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A box set of classic romances

by award-winning author Sandra Schwab

The Lily Brand

“[A] powerful and sensual tale of retribution and redemption.”

~ Teresa Medeiros, New York Times bestselling author

An enemies-to-lovers story that takes you from an isolated manor in France to the glittering world of London high society. While Lillian’s heart is encrusted in ice, Troy’s burns with hate—will they ever find true happiness?

Castle of the Wolf

“A luminous fairy tale, beautifully written and brimming with poignant emotion.”

~ Gaelen Foley, New York Times bestselling author

Travel deep into the Black Forest in this Beauty and the Beast story. Will Cissy manage to unravel the secrets of the castle and redeem the beast?

Bewitched

“[A] captivating tale of a spell gone wrong, a love potion gone right, deceit, revenge, black magic and redemption.”

~ Kathe Robin, Romantic Times

A magical story of unexpected encounters and of enemies turned into lovers by a love potion, and of a young woman’s struggle to save those she holds dear from the evil magic lurking in the dark.


Praise for The Lily Brand

“The Lily Brand is a powerful and sensual tale of retribution and redemption.”

~ Teresa Medeiros, New York Times bestselling author

“This sensual novel does a wonderful job of pushing the edge of historical romance.”

~ Morgan Chilson, Fresh Fiction

“[…] an excellent debut book […] Ms. Schwab gave such detailed descriptions of the estates, gardens and people that I felt as if I knew them myself.”

~ Robyn Roberts, Once Upon A Romance

“Darkly sensual, intense, yet with a searing passion, this is a tale for those yearning for the alpha-male hero and the heated desire that springs up on the edge between love and hate. Schwab […] is a welcome new voice in the genre.”

~ Kathe Robin, Romantic Times

“Lovers of dark and emotional romance, take note: there is a new author to check out! […] the characters and their plight drew me in from the beginning and I found The Lily Brand to be a rather addictive read.”

~ Lynn Spencer, All About Romance



Praise for Castle of the Wolf

“A luminous fairy tale, beautifully written and brimming with poignant emotion.”

~ Gaelen Foley, New York Times bestselling author

“In Castle of the Wolf, Sandra Schwab’s nuanced characters, detailed setting and writing seasoned with a soupcon of tart wit blend together to create a magical, fairy-tale, Regency historical romance.”

~ John Charles, Chicago Tribune 9 June 2007

“Another thoroughly enjoyable tale from Ms. Schwab. […] Excellent characterization and dialogue dominate this well-done historical romance.”

~ Morgan Chilson, Fresh Fiction

“Ms. Schwab […] writes with such delightful descriptions that you are immediately transported into the scene.”

~ Robyn Roberts, Once Upon a Romance

“Ms. Schwab's writing has a flow that pulls you into her stories so subtly that you forget you're just reading a book instead of actually interacting with her characters. I finally have visited the Black Forest of Germany.”

~ Sandra Marlow, Historical Romance Club (5-star review)

“Castle of the Wolf is a wonderful new-skool Gothic romance. […] Schwab’s use of multiple legends and fairy tales to parallel the protagonists' story is particularily brilliant, and this is a book that I will certainly revisit again, as the innocence of the heroine and the dark brooding woundedness of the hero are enticing and inviting. Well played, Ms. Schwab, well played.”

~ Sarah Wendell, Smart Bitches, Trashy Books



Praise for Bewitched

“Enchantment and romance abound in Schwab's captivating tale of a spell gone wrong, a love potion gone right, deceit, revenge, black magic and redemption.”

~ Kathe Robin, Romantic Times

“Sandra Schwab can always be relied upon to deliver a spectacularly original read that is liberally sprinkled with plenty of fun, ingenuity, freshness and charm and Bewitched is certainly no exception! An enchanting tale featuring a lovely heroine, a gorgeous hero, lots of drama and plenty of gripping twists and turns to keep the readers turning the pages, Bewitched is a magical tale that will certainly brighten up anybody’s day.”

~ Julie Bonello, Single Titles

“I know a love potion in a romance story is not new ground, but when Sandra Schwab gets hold of a worn-out plot like that, she breathes new life into it. This author never disappoints me. Her books are always innovative and, of course, romantic, and her characters are alive and real. Bewitched is no exception. […] Once again Ms Schwab has given us a romance filled with joy and strife, characters you fall for right away and root for when things go awry, and a storyline with writing so different from anyone else. It’s the little extras in her books that make you keep turning page after page.”

~ Sandy M., The Good, the Bad and the Unread
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Forever Marked

Troy Sacheverell, fifth Earl of Ravenhurst, was captured in France. He had gone to fight Napoleon, but what he found was much more sinister: Dragged from prison to an old French mansion on the outskirts of civilization, he was purchased by a rich and twisted widow. But more dangerous still was the young woman who claimed him as hers.

Lillian had not chosen to live with Camille, her stepmother, but nobody escaped the Black Widow’s web. And on her nineteenth birthday, Lillian became Camille’s heir. Her gift was a plaything: a man to end her naiveté, a man perfect in all ways but his stolen freedom. Yet even as Lillian did as she was told and marked that beautiful flesh and branded it with the flower of her name, all she yearned for was escape. In another place, in another world she had desired love. Now, looking into burning blue eyes, she knew there was no place to run. No matter if she should flee, no matter where she might go, she and this man were prisoners of passion, inextricably joined by the Lily Brand.

And while her heart remained locked in ice, his burnt with hate. Would they ever find true happiness? 


For Amazie,

as promised


Author’s Note

The Lily Brand was my debut novel and was first published in July 2005. I’m thrilled to be able to release a new edition for the book’s tenth anniversary. I cleared up a few typos, but apart from that, the text remains unchanged. 

I would like to take the chance to thank everybody who contacted me over the past ten years to tell me how much they enjoyed Troy and Lillian’s story: Thank you so much! This book holds a special place in my heart, and I hope with this new edition, Troy and Lillian will find even more readers and make even more friends.

Happy reading!

Sandra Schwab

July 2015  


PART I

The varying year with blade and sheaf 

Clothes and reclothes the happy plains,

Here rests the sap within the leaf,

Here stays the blood along the veins.

Faint shadows, vapours lightly curl’d,

Faint murmurs from the meadows come,

Like hints and echoes of the world

To spirits folded in the womb.

—Tennyson, The Day Dream 


Chapter 1

France, Autumn 1815

The rattling of the doors was what alerted him first. In this stinking, dim-lit hell where he was imprisoned, the sound meant food at best and the step of the hangman at worst. But then, most of the men had been here for so long that they welcomed even that.

The shuffling of bodies around him meant his fellow inmates were getting up—both food and hangman were better met standing, if only to rob the prison guards of the glee of hauling one to one’s feet. Warily, Troy stood, ignoring his left leg. The pain there had been a constant comrade ever since his last battle, when shot had peppered his thigh, taking him down, rendering him helpless when he had been taken prisoner. Bringing him here.

Absentmindedly, he scratched his matted beard, which was dark with dirt. A flea shell cracked under the pressure of two of his grimy fingers, their nails broken, and was flicked away, discarded without conscious thought.

Too long. It had been too long since he had been brought here.

He had lost track of the days and weeks and months; they had blurred together and eventually formed eternity. Eternal damnation.

There had been a rumor that the war was over, that Bonaparte had been overcome. Wasn’t it the custom to release the prisoners of war in case of a defeat? If he had been an officer, they probably would have ransomed him even before that. He had been an officer, he seemed to remember, but he hadn’t been wearing his normal uniform in that last battle. And so he had been treated like a common soldier, had been dragged into an available prison nearby, thrown into the company of thieves and cutthroats, and had been forgotten along with them.

A small prison at the end of the world, at the edge of the sea—or was it? He could not trust his memories on that score, could not be sure whether the roaring in his ears during the drive on the back of that coarse wagon had been the sound of the waves or just his own blood.

As the rattling grew louder, his neighbor dug his elbow into Troy’s ribs, causing the chains which tied them to the wall to rattle in counterpoint. “Ey, rouquin,” the man mumbled in coarse French, “what do you think it’ll be today?”

Troy shrugged.

The other prisoner licked his gray lips. “A flogging? Has been some time since we had one of those. Gratien will be impatient by now. Lusting after our blood.” A strange light entered his eyes. Troy had seen the likes of it too often to be shocked. If it was to be a flogging they would all be crowded into the small courtyard to watch the spectacle.

The prisoners liked floggings. It meant an interruption of the gray time in their cells.

Gratien came into view, shuffling down the aisle between the cells. It might have been a peculiar joke of the Fates that a man whose name meant “pleasing” had grown into a short, red-faced specimen with faded yellow hair, his breath wheezing in his lungs. Yet when Gratien descended into the bowels of his prison, nobody dared to laugh. All the men feared his violent temper.

This time, however, he did not come alone.

When the men spotted who was walking behind him, tall and graceful as Death itself, a murmur rippled through the crowd of prisoners as if a stone had been thrown into a dark, depthless lake.

“La Veuve Noire.”

“Silence!” The handle of Gratien’s whip banged against the bars before he turned to bow low. “Here are more, madame.” He had stopped in front of Troy’s cell.

All around him, the men stepped back from the bars in a fruitless attempt to melt into the walls. The Black Widow, with her eyes like cold jewels, was a woman to be feared. Every once in a while she came to the prison to collect… a prize. These men were taken away, never to be heard of again. But there were rumors, strange rumors, strange enough for the prisoners not to seek to become a prize.

The black silk of the woman’s dress rustled as she turned to look into the cell. “I see.” She spoke with the polished accent of an aristocrat, yet her voice was cold enough to freeze the blood in the veins of a man. Against the black of her clothes, her face seemed ghostly white, the eyes painted in such a way that they appeared to be slanted like a cat’s. A slight smile curved her ruby-red lips, and she snapped her gloved fingers. “Light!”

Two prison guards hurried forward, each holding a torch that threw a flickering light on the inhabitants of the cell. The Black Widow studied each man as if she were at market and they were the cattle she wished to purchase.

Troy straightened his back and stared at her, refusing to lower his eyes as everybody else did. Once he had been a man to wield power. Even after all this time, there was enough pride left in him. He would not grovel in front of such a woman.

“Ah,” she said in pleased tones. “Open the cell.”

Gratien hurried to obey her command and waved the torchbearers to follow her inside.

The men shrank away, yet Troy did not notice. Unblinkingly, he continued to stare at the woman until his eyes began to water.

She halted in front of him, and the torchlight glittered on the golden net that held back the mass of her charcoal hair. “Oh, yes.” Her smile intensified. “Come here, chérie.”

At first, Troy thought she meant him, but when the Black Widow looked back over her shoulder, he noticed another woman standing in the aisle outside, shoulders slightly hunched upward. Her dress of muted gray made her appear like the sad shadow of her companion. Reluctantly, she stepped into the cell, her eyes darting to the filthy men in chains, to the bare stone floor, to the few dirty rushes.

“Don’t be so shy, chérie.” La Veuve Noire extended her hand, fingers beckoning.

Troy blinked.

The other woman, he now saw, was hardly more than a girl. A girl who tightly pressed her lips together. He watched as she laid her hand in the hand of the widow and was drawn forward.

“What do you think of that?”

Looking down, the girl shuffled her foot in the rushes, refusing to acknowledge the question, refusing to meet Troy’s gaze.

“Great, great…” Gratien hurried to the widow’s side, closing his fingers around Troy’s forearm. “A good one, that. Young. Madame wished for young, non? Good shape, very good shape…”

Madame deigned to smile some more. “Everywhere?” she asked with arched eyebrows.

“Pardon? Oh… well…” Huffing and puffing, Gratien abruptly released Troy’s arm. “I’m sure… if madame would like to feel…”

“Indeed.” The widow let go of the girl’s hand in order to strip the glove from her own. Long, white fingers came into view, crowned by long nails, their color matching her red lips.

Troy wanted to jerk out of reach, yet his back was already against the wall, and now Gratien was pressing the end of his whip into the soft spot under his chin, forcing Troy’s head upwards and back so that he would not move. Troy swallowed convulsively, felt the hard wood pressing against his windpipe, before the woman’s fingers closed over the worn material of his breeches and around his manhood. He shuddered with revulsion as, chuckling, she roughly measured the width and length of him.

“Not bad,” she murmured, “not bad. Chérie?" She reached back with her free hand and again brought the girl to her side. “Your glove.”

From the corner of his eyes, Troy saw Gratien lick his lips. He was dimly aware of the soft clinking of his fellow inmates’ chains as they watched this spectacle in uncomfortable silence.

Then the pressure of the widow’s long fingers eased, only to be replaced by another, softer grip. All Troy could see was the girl’s bent head, with the torchlight flickering over dark brown curls.

“Well,” la Veuve Noire said. “What do you think, Lillian?”

The girl raised her head and, for the first time, looked at Troy. Her eyes, he saw, were very wide, and it appeared as if the pupil had swallowed up the iris. She was, he realized, not just embarrassed by this situation, but very much afraid.

“Stroke him some,” the woman commanded. After all, we want to know whether it is in good working order.

Over the reek of the prison cell that he had long ago ceased to notice, Troy suddenly became aware of another smell, fresh and sweet, of flowers, perhaps, whose names he had forgotten. He felt the girl’s hand quiver and her teeth came down to bite her lower lip, hard. Yet she did as she was told.

As the perfume wafted around him and the girl's fingers worked on him, stroking, stroking, arousing, he closed his eyes and remembered how long it had been since he had last lain with a woman. Soon sweat beaded his forehead, while fire ran through his body, pooling in his loins. His hips jerked forward. 

It was obscene. 

Troy gritted his teeth.

“Very nice,” the widow commented. “I think it will do.

Abruptly, the fingers were removed and the pressure against his windpipe disappeared. Troy staggered, the blood roaring in his ears. With something akin to surprise he realized that he was quivering like a cornered animal.

La Veuve Noire spoke one last time. “We will take that one then. Clean it and shave it—we would not want any vermin to come along. Then put it in the second carriage as usual. We will wait outside.”

~*~

On the coarse road, washed out by recent rain, the carriage was rocking like a ship on high seas. Nevertheless, Lillian sat ramrod-straight, counterbalancing the motion of the vehicle with movements of her hips. Her stepmother lounged in the opposite comer, a thin smile on her blood-red lips. Like the cat who got the canary. But then, Camille had got a canary of some sort—even if it was not for herself.

The key on Lillian’s golden necklace seemed to burn through cloth and skin, a visible promise of the things to come. She resisted the urge to tug her coat tighter around herself. Emotion, she had learned from an early age, was a weakness that one could not afford to show at Château du Marais. Instead she looked outside, to where the mist rose from the ground to blur all shapes and to render the landscape a gray, ghostly place of hopelessness. Like that prison.

Involuntarily, her hands tightened into fists on her lap.

The prison, the manor house, and the mines—they all were part of the land her stepmother owned, and they all formed a unity that fed on people’s despair, a well for Camille’s pleasure. On these outskirts of civilization Camille had spun a tight, powerful web, with herself holding all the threads. And those who got entangled in it were doomed, one way or another.

From beneath her lashes, Lillian shot a look at her stepmother.

Camille’s smile deepened. “You were quite shy today, chérie. Did Gratien’s little institution overwhelm you?”

“It was my first time, maman.” Lillian chose her words with care. It would endanger her plans to anger Camille even in the smallest way. Better to pretend submission, compliance. “But let me thank you for my present. It is… lovely.”

Her stepmother nodded amiably. “It is quite a nice specimen. And so much… spirit.” She licked her lips as if in anticipation. “It will be a pleasure to break it in. A challenge.” She raised a brow at Lillian. “Naturally, you will have to do that yourself.”

“Oui, maman.”  

Outside, the world seemed even bleaker than before.

~*~

When they arrived at Château du Marais, dinner had already been prepared for them, giving the servants time to prepare the man. Lillian did not taste any of the food she forced down her throat; she could have eaten sand and it would not have made any difference.

The candlelight gleamed off Antoine’s bronzed chest, sparkled on the gold bands around his arms. He stood behind Camille’s chair, serving his mistress in silence, his face expressionless, the mark on his forehead smooth. Lillian tried very hard not to stare at the golden breeches that hugged his hips, blending in quite nicely with the cherry-wood and golden furnishings of the dining room. Trust Camille to mind the details.

Finally, the door opened to admit Maurice, his short black curls spanning his head like a cap. He, too, was wearing golden breeches, yet his torso was covered in a white silk shirt and his forehead was flawless. The mark, Lillian knew, could be found on his right biceps.

He stopped at the table and bowed low. “Everything has been prepared, madame.”

“Très bien.” Camille clapped her hands together, delight shining on her face, and she turned toward her stepdaughter. “Shall we go upstairs, then, chérie, and admire the results?”

“Oui, maman.” Lillian put her napkin on the table, praying for strength to get through the next half hour. Never had it been more difficult to force a smile onto her lips than at that moment. Composure had been easier to gather even when her father’s coffin was lowered into the grave, leaving her alone with Camille.

But Lillian stood, straight and graceful, her face as blank as those of the servants.

Her stepmother led them through the wide hall and up the marble staircase, stone horses rearing up at the end of the rail. It was not far, then, to Lillian’s room, as she had moved rooms on her nineteenth birthday. 

The door opened to reveal another selection of cherry-wood furnishings in combination with white, diaphanous drapes on the windows and the four-poster bed. Even the bed linen shone like untouched snow.

Blood showed so well on white.

Across the room loomed one of Camille’s constructions. It had been unused and empty all these past weeks since Lillian’s birthday, but it now held the spread-eagled form of a man, chains stretching his legs and arms so that movement was impossible. Also made impossible was speech, as a gag filled his mouth, the leather strings wrapping around his shaven head, rendering him more helpless than at the prison.

“Ahhh,” Camille breathed, “magnificent.”

Lillian forced herself to step forward, to approach the man, who had been reduced to something less than an animal.

Gone were his beard and hair, revealing a strong-boned face that for the most part had been invisible before. He had been shaved back at the prison, and the guards had been careless enough to cover his skull with the thin red lines of small cuts. Under Maurice’s supervision, Lillian knew, he had been cleaned again until the last stench of prison disappeared. Now, the light of the candles lent a soft, healthy glow to his skin, which gleamed with the oil that had been rubbed onto his body. Like Antoine, he was naked except for a pair of golden breeches.

But the eyes, Lillian saw, the eyes were the same—an intense cornflower-blue that seemed to burn to her very soul.

Camille turned to look at Maurice, who lingered on the threshold, and nodded. “Very nice, very nice indeed.” At that he bowed and left. He would be given his treat later on. 

Camille went over to the small table that held a collection of her… instruments. “As I have already told you, chérie, you will have to break it in yourself.” She chose two short whips and strolled back to the man, slowly walking around him. “For tonight, I advise you to leave it like that. Tomorrow we might consider the cage. If…” She raised her perfectly trimmed brows. “If it behaves. If not…” She lightly touched one of the whips to his back, causing the muscles to ripple under the smooth skin. “Come here, chérie.”

Dutifully, Lillian walked around the construction, her face a calm mask while inside she wanted to scream and weep.

“If not, you might start with this. This”—with an expert move of her right wrist, Camille brought the leather string of the first whip cracking down on the man's back—“will leave red weals, sometimes drawing blood and sometimes not; whereas this”—she used the other whip, a vicious-looking thing with numerous straps that had small pieces of metal knotted at the ends—“will take away skin and draw blood for sure.”

At each lash, Lillian closed her eyes so as not to see the flesh quiver or the body flinch. Yet the results of each lash glared at her when she looked again, an angry red welt and a set of bloody rips in the man’s skin.

“You must learn how to use them well,” Camille continued, while she put the whips back with the rest of her other instruments. “For after a month we will have to decide whether it is fit.”

Whether his spirit could be broken and the man controlled. Whether he could be reduced to a mere toy for Camille’s pleasure… or not.

Smiling, Camille stepped in front of the man. “Then we will have to decide what has to go: its tongue…” She laid a finger against the gag, laughing as the man tried to flinch away. In swift retribution she slapped his face, hard, leaving an imprint of her hand on his cheek. “Its tongue,” Camille went on and reached between his legs, “or its balls.” Because Camille had no wish to mar her body with an unwanted pregnancy.

By now, the man was breathing noisily through his nose, his body taut like a bowstring.

Lillian nodded, praying for a swift end of this. “Oui, maman.” 

“Yes.” Her stepmother let go of their captive and patted Lillian’s cheek instead. “You are an intelligent girl, n’est-ce pas? You will handle this well. And for now, it is all yours.” She lowered her voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “And there is one last surprise waiting for you. Look in the fire, chérie.”

With a sinking feeling in the pit of her stomach, Lillian went over to the fireplace, where, in a bowl of red hot coals, was stuck another of Camille’s instruments.

“Bring it here,” her stepmother commanded.

Lillian forced her trembling fingers to close around the wooden handle, and she lifted the brand. Averting her eyes from the angry orange tip, she brought it to Camille, prepared to hand it over. Yet the older woman shook her head, smiling. “It is yours, so you will have the honor of setting the mark.”

Lillian swallowed, then looked at the bound man, who was watching them warily, his blue gaze even more intense than before.

“Where would you like to place it?” Camille studied the expanse of glistening flesh before her. “I am very partial to the forehead, as you know. Or the arm?” One red fingernail scratched across the man’s helplessly extended arm. “What shall it be?”

Lillian gripped the handle tighter. “The… the…” Where could such a thing most easily be concealed? “The… chest.”

“Very well.” Camille pointed. “Go along.”

Lillian took a deep breath and met the man’s eyes. I am sorry, she said with her own. I am so sorry. Then, as she went forward, her gaze dropped to his heaving chest, to the smooth place above the left nipple. Steadying herself, gripping the handle with both hands, she pressed the branding iron against his skin and tried not to notice the way his body jerked or the smell of scorched flesh that tickled her nose.

Finally, she stepped back. With detached surprise she registered the different design: a lily, instead of Camille’s rose.

Her stepmother clapped. “A lily for Lillian. Very fine, chérie, n'est-ce pas? Now that you have marked it, you should also decide on a name for it. How about Olivier? Think about it.”

Lillian hardly noticed the kiss that was blown onto her cheek or the sound of the door as it opened and closed, leaving her alone with the man. She kept staring at the small spot of flesh, now raw and burnt, kept staring and staring until her legs gave way and she sat down on the floor rather abruptly. She had enough sense left to hold the iron upright so that it would not set the floor on fire.

Drawing her knees to her chest, she used them as a cushion for her forehead. Her ears buzzed and the room was swimming, so she closed her eyes to draw long, even breaths. Cursed be the day when she had attracted Camille’s attention. And cursed be the day when she had first set foot onto the threshold of Camille’s mansion all those years ago.

Lillian had no idea how long she sat on the floor, yet when she finally raised her head, the room was still the same—of course. Filled with the stench of burnt flesh, which not even the scented candles had been able to eclipse.

She shuddered, once.

As horrid as it was, the smell, however, helped her to settle her nerves and to focus her thoughts on the most urgent issues at hand. Looking up, she found the man staring at her, his eyes even darker than before. Staring at her like he had stared at her stepmother back in the prison.

God, why hadn’t he possessed enough sense to lower his eyes to show proper submission? Didn’t he know that Camille owned not just the land but the people as well, body and soul? That all resistance was futile and would be met with savage retribution? Lillian suppressed the memory of the song of the dogs at night, out to hunt those who tried to escape Camille’s web. Futile … futile …

But… Everything needs balance—even if, as always, the choice had been taken away from her. She had set the mark, he was hers, and she had to act accordingly.

Her responsibility.

Determinedly, she stood, putting the iron away before she pulled a bell cord beside her bed. She did not have to wait long for her maid to amble through the door, a sly grin appearing on the servant’s face when she spotted the shackled man.

“So you got one all for yourself.” Chuckling, Marie approached the rack-like construction, reaching out to touch oil-smooth flesh. “My, and such a fine one…”

Lillian narrowed her eyes. “I called you,” she said in her iciest voice, “because I need hot water to wash. Also, I have a desire for some wine, fresh fruit and rosemary bread.” He would not have been given any fruit or vegetables in the prison.

A sullen look replaced the maid’s slyness, rendering her features as ugly as those of a toad.

Lillian straightened her shoulders. Casually she reached out to take hold of one of the discarded whips, letting the leather strap run through her fingers. “I gave you an order, Marie. Now make haste—or shall I use this on you?” She raised her brows.

Even though it had been but a bad imitation of her stepmother, the trick worked and the servant hurried out of the room. Lillian turned to glance at the man once more. His chest was still heaving, his breath whistling through his nose. Lillian fiddled with the whip, glad that her hands had something to do while she was waiting for Marie’s return.

However, it was Gabriel who knocked at the door and entered. Golden-haired Gabriel, gangly as a colt, with a certain chubbiness still clinging to his cheeks. He bowed. “Cook sent me to bring you the food, mistress.”

Lillian stared at him. She could not be sure whether he was already bearing the mark. He was younger even than herself. Had he already been cut? She forced her lips into a smile. “Thank you. Put it on the table over there.” She noticed how he avoided looking at the construction as he went across the room to set the tray down.

Marie came soon after to deliver the pitcher of warm water. While her face remained cast in a sulk, she did not linger this time, and soon Lillian was all alone with the man once more.

She could not help the sigh of relief that escaped her. Swiftly, she went over to the door to slide the bolt in place. No unwelcome surprises from that quarter. Leaning against the door, she surveyed the room and took stock of the situation.

She could not do anything about the chains that kept him shackled to the construction, of course, as Camille would expect to see him in exactly the same place in the morning. But she could do something about the man’s injuries and his pain.

Everything needs balance: One to do the healing in a place where another does all the wounding. But this time, she herself had done the wounding.

Lillian tried to ignore the bitter twist of her stomach. She had set the mark. It was her responsibility.

So she dragged a footrest behind the construction in order to reach the strings of the gag. Lightly she rested her hands on the man’s shoulders, ignoring the stickiness of the oil under her fingers. At her touch he flinched slightly as if he feared more pain. Yet all she did was lean forward in order to bring her mouth close to his ear. “Listen,” she whispered. “I am going to free you of the gag. But you must not speak, do you understand? These walls have ears and one never knows who is listening.” And whoever it was would report back to Camille, for no one slipped her control easily. By now, most people knew better than to even attempt it.

Not me, came the unbidden thought. Lillian shivered as the enormity of the plan struck her once more. This man was a burden she neither needed nor wanted. He might endanger everything.

For a moment she felt anger that he had been stupid enough to get chosen, to show defiance. A tight hot ball of anger in the pit of her stomach—and something else. Something which pricked in her eyes, an emotion she dared not name. Compassion, after all, was a luxury and not for her.

She let her gaze shift to the window, where the night, cold and dark, pressed against the glass. She felt the coldness reaching out for her and waited until it touched her heart, erased all feeling inside.

Her fingers steady, she started to work on the knots of the gag. Carefully, she reached around him to take it out of his mouth. “Remember,” she reminded him on a murmur. “Not one sound!”

Again, he nodded.

Satisfied, she stepped down and went over to the chest where she kept her herbs and medicines. Nanette had taught her that. Everything needs balance, she heard the old woman’s voice whispering in her head. Nanette had been her nanny from the time Lillian’s mother was still alive, and later, she had been the only link to a bygone golden life. She had taught Lillian to stay away from the main part of the mansion, never to be heard or seen so as not to attract any attention. So her father had forgotten Lillian and had died. When later on, Camille had finally taken notice of her stepdaughter, Nanette had been sent away and Lillian herself had been forced to move rooms—among other things.

Lillian swallowed. Then she shoved all memories of her nineteenth birthday aside and concentrated on selecting the proper herbs. Oil of St. John’s wort for the burn, marigold salve for the cuts.

She straightened and went back to the man, who never once let her out of his sight. She started with his bum, carefully applying the oil to the skin. As she touched the raw flesh, his breath hissed through his teeth, but true to his promise, he did not make any other sound.

The body under her hands was lean, too lean for such a tall man. The ribs, Lillian noticed, seemed to be poking through the skin; the muscles on his arms and belly were not rounded and defined like Antoine’s or Maurice’s or any other of Camille’s men.

When she was finished, Lillian went around the construction to step onto the footrest once more. The cuts on the man’s head had already been cleaned, she saw, so all she had to do was to spread salve on them. After that, she pulled the stool in front of him and fed him the fruit and the bread and let him drink part of the wine. Over the rim of the glass, his eyes were very blue.

Lillian tried not to notice.

She only spoke once, when she put the sleeping potion m the rest of the wine and gave it to him. “To make you rest,” she explained.

He gazed at her and finally nodded his assent.

Lillian watched the muscles of his throat work as he swallowed. Perhaps she should have given him poison instead. That way, he would never become a danger to her plans. But Camille would not be happy to lose one of her toys overnight. And that was even more certain to put the plan on the line.

Lillian blinked.

Besides, would she be capable of simply ending the life of a human being? Somebody who was just as entrapped in Camille’s web as she herself was?

His eyes met hers.

Perhaps. If it meant sparing him the fate that awaited him at the end of the four weeks: either a life as Camille’s toy, or the mines.


Chapter 2

Lillian thought about taking a sleeping potion herself. But as she had to rise before dawn to get the man ready, she chose a sleepless night instead, listening to his even breathing. Sometimes he would grow restless, his muscles fighting against the strain of the chains.

When the horizon blushed with the first touch of the sun, she roused him so that she could put the gag back in place. She saw his skin ripple with gooseflesh from the cold. Or perhaps it wasn’t from the cold at all.

Lillian looked out of the window and forced herself not to care.

When Camille finally walked into the room, black silks rustling, Lillian was cool and poised. Clad in muted gray, she felt as if the mists outside had risen to gather around her body, to freeze her heart and soul.

“Bonjour, chérie.” Cold red lips touched her cheek.

“Bonjour, maman.”

Behind Camille stood Maurice, her stepmother’s golden shadow for today. Arms folded across his naked chest, he wore his face in an expressionless mask. The red marks on his skin were badges of honor. Like all of Camille’s favorites, he seemed to crave his mistress’s touch.

Camille’s gaze shifted to the man in chains, and her lips lifted in the travesty that was her smile. “It looks even better in broad daylight, n’est-ce pas?” Slowly, she walked around the construction, appraising the well-made form and shape of the prisoner. Her fingernail trailed down his long backbone, making his muscles ripple in revulsion and herself laugh. “Stubborn, is it? Maurice…” She turned. “See to it that it learns the error of its ways.”

Lillian’s eyes darted to the bound man’s face. Did he know the meaning of this? Could he guess?

Her stepmother finished her tour in front of the construction. She patted the man’s cheek while his eyes shot blue fire at her. “Teach it,” she said softly, her fingers mimicking a caress, “that stubbornness is a flaw which we do not tolerate.”

In a whirl of black, she turned to Lillian. “We should have breakfast now, chérie. Maurice will see after your present.” Thoughtfully she touched her fingers to her chin. “Should we put it back here, do you think, or should we consider the cage?”

Lillian stood straight and unblinking. “This morning, I have a desire for a walk in the garden, I think. Could that be arranged?”

“Of course. Maurice will prepare everything. Now come, chérie, before the chocolate grows cold in our cups.” Well aware that her stepmother’s loyal golden shadow regarded her every move, Lillian followed Camille from the room without once looking back at the spread-eagled man. She did not know why she had spared him the cage. It was just a postponement of the things to come.

~*~ 

All the weeks since her birthday had not yet managed to accustom Lillian to the meals in the dining room. Golden decorations blazed with the light of the early morning, filling the room with a thousand small suns. Hercule was standing next to the sideboard where the chocolate was kept warm, so still he could have been a statue carved out of darkest ebony. Young Gérard of the rosy face cowered beside his mistress to feed her bits of fruit and sweet roll. If the mood took her, she bit his fingers.

Lillian’s eyes remained cool over the rim of her cup. The chocolate tasted like acid. On her plate, the sweet rolls crumbled to sand.

A snap of Camille’s fingers sent Gérard spreading himself on the table so she could eat the fruits off his body and scorch his skin with droplets of hot chocolate. Hercule brought the pot to fill her cup when it was empty, while Gérard moved sinuously before her, his eyes never once leaving the face of his mistress.

Lillian watched, detached. Hercule did not need to refill her cup.

A dark cherry gleamed between Camille’s lips, before she sucked it into her mouth and chewed, smiling. The next was crushed between her fingers, staining her skin. She spread the sticky juice on her throat. Slowly, she leaned her head back, and, lithe as a cat, Gérard rose—the sign to Lillian that she could leave. She saw his tongue sweeping white skin just before the door closed behind her.

Downstairs, Maurice had her coat and the man ready for her. The traces of his punishment were not visible at first glance. Or perhaps the breeches and the shirt covered them; Lillian did not know. The gag still filled his mouth. Better than the bridle Camille so liked.

Wordless, she took the chain that fastened on the ring around his throat, a dog on a leash. Shackles held his hands on his back, where another chain ran up to fasten on the ring at his neck. Thus, he would not get far, should he decide to run away. Camille preferred to make sure nobody slipped her control.

Wordless, Lillian took the riding crop to use when he failed to show appropriate subordination.

Maurice bowed, and she stepped over the threshold outside. The man in shackles followed without resistance. By now he knew better.

Lillian’s stepmother did not have much use for gardens. She preferred the games inside the mansion; it was cooler in summer and warmer in winter. Sometimes, though, she would have a man’s naked body covered in ice, chilled for her pleasure. Also, she did not like flowers except for roses. She liked it when the men brushed her body with roses while the thorns were buried deep in the flesh of their hands. Thus, with the exception of the rose garden, the grounds had not been tended in years. The bushes had grown over the statues of stone and over the small benches scattered around the garden. The paths hid behind curtains of greenery, which had rendered them almost invisible.

Yet Lillian did not hesitate to pick her way through the overgrown garden. She walked carefully, of course, mindful of the thorny branches which lay waiting to trap the folds of her coat and dress. The man had been given boots, she saw, so they would not have to clean him up later.

At this time of the year, the leaves had already started to fall and reveal the branches gray and bare. In many ways, the garden was as ghostly as the mansion itself. But, oh, how many times she had wished that the plants would reach out and envelop the house, bury it under a green blanket!

La belle au bois dormant.

Lillian’s lips turned up in a humorless smile. There would be no prince coming to release her from the evil spell

In her dreams, the plants would grow and cover the walls of the mansion, would press against the glass of the windows, would seek out the tiniest cracks in the walls. And, once inside, they would grow and grow and twine themselves around Camille. Around and around until there would be no trace left—

Lillian gave herself a mental shake and looked over her shoulder at the man trudging behind her. His chest rose and fell with laborious breaths. What could she say to ease his troubles? For him, there would be no deliverance. And so, she remained silent.

To the left, a lichen-covered Pan peeked out of the bushes, lounging on a bit of rock, flute raised to his lips as if he were about to compete with the absent birds. Just visible under the dark green tendrils was one of the broad, powerful shoulders, a hint of muscles bouncing in his arm. His very presence seemed to mock the man in shackles, for the faun had achieved what the prisoner had not: escape from Camille’s web.

Lillian stepped down moss-covered stairs. Overhead, the tops of the trees touched intimately, while under their feet dead leaves rustled—or perhaps it was the whispering of ghosts, quietly conversing among themselves.

With one hand Lillian drew her coat tighter around her body. The crop, though, was in her way and she wished she could put it down somewhere. But Maurice or Antoine or another of Camille’s men would notice, and thus Camille would eventually hear.

Such a tight, suffocating web of control. To break it, one had to destroy the spider in the middle. Drip poison into her drink. Watch her writhe in agony on the marbled floor. Or feed the fire in the kitchen, let it rage out of control until the blaze wrapped the house in its bright red bloom.

The chain and the handle of the crop bit into Lillian’s hands.

Futile, futile dreams, these. For how could she ever dare lay hands on her stepmother, the woman her father had loved? Besides, she had been taught to heal, not to hurt. This she had done—with one exception.

Again, she threw a look over her shoulder, watched the man limping behind her. His left leg, it seemed, was giving him pain. Lillian wondered whether punishment had been applied to this part of his body or whether the limp was for other reasons.

The path now curved and wound, twisting like young Gérard on the table in front of Camille, his torso covered with fruit stains and chocolate scorches. A split opened in the greenery to reveal the statue of the half-naked lovers whom creepers had sealed together forevermore. Their hands were bare of whips or branding irons, their ankles free of chains and shackles. Sometimes Lillian wondered whether a love like that belonged to bygone ages, just like the statue itself.

Finally, Lillian and the prisoner reached the banks of a still lake, and Lillian followed the track around the slimy green water, where the grass had already been trampled down on earlier visits. What had been created to resemble nature by now had been devoured by nature. The trees stood tall and at places trunk by trunk, branches intertwining. The bushes and hedges had broken from their intended form and were now growing in wild abandon. In summer, when the air was hot enough to flimmer before one’s eyes, the meadows around the lake would be ablaze with grasses and flowers, the deep hum of wild bees the only sound in the new wilderness.

At the other end of the lake, near the hidden garden wall, an imposing formation of rocks rose out of the water to form the mouth of a cave. At its entrance stood two proud horses of stone, nostrils flaring, and two men, on their knees, were offering them bowls of water. The group, Nanette had said, might once have been part of a fountain because the men had fishtails where their legs should be and one of them was holding a large, winding shell on his lap The water would have flowed from the shell, perhaps, swirling around the horses’ feet before dropping over several dark stone steps into the lake. The only way to reach the mouth of the cave was to take the path of the stepping stones that lay scrambled in the water as if thrown there by accident. During heavy rainfalls, the slimy green liquid would rise to cover them completely. Lillian hoped to be spared the rain over the next few days.

She gestured to the man to step to a nearby tree. She wound his chain around the trunk and secured it with the snap link at its loose end. After she took off his gag, she sat down on a fallen log. While she considered which poison was best to use on him, she awaited the call of the thrush.

~*~

That evening, dinner served as another lesson.

Nataraj, who had once lived in India, where the air tasted of spices, was the one chosen to stand behind the mistress’s chair in his golden-brown glory. As the evening ritual demanded, his only garments were the golden breeches and the golden bands winding around his biceps. His hair as dark as night, his eyes coffee-brown, and his fingers swift and clever, he was another of Camille’s favorites. That explained why he was chosen to be the teacher in this.

Lillian sat straight and stiff, ever aware of the prisoner looming at her back. He was similarly adorned as Nataraj, though his hands were still shackled behind him. Camille did not yet consider him suitable to touch. Thus, he was here to watch and to learn.

The first course consisted of mushroom soup, thick and creamy. Spoon after spoon Lillian raised to her mouth. It could have been sour goat milk—it was all the same to her.

The hand-feeding began with the small pastries, filled with fish and herbs, that Gérard brought out next. Nataraj slid to his knees beside his mistress’s chair and made his fingers into plates for her pleasure. After each pastry, he would ensure that no crumbs remained to mar Camille’s perfection. Nibbling and licking, he removed all lingering traces from her chin and lips.

Lillian sat straight and chewed, even though, with the presence of the man behind her, his breath almost searing ne little hairs on her neck, she felt as if she were choking. Through that course and the next, all through the Russian caviar and the Laplander reindeer tongues, Lillian’s back remained erect.

After each course, Nataraj would wash his hands so as not to spoil Camille’s enjoyment of the different foods. She ate the curry rice from his palm and licked the caviar from his fingertips. Sometimes, when her teeth sank into his flesh, he would blink, but his smile never wavered. While she stroked his chest, he offered her the olives from Spain between his lips.

Lillian ate, her face expressionless, her fingers unfeeling.

On a large silver plate, Gérard brought in the last course, fruit and ginger-flavored cream. At the sight, Lillian’s stomach sank. Coldness washed over her—not the numbing cold she so often sought, but the sudden icy flow of despair. For between the juicy pieces of peach and pineapple and the bowls with cream lay one of Camille’s short whips. A whip with metal-adorned straps to draw blood at the first lash, which her stepmother only used to punish. So far, there had been no reason to punish Nataraj.

Camille moved her chair backwards, and, smiling over the rim of her wine-filled glass, she beckoned.

Lillian had to swallow hard, but then, turning her head a little, she said to the prisoner: “Go.” What else could she say? What else could she do, helplessly caught in Camille’s web, just like him, and surrounded by men loyal to her stepmother?

The man walked slowly over, his limp more pronounced than it had been in the garden.

It was enough to make Camille pout. “Has Gratien sold us damaged goods?”

Carefully, Lillian folded her hands in her lap. “As long as the service is good in other quarters…”

She met her stepmothers stare calmly, and after a moment Camille’s trilling laughter filled die room. “How right you are, chérie.” She toasted Lillian with her glass. “And now we shall begin to see how good it is.” This time, her smile was directed at the man, who had stopped at her end of the table.

Nataraj got to his feet and, following the silent command of his mistress, took the whip and stepped aside.

Leisurely, Camille’s gaze stroked over the man before her, lingered lovingly on the scorched flesh in the form of a lily, before, with a jerk of her chin, she ordered him to his knees. When he would not obey, out of stubbornness or perhaps because he had not understood, another, sideways jerk of her head made Nataraj shove him down. The first blow of the whip tore at skin still bearing the weals from the night before.

Camille reached out and took a piece of peach, obviously enjoying the feel and taste of the fruit. Only when she had licked the last drops of sticky juice from her lips did she lean forward. “Your hands are in bonds, but you may serve in other ways.”

Nataraj handed her a bowl of cream. Camille swirled her finger in the concoction, then licked it with relish. Next she dipped two fingers in the cream and proceeded to spread it on the pale expanse of her plunging neckline. While a smile of anticipation started to lift her lips, her hand snaked around the prisoner’s neck to draw him near. He would lick it from her.

He resisted, and the whip sounded a second time.

It took ten lashes to make him give up his resistance. By that time, the blood, Lillian saw, was streaming down his back. Regardless, Camille spread her hand over the man’s skin, dug her nails into his ravaged flesh. The smile bloomed on her face as she threw her head back, and Nataraj provided a steady supply of cream.

Soon, the white sweetness stained the top of her dress, traveling lower with each generous spread. It took another touch with the whip to make the man lower his head to her lap. Across the table, Lillian closed her eyes.


Chapter 3

The call came in the middle of the following week, on a cold afternoon when the sky was gray and the clouds hovered low with the promise of more rain. Three times the thrush called out in the long-awaited signal. Yet when Lillian rose from the damp tree trunk, her face was expressionless.

Chained to the other tree, the prisoner stood like a well-trained dog. For his obedience during the past two days or so, he had been spared the gag today.

Lillian turned and shook her head. They would not yet go back to the mansion.

Swiftly, she stepped onto the first stone in the water. The clacking of her shoes on the stones sounded unnaturally loud in the silence of the garden. However, she crossed the path to the mouth of the cave without hesitation. Only when she had climbed up to the statues of the men and their horses did she halt and, taking a deep breath, look back to the man on the banks of the lake. He stood so still that he could have been stone himself.

With a swirl of her coat, Lillian turned to enter the cave. A grotto, Nanette had said it was called. Perhaps the first lord of the mansion had used it for his secret dalliances. If so, his paramour had come from outside the manor.

In the cave, close to the niche with the statues of the horses and the men, but well hidden from unsuspecting view, Lillian felt for the flintbox and the candle. When her light flared up, it revealed the fantastic decorations, mythic beasts in stone springing from the walls and the ceiling. Then the light touched upon the metal door at the back, which might have once been concealed by a tapestry.

Lillian’s heart rose to her throat as her fingers skimmed the cool metal. But then, as its coolness seeped into her, she straightened her shoulders and slid the door’s bolt free.

On the other side, behind the curtain of creepers that had been thinned out weeks ago, stood a bedraggled boy with bare feet. At her sudden appearance he blinked. His eyes surveyed her from head to toe before he nodded briskly, his face suddenly that of a man. “Everything’s ready,” he said in the broad patois of the area. He smelled of the sea; perhaps he was a fisher’s son. A smuggler’s son.

“When?”

He raised his brows. “Now.” And he spat, carelessly. As if spitting was a sign of manliness. “Get your things, madame.”

“Now?” She had thought she would have time to prepare herself, time to gather a small bundle of her belongings.

“The tide’ll rise in a few hours.” He looked as if he considered spitting again. “We were told that you’d be ready.” All of a sudden, his expression became wary. Perhaps he suspected a trap. This was a risky enough enterprise as it was, defying the mistress of the manor. In the past, nobody had dared help. How Nanette had managed to find somebody willing this time, Lillian did not know.

To slip the net of control…

Her hands itched to snake around her body, to protect herself from the cold within. She had thought she would have a few hours. She would have packed a bundle with her herbs. She would have poisoned the man.

Her head jerked around as she remembered him, chained to the tree. How long would it take him to die out there? Three days? A week? More?

“Madame?” The boy sounded impatient now. Of course they needed to be on their way. The sea was not patient either; it would not wait for them.

“You.” Lillian turned around, her decision made even before she realized it. “I will be back. In a few minutes at most. Wait for me.”

Displeasure rumbled in the boy’s chest. “You better hurry.”

Lillian straightened her shoulders and gave him a haughty stare. “You will be paid well for this. Do not forget it.” With that, she swung around and stepped back into the grotto. Carefully, she closed the door behind her so the boy would not use the opportunity to nose around the cave. For if he found the purse with all the jewelry she had collected over the last few weeks, he might disappear like a morning mist.

Lillian felt her heart beating hard and fast against her ribs. How strange that the men and their horses still stood frozen at the entrance of the cave, covered with moss and lichen, when she herself seemed to have finally broken free. Across the lake, the man still stood as well.

Her foot slid and she slithered down onto the first step, her legs shaky, her breath a wheezing sound in her ears. Lillian clenched her fingers into fists until her nails bit into the tender skin of her palms. The pain helped her to concentrate, to make the tremors pass. She called upon the coolness of the water, upon the cold air that surrounded her, and let it soak into her skin and her whole being.

Steadily, she took the remaining steps down to lake level and walked over the stones back to the bank and to the prisoner. Her fingers, when they touched the chain to release the snap lock, were calm—as calm as her voice. “Come with me.”

The chains made it difficult for him to traverse the stepping stones, yet she did not dare loosen them at the moment. A caged animal turned free might well turn against anyone who was near.

The steps up to the cave presented even more of a challenge, but Lillian dragged him on without showing any mercy. There was no time for mercy now. No time at all for mercy at Château du Marais. She gathered the chill that emanated from the stones into herself, a core of ice to hold her upright through the next few hours.

Following the flickering light of the candle, the man’s gaze dashed over the grotto’s carved animals. Lillian stood on tiptoe and felt behind the wings of the gryphon. The purse she withdrew was heavy with jewelry, her own and some of Camille’s. She would need all of it tonight to pay the smugglers for their services. Lillian made it disappear inside her coat. “When we are outside”—she threw a look at him over her shoulder—“be quiet.” And she opened the door.

The boy’s eyes widened slightly when he caught sight of the man. “That was not the bargain,” he spluttered. “’Twas only you—”

“I know.” Ever careful, Lillian clicked the door shut. “He will not come the whole way. Do you wish to discuss this? I thought we had not much time.”

The boy ran his hands through his hair and muttered some vile curses, then finally led them to the place where he had left his cart. Of course it did not compare with Camille’s elegant carriage. It was a farmer’s cart, a smuggler’s cart, and the two ponies looked strong and sturdy. They remained quiet when the boy approached. Smugglers’ animals. A whinny at a wrong time could mean certain death for their owners.

Lillian cast a searching look at the sky. Dusk would settle fast today, and soon night would welcome them into her arms. By the time anybody noticed their disappearance, they would be long gone.

She climbed onto the ramp of the cart, which she had to share with the prisoner. The chains made him clumsy, and a fine film of sweat covered his forehead and throat. She drew her knees against her chest so she would not touch him.

She did not look back when the boy took the reins and the cart started to bumble down the muddy path. Soon afterwards it began to drizzle, the wetness clinging to Lillian’s coat in a million little droplets, moistening her face and hands. A gray curtain closed off the world.

Beside her, tiny shivers raced through the man’s injured body and made his chains click in a grotesque parody of a tune. But Lillian raised her face to the sky and gloried in the rain that dampened her hair. Her brown curls sprang to a wild life of their own, slipping out of her hairpins, escaping her carefully arranged ivory combs.

The wetness that soaked the earth would render their tracks invisible within a very short time. And the drizzle itself would cloak them for the rest of their journey. In weather like this, nobody looked twice at a farmer’s cart.

The boy swore and muttered, but the ponies seemed heedless of the rain. They trotted on, and the sodden ground swallowed the sounds of their hooves.

Once, Lillian looked back, yet by then the château had disappeared as if it had never been. Nevertheless, she could still feel
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