even to slow the passage of the night to drag out its most secret pleasures?

I would not put it past her.

For a woman who claimed no prior knowledge of language she picked her way through a series of Spanish, French and Italian texts with great aplomb. She denied any previous experience, pretending to have acquired a smattering of Latin and Greek when studying science. She was too smart to allow an uncharacteristic slip of the tongue; I’m sure she erred deliberately when casually admitting to a word-for-word familiarity with the Catechism of the Roman Catholic Church immediately after denying any dalliance with the Christian faith. That is exactly how she weaves her subversive spells, creating an aura of mystery by constantly contradicting herself.

My grasp of Mediterranean wines impressed her, we had sampled several bottles by the time the sun sat like a glowing orb over the woods of Ashley Chase but as the shadows set we turned to the gin. I had only once flirted with inebriation, at the farewell party my father threw for me the previous summer. Now, heady with the scent of freshly mown grass, the intoxication was absolute. We had, in turn, discussed politics, philosophy and science, or rather, Lady P lectured me on their fundamentals whilst I nodded as and when appropriate.

What else? What else? I am trying so hard to piece together the events of the night, the early morning, the very rich hours. I can remember little, just the moment when time slipped away between us. Under the soft glow of the dim lights in the warm darkness the glowing embers of her eyes reached deep into me and discovered some hitherto unknown interior that, beyond hard, high mountains and waterless deserts, might well be lush and fertile.

She was sepulchral and grand, a tabernacle wherein dwelt all that was unholy and all that was divine. Whenever she moved a riot of scarlet rose into the space around her and flickered in dancing moonbeams, as if she were standing by a roaring fire. Her curls, blacker than any abyss I have passed through, attracted every particle of light in the vicinity and banished darkness to the extent that a halo seemed to glow around her. She put her arm around me, ruffled my hair and placed her lips on mine.

What I have I done? Where has she left me? Stuck fast halfway between love and desire? She tapped into my veins, exploited my weakness with tart words. The eyes, the splendid grin of cold steel.

But it was not her arms I woke in. Of that much I am, at least, certain.
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