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      The chamber floor is clotted with blood, and my fine silk slippers skid on the tiles, soaking themselves scarlet. Dove grey, they were, shot through with brightest blue: the colour of the vast and changeable oceans they travelled to reach my soft little feet; the colour of my absent husband’s beard. Faint, I hold on to the marble basin that stands in the centre of the room and try not to consider its gruesome contents.

      Will I ever be rid of what I’ve seen in this place? Will—

      I need to leave.

      I need to fetch my brothers from the inn where I pray they’re still staying, and rouse the town guard as well. Bring them all, muskets and sabres and neat black moustaches, bring them to this wretched basement so they may see for themselves what breed of monster it is I have married.

      My brothers will know what to do; they will keep me safe from his wrath.

      The door is shut, though I don’t remember closing it; the handle turns but doesn’t yield. I press my ear to the dark wood, expecting—what? The sound of breathing from the other side? A rumble of laughter, low and limned with cruelty, or the eager, ominous shuffle of boots on stone? All these things, and none of them, and it’s none of them I hear. My heart settles its fearful pace. The door had swung shut behind me, that’s all. Swung shut and locked itself, as some doors are made to do, with my mind too consumed by horrors to pay heed.

      But where’s the key? Not in my hands or the pockets of my skirts, though I pat frantically through the voluminous folds, turning about to retrace my steps until I spy the thing, bright and golden, all but floating in the middle of a gleaming, viscous pool.

      The blood wipes off easily enough. The brass polishes clean.

      Until, lifting key to lock — oh, me! — that dauntless red seeps back again. And again, and again; no matter how vigorous my attempts to vanquish the stain, it will not budge for more than the span of a desperate, long-held breath.

      “There’ll be no hiding that, my dear. Not from him.”

      The woman drifts loose of the shadows, her pale throat bearing a gash so deep I can see the flash of bone through the pulse and twitch of severed flesh. Blood drips from the wound as she moves; the bodice of her lilac gown shines as dark as the skin of bruised plums. She bears some resemblance to the corpse on the far wall, the one whose yellow hair is matted dull with cobwebs.

      “You’ll not be rid of it,” the woman says, “no matter how much rubbing you do.”

      Her voice isn’t the voice of any living soul. I can feel it in my teeth.

      “Who are you to speak so boldly to me?” I draw myself upright, hitch my shoulders straight and pray my trembling falls beneath her notice. “Here, in my own home, uninvited and ... and ... shabby as a beggar-maid.”

      The woman laughs, throat agape. Then—

      —she is standing right before me, narrow face scarce inches from my own. I cry out and stumble backwards till my spine is pressed against the door.

      “Your home?” the woman sneers. “I married the man to whom this house belongs. I dressed the dining room windows with drapes of fine damask, and brought as dowry the silverware with which you eat your supper. This is my home, little girl, and I shall speak as bold as I please within its walls.”

      “We all married him, Charlotte.” A second figure comes into view. She wears a mint-green dress and holds both hands to her stomach; blood oozes through the splay of her fingers. “We’re all his wives, with this one no different for breathing.”

      The first woman, the woman called Charlotte, snorts. “That’s all the difference in the world, Gabrielle.” Grey eyes glitter within dark and hollow sockets. I think of the brooch my mother gave me the night before my wedding, delicate marquisette passed down from her mother, and her mother before that, the only item of value I could bring to the marriage — apart from the throb of maidenhood between my thighs, a bauble my husband swiftly claimed.

      “A petty distinction,” Gabrielle says, “with so little time for it to matter.”

      My jaw clenches as I notice the shapes of two other women behind her, with a third hovering at their heels. “How—how many of you are there?”

      Charlotte turns to follow my gaze. “This is the whole of us. Five wives, soon to be six.”

      “Seven.” The voice is soft and tremulous.

      “Six,” Charlotte repeats firmly.

      A short, slim figure glides forth. Her hair is a limp and sodden mass of brunette curls, and I can only guess at how pretty her face must have been before someone stove in the left side of her skull. My husband adores a pretty face above all else; he’s told me so on several occasions. The slim woman shakes her head; her left eye bulges and rolls in a strange and sickening fashion. “Seven,” she insists.

      Instantly, the two remaining women are by her side. “Hush, Marie-Catherine,” says the one wrapped in a jonquil robe, the one whose neck is ringed by a livid scorch of rope. She wraps an arm around Marie-Catherine’s shoulders. The other woman, tall with broad, gentle hips swathed in blushing pink, bends to whisper into Marie-Catherine’s ear. She folds her arms like wings behind her back and my eyes are drawn to her wrists, their stumps raw and red and dripping.

      Bile rises in my throat and I swallow, sagging against the door as my vision wavers and fogs.

      “What an innocent we have found,” Charlotte says. “A babe in the woods!”

      The woman in pink turns her head to regard me with a mild, incurious gaze. Then she opens her mouth, wide and wet and dark, and coughs a bloody chunk of gore onto the tiles at her feet. There is no time to look away, no time to dodge the knowing of it.

      “Marie-Jeanne, really.” Quick as blinking, the woman in the jonquil robe scoops the tongue up from the floor, holds it to her companion’s mouth the way a groom might offer an apple to a horse, fingers stretched flat and steady. Marie-Jeanne accepts it, sucks the severed piece of flesh through thin, pale lips and smiles. Blood smears her chin. The woman in the jonquil robe cleans it away with a lace-edged handkerchief tugged from her sleeve.

      “Enough parlour games,” Charlotte snaps.

      Marie-Jeanne grins at me, her teeth red.

      “Poor little dove,” says the woman in the jonquil robe.

      Charlotte rolls her eyes. “That’s sympathy gone to waste, Henriette. The snivelling wretch brought it on herself, same as we all did.”

      It’s enough to goad my voice from hiding. “Was it me who did all this?” I wave at the bodies hung about the chamber walls, those deathly still relics of the women gathered before me. “Was it my hand that slit your throat?”

      “’Twas your hand that opened the door, little dove. ’Tis your hand that holds the key this very moment.”

      I glance down, finding the stain even brighter now against the brass, glossy and gleaming and fresh. “Help me.” The words crack on my tongue, and I swallow hard as I hold the key out, this soiled and paltry offering. “Help me clean it.”

      “It will never come clean,” Charlotte says. “Not till your own blood is spilled.”

      The woman in the jonquil robe, the woman called Henriette, smiles at me. “As ours has been spilled. As we deserved.” Her voice is kind, and so are her eyes. “Do not fret; it will likely be swift.”

      Beside her, Marie-Jeanne shakes her head and extends her stumps.

      Henriette squeezes the woman’s shoulder. “He does not take the time these days, dearheart. He is quick about it.” She looks at Charlotte, whose bone-white fingers are now at her own wounded throat, fiddling with a clean-cut edge. “Too quick.”

      “But I’ve done nothing wrong,” I say.

      Gabrielle steps forward, bloody hands still clutching her midsection as though holding herself together, as though holding herself within. “You’ve seen him for what he is.”

      “You broke your promise,” Henriette says.

      “You disobeyed.” Charlotte leans in close to me, nose wrinkling. “No one to blame but yourself. He asked one thing of you, forbade you but one room in this whole great house, and yet here you stand before us, a scarce two days since he left.”

      “I withstood temptation a whole fortnight,” Henriette informs me.

      “I had the key in the lock while the wheels of his coach still rattled down the drive,” Gabrielle says.

      Charlotte favours her with a withering glare. “Yes, yes. We are all aware of your unmitigated haste.”

      The key is warm in my hand, slick and dagger-sly, and I thrust it in Charlotte’s direction. “But he gave us the key — he wanted us to come in here, can’t you see? It was a trap.”

      “It was a test,” Charlotte says. “And none of us worthy of his faith. Six wives, and not a one as loyal as even the most dejected cur.”

      “Seven,” whispers Marie-Catherine.

      “Henriette, can you not have that mad creature keep her peace?”

      “Hush now, dearheart.” Henriette pats Marie-Catherine’s cheek and rearranges the woman’s curls to better fill the sickening hollow in the side of her head. “It will be over again soon.”

      Seven. This time the number catches, an insistent child tugging on the ragged hem of my thoughts, and I push past the women, push through the women, their forms offering less impediment than morning fog on a carriageway. My index finger shakes as I count the corpses in the room, count them and match what remains of their garments to the gowns worn by their spectral counterparts.

      Seven.

      “Who is she?” I point to a small, crumpled pile of dark blue fabric in the corner. How many years before she rotted down to bones?

      “No one that need concern you,” Charlotte says.

      “She isn’t here. Why isn’t she here?”

      Marie-Catherine lifts her head in my direction. Her right eye holds my gaze; the left rolls dangerously in its misshapen socket. “First.”

      “Need I tear out your damnable tongue myself?” Charlotte turns on the woman with hands outstretched, fingers curled to fearsome claws, but Henriette steps neatly between them. The expression on her face could shatter steel.

      I stare at Marie-Catherine. “First ... wife?”

      The barest glimmer of a smile lifts the corner of her mouth.

      “First wife,” I repeat, speaking to Charlotte now, and to the rest of them. “And what did she do then, to deserve such a fate? What could she possibly have seen that he needed to silence her for it?”

      Charlotte glowers. “Perhaps that is why she is not here.” She flicks a seething glance towards Marie-Catherine, who shrinks down into her own hunched shoulders. “Perhaps that is why we do not speak of her.”

      Gabrielle glides forward and takes Charlotte by the hand. “Save your words,” she tells me. “There will be more time for talking amongst ourselves later. More time and less confusion, you shall see.”

      “Run along, lovely,” Henriette urges. “He won’t be long now.”

      Expectation sharpens their features as they herd me towards the chamber door. Charlotte, Gabrielle, Henriette and even poor Marie-Jeanne, mouth pressed to a red-lipped smirk, all of them ushering me on my way. Count the hours left to you, lovely. He will be coming, little dove. Listen for the rattle of coach wheel on cobbles. Await the clatter of iron-shod hooves. Only Marie-Catherine lingers behind, watchful face half-hidden by blood-draggled curls
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