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With love to my husband, Oma,
for seeing it through.
There is a serpent in thy smile, my dear,
And bitter poison within thy tear.
—Shelley, The Cenci
March 1751
Silvia Bradstreet stirred only slightly when the wooden door of her cabin creaked as it slowly opened.
She slept the heavy sleep born of exhaustion, and neither the pitching of the ship nor the shouts of deckhands, though loud enough to rattle the masts of the Eastwind, roused her. A hazy light split the darkness of the tiny compartment and disappeared beneath the shadows of two men who quietly entered.
Roman Toller roughly caught his brother by the arm and halted him in mid-step. A lump like a burning chunk of coal lodged in his throat as his eyes roamed over the figure of a young woman sleeping soundly in the bunk.
Her dark hair spilled over the contrasting whiteness of the pillow like tassels of black silk he had seen displayed in stalls in an Eastern market. Beneath the blanket her slender form rose softly with each slow breath. She lay curled like a kitten spent from its play.
“Bloody hell, Morgan,” he muttered. “What is this?”
“God’s pity, man, if you have to ask.” Morgan Toller’s lips curved into a teasing grin. “It’s a woman, plain and simple.”
“That I can see,” he growled. “But why is the wench sleeping in this cabin?” Roman’s lids half-closed and his nostrils flared as his eyes, cold as blue ice, met his brother’s.
Morgan stared at the pleasing curves of the lithe form beneath the blanket. His chest swelled with the fullness of a deep breath he exhaled softly. “The captain said we’d find a surprise below.”
“Aye. That he did,” Roman agreed. The beginnings of a smile quivered on the corners of his lips. “And I’ll admit I thought he meant a bottle of vintage wine.”
“We must be certain to thank Wilhelm for improving the stock on his ships,” Morgan said, looking wryly at Roman. “This trip may prove to be less bleak than I expected,” he added, followed by an easy chuckle.
“The old scoundrel is up to something, I’ll wager. Summoning us to the colonies with no explanation of the urgency.” Roman’s brows raised sardonically. “And this.”
“Let’s consider that he is seeing to our comfort,” Morgan chided lightly. “And this is a flower in the desert. Or on the ocean, as it seems.” He rubbed his hands together and his mouth curved into a half-grin. “The only problem as I see it is there is one woman and two of us.”
“I begin to see your point.” Roman landed a hard but playful blow to Morgan’s jaw. “Pull out a coin. We’ll toss for the first night with her.”
Morgan scowled and rubbed his jaw. “Find another outlet for your bad temper, man,” he railed. Still he reached into his pocket and withdrew a coin. “Call it,” he said jauntily, tossing the goldpiece into the air.
“Heads!” Roman snatched the spinning coin before it landed in Morgan’s waiting hand. “Heads. And you sleep alone,” he jeered, slapping the coin to his forearm and uncovering it for Morgan to see.
“Alone,” Morgan scoffed derisively, opening a silver flask of brandy and raising it to his lips. “Well, I’ll be off to my solitary cabin and misery.” He took a second swig from the flask and ceremoniously replaced the cap. A tight-lipped smile rested uncomfortably on his crestfallen face. “And you with a preference for redheads,” he remarked dryly.
“Aye. But with every moment I begin to like raven-haired beauties.” Roman’s chin jutted out stubbornly as he flashed a triumphant grin.
Morgan smiled. “I’ll leave you to your pleasure, Roman,” he chortled, and there was a taunting gleam in his eyes. “We’ll talk at dinner. If you have the strength.”
The fading ring of the Tollers’ voices, though certainly strong enough to break a normal sleep, were hollow echoes to Silvia, lost in the musing deepness of her dreams. The unwelcome sounds intruded as murky shadows in her slumbering thoughts. Stretched out beneath the verdant leafy awning of a tree, she watched milky white clouds float like fleecy ewes crossing an indigo field, while songbirds chirped a melodious note that lulled her even deeper in sleep.
Roman closed the door quietly behind Morgan and secured it with the bolt.
Silvia stirred faintly at the rasp of the lock catching. A dark intruder entered her dreams, a menacing shadow floating in a peaceful sky. She sighed aloud and curled up tighter.
Pausing when she turned her face toward him, Roman stood quietly, hardly daring to breathe, but her eyes remained shut. The innocence in her face surprised him and for a moment a pang of conscience bit at him. He whispered a curse. What reason did he have for remorse? Wilhelm Schlange solidly calculated every move he made. If the man had placed this woman at his disposal, why should he question that she did not look the part?
His eyes dwelt on the smoothness of her skin, fair and creamy white and with the soft luster of fine satin. Her rosy lips were parted a bit, as if set for a kiss, and the pouty fullness showed to a tempting advantage.
He exhaled slowly, letting the air whistle soundlessly through his teeth. She was beautiful. Her black lashes curled softly and were longer than any he had ever seen.
“A flower at sea,” he whispered, and lowered his frame to the chair near the bed. With growing urgency he removed his boots and stockings and rose to drape his coat and cloak over the back of the chair.
He caught his breath, feeling the thrill of arousal as he anticipated the touch of her tantalizing curves. Recklessly stripping away his silk shirt, he stood beside the bed wearing only his breeches. Feeling a surge of warmth in his flesh as passion flared within him, Roman carefully raised the blanket and silently eased into bed.
She wore only a simple chemise adorned on the bodice by tiny lavender bows. He groaned, and his fingers gently touched the streaming ribbons pressed like violets in the snow against the paleness of her breasts. Her body was warm to his touch and the delicate smoothness of her skin brought a lusting flame to his eyes.
Deep in sleep, Silvia responded with a sigh to the gentle stroking. While lost in her dreams, butterflies fluttered delicate wings about her face and neck. The caress of his lips at her throat and the nimble movements of his fingers in her hair were soft kisses of sunshine. She turned to him, her parted lips trembling beneath the rustle of his warm breath.
As she became aware of a shadowy image through closed eyes, her heavy lids reluctantly flickered open to reveal a face pressed close to her own. Just for a moment, as another lilting sigh sounded in her throat, did she know a trace of alarm. But sleep held her prisoner and his eyes were the blue of the sky in her dreams.
“Wake up, little flower,” he murmured, rolling closer so that the hardness of his chest pressed sensuously against the softness of her breast.
His voice was soothing, rich and deep and sweet to her ears. The face was dreamlike, fetchingly handsome, the nose straight and nostrils flared in passion, the cheekbones high, and the chin squared and strong. His flaxen hair was long and tied at the back of his neck with black cord. He had a provocative twist to his mouth and perhaps it was the small vestige of arrogance she detected there which disturbed her.
A subtle movement wrapped his arm about her shoulders and lifted her to him. With a gentleness that transcended his passion, he softly kissed her eyelids and watched them quiver fully open. Rimmed with the lushness of dark lashes, her eyes were golden like honey before they darkened with a pall of fear.
Her scream rent the stillness of the cabin. Perplexed, Roman cursed and silenced her by clamping his hand across her mouth. He frowned and shook his head as if to assure her his intentions were pleasurable and not painful. Possibly he should have awakened the girl before getting in bed. He had not counted on her shocked reaction.
“Quiet now?” he asked softly.
She shook her head in agreement beneath the pressure of his hands. Her pupils widened and her eyes became almost catlike, glowing yellow and angry.
Thinking her calmed, Roman withdrew his hand, but before he could affect one of the devastating smiles he used so well, she screamed again. He moved his hand as swiftly as a striking snake to cover her mouth, but this time she caught the side of it in her teeth. With all her might, she bit down.
“Bloody hell, woman,” he shouted, rolling roughly across her and jerking his hand away to examine it for signs of broken skin.
“Get off!” Silvia groaned as his weight crushed the breath from her lungs. She squirmed beneath him but his body held her tight. Frantically she pummeled his face and chest with the strongest punches she could inflict. All the same, her rampaging blows were useless in dislodging him. With a gasp, she swung her arm beside the bed and caught the top of her boot, flinging it furiously at his head. The wooden heel struck him in the temple, stunning him enough for her to shove him aside and jump from the bed.
“Swine!” she screamed, racing the few feet to the door. She would have fled the cabin in her chemise, but in such a panicky state, the workings of the bolt proved too much for her.
Dazed, Roman struggled to his feet, rubbing the swell of a knot on his brow.
“Keep your hands away!” she shouted, snatching up her other boot and holding it menacingly in front of her.
“Easy now.” Roman raised a hand defensively in front of him. “You’ve damn near taken my head off already,” he stammered incredulously.
The woman was a demon and he had suffered enough of her fury. A drop of blood trickled from the wound above his eye and ran a crooked path to his cheek. But as he wiped at it with his hand a quick smile ruffled his mouth and a look of consummate disbelief paled his blue eyes.
“Get out of my cabin,” she ordered, her eyes igniting in a wildfire of golden lights. Cautiously backing around the room to allow him passage through the door, she steadied her trembling legs against the wall. “Out,” she sobbed.
Roman backed toward the door, wanting no part of the other boot.
“You’re no flower, but a spiny thistle.” His tone cracked sharply. He had assumed he would be welcome in her bed, so his exasperation was painfully vexing. Roman found himself in the hall barefoot and shirtless and dared not knock for the return of his garments.
His pride gave him no protection from the cold and he faced the option of exposing himself to Morgan’s ridiculing gibes or chancing that Captain Langham’s cabin would be empty.
He stepped two paces away and paused to make a sidelong glance at the door. Irritably he made a small mocking bow toward the portal. As his head dipped in pretentious deferment, the hinges creaked rudely open and his garments flew like rubbish through the air to land in a grudging heap at his feet.
“And a good evening to you,” he called out in his mellow voice. His own ire had succumbed to humor, and with a conciliatory shrug to his broad shoulders, he gathered up his garb and stepped lightly to the captain’s quarters, where he clothed himself. A bottle of wine sat at liberty on the table, and when Langham came below a short time later, Roman had partaken of a good portion of it.
***
Silvia braced her weight against the bolted door. Not even her nightmares had been as terrifying as the experience that left her stunned and shaking and fully as incensed as frightened. She had expected to travel to Schlange Island in the colonies in the makeshift quarters of the hold with other bond servants. But the captain had assured her Wilhelm Schlange, who owned her bond paper as well as the ship, meant for her to have a cabin.
Shivering with a chill of fear, she pushed the chair against the door. As soon as she was calmed and could dress, she would seek Captain Langham’s protection. Surely he would take measures to ensure her safety on the voyage.
She choked back a lump in her throat. There seemed to be no end to the trials in her life. Having gathered the courage to defy her Uncle Hollister and leave London to be a bond servant, she had been foolish enough to think her life would be free of troubles. She sat weakly on the edge of the rumpled bunk, pulling the rough blanket around her for warmth.
She could hear her uncle’s brutal, drunken laugh as if he were in the cabin. A kindhearted girl, she had been no match for his irritable and demanding ways. He was a troubled man who vacillated between treating her kindly, as his beloved niece, and considering her a troublesome burden he must bear. Only out of respect and pity had she been able to tolerate his abuse the last year since her aunt had died.
They had come to harsh words one evening a few weeks earlier when he insisted she give him the money she earned as a seamstress so he could cover his gambling debts.
“Aye, girl, it’s my due.” He had slammed a thick fist on the tabletop, rattling the plates and cups. “Do you forget who took you in when your mama and papa died? But for me you might have spent your years in a foundling home.”
Her own anger had surged then and she responded hotly. “I know who took me in and who spent the little inheritance Mama and Papa left. And who sold all Aunt Agatha’s things after she died.” She lifted her chin proudly and her eyes flashed angrily. “Until we are reduced to living in squalor and shrinking from the door lest the knock be from a creditor or another of your gambling gentlemen here to threaten.”
Silvia drew back. His neck swelled with rage and he half-rose from the chair. Why couldn’t she hold her temper? Arguing with him was futile. He had warned her a nettling tongue would do her in. Yet it wounded her to hear him justify his actions as charity when she remembered his promise to her father. He had sworn to treat her as his own daughter.
“Blast you, girl! Get the money or I’ll smash your room apart bit by bit until I find it for myself.” His face reddened and his black eyes, like stones, lost any trace of warmth. “You’re twenty and two years and too choosy ever to find a husband. You’ll fare well to remember I’m master of this household and you’ve no place else to go.”
Silvia had surrendered her money, but next morning had applied and quickly been accepted as a bond servant. Two weeks later to the day, she had slipped out of the house in the early hours of the morning carrying a worn carpetbag filled with her meager possessions. It had been a walk of many miles to the docks and that morning she had arrived at the ship weary and anxious to be under way.
Silvia chastised herself. All that was in the past and there would be no looking back. She had a more immediate problem. She must get to the captain quickly and report the intruder. Fetching her bag from the cupboard and without quibbling about which dress she selected, Silvia pulled one out and slipped it on, hastily fastening the buttons that fitted the collar high on her throat. Her flesh seemed to be on fire. Who was the man and why had he come to her cabin?
She grazed her fingertips over the nectarous imprint of his mouth. How soft his lips had been there, touching her skin like fluttering wings. And his hands, warmly supple on her bare shoulders while his voice was a sweet whisper in her ear.
Yet that had only been her dream. She searched the bed and found her boot resting beside the pillow. There was no gentleness in the real man. He was a rogue. A villainous cur with eyes like a blue web spun to lull a victim within his grasp. She pushed her feet into the boots and laced them tightly. The man, whoever he might be, was a dangerous jackanapes with no heart and no morals.
Silvia draped her cloak loosely over her shoulders and entered the passageway to find Captain Langham. A few steps from her door, she felt the ship pitch to one side. Steadying herself by keeping to the wall, Silvia edged slowly along until she reached the captain’s quarters. She knocked lightly, hoping she would not have to look for him on the bridge.
In a moment the door opened. “Why, Miss Bradstreet, what a pleasant surprise.” Langham greeted her with a warmth that should have quickly set her at ease.
He was a stalwart fellow, with bowed legs and large meaty hands. Silvia strained to her tiptoes to see him better in the dim light. Something about him disturbed her. Yet at a glance his expression was full of reassurance. Only a dull light in his steely eyes indicated all was not as it seemed with the master of the vessel.
“Captain, I must speak to you,” she said nervously.
“By all means, Miss Bradstreet. I was about to send the cabin boy to invite you to join us for dinner. You’ve saved him the trip.”
With welcome civility he invited her in. Silvia braced against the doorjamb as the ship pitched again. The cabin, she saw at a glance, was a spacious compartment compared to the one she occupied. The walls were of rich rubbed mahogany and fitted with polished brass lamps. At the far end was a small teak table laid out with rose-patterned china and silver goblets.
Silvia halted her wobbly steps, her tawny eyes wide with shock. Seated were two men, so much alike she thought for a moment she was seeing double. But in an instant she knew the eyes were different. Those of the man on the left blazed at her like blue flames, flickering a succession of emotions she could not discern.
His trousers were of a pearl grey and his waistcoat of a charcoal color. A diamond pin set in gold sparkled in the white silk jabot at his throat. Her lower lip trembled as she looked into the face vividly etched in her memory.
She felt her cheeks flushing and turned her gaze to the man at the right. He rose as she entered the cabin. He was dressed in brown, in garments as rich as those worn by the other. A tan shirt trimmed with lacy ruffles at the sleeves and at his neck almost matched the light brown of his hair. His coat was a dark shade of brown and fastened with gold buttons. His eyes were the peaceful blue-gray of a dove, softer, less serious, less mocking than those of his companion.
Langham faintly lifted his brows as he watched the confrontation with unmasked irony. “Miss Bradstreet, may I present two other passengers aboard the Eastwind...”
“Miss Bradstreet and I are acquainted,” Roman said before the captain could complete the introduction. He rocked back in his chair. A half-smile crossed his lips and changed to a brooding scowl as he touched a finger to the welt on his forehead. “Though she neglected to tell me her name.”
Her eyes blazed with golden fury as she glared at his handsome face. She might have stung it with a slap had he not been across the room.
Laughter rang out from the other gentleman, but when Silvia glanced at him she saw the jesting look was directed at his companion.
“A memorable introduction, I believe.” He smiled and made a slight bow. “I am Morgan Toller and the boorish chap is my brother Roman.” His eyes twinkled with amusement as he watched his brother arch a brow and glare at him.
Morgan had goaded Roman into telling him how he received his injury. It wasn’t often he could laugh about his brother’s escapades with the fair sex. And to his eyes Miss Bradstreet was the fairest of fair. Roman generally had his pick of women, and seeing his vexation was quite amusing.
“I’m delighted to meet you, Mr. Toller,” Silvia said, blushing faintly as Morgan took her hand and raised it to his lips.
Langham stepped nearer. “You will join us for dinner, Miss Bradstreet?” he asked, then smiling pleasantly added, “I trust you rested well.”
“Captain, I...Silvia’s jaw went slack. Behind Langham she could see the imposing form of Roman Toller as he got to his feet. Arms crossed over his chest, he stood like a carved figure, his stare fixed tauntingly on her face. He did not try to hide the mockingly humorous glint in his eyes. Angrily she blinked back her tears, but if Langham noticed, he remained politely mum.
“Captain, I find I am somewhat indisposed. I am not accustomed to the sea,” she said in a voice deceptively calm. Her dark brows slanted in a frown. “If you will excuse me, I will return to my cabin.” Her chin went up. “Perhaps you would see that a tray is sent to me later.”
Roman Toller deliberately meant to awe her. And it disturbed her that he stood so close. She had an uncomfortable suspicion he had been recounting his misadventure to the other men. If such were the case, and she had no reason to doubt that it was, telling the captain of his advances would avail her little.
Captain Langham presented himself as an honorable man; nevertheless she suspected that in an exchange of accusations, the word of a gentleman would win out against that of a bond servant.
“Are the accommodations suitable, Miss Bradstreet?” Langham seemed particularly pleased with himself, and his abundance of politeness began to wear tediously on her nerves.
Could she trust the captain? Her thoughts were of rage, but her reply came softly. “The accommodations are beyond my expectations, sir.” Silvia shifted unsteadily from one foot to the other. “I bid you a pleasant good evening, gentlemen,” she said sweetly. “Forgive me for interrupting you.”
The men might have had a good laugh at her expense. She would not give them the satisfaction of being intimidated by them or of further kowtowing in their presence.
Langham smiled benignly and escorted her into the narrow passageway. “Good evening to you, Miss Bradstreet.” He locked his knees to ride the easy listing of the craft. “I trust you will soon be feeling better.”
“Oh!” she cried out as the vessel lobbed heavily, and he touched an icy hand to her arm as support against the sudden motion.
“We should be in calmer seas by morning.” Langham smiled and gave a courteous bow.
Silvia took her leave with a nod of acknowledgment, her heart beating with anxious rapidity. A fevered flush stained her skin and she determined, as she fought the doubts that plagued her, to spend much of the voyage in what little sanctuary her cabin could offer.
The thought of being confined for months on a ship with that horrible Roman Toller repulsed her as much as being closeted with an evil sea monster. She closed her eyes and prayed the time would pass quickly and she would soon reach Schlange Island, where at last she would find a life free of complications and danger.
Captain Langham noted the proud set of her shoulders as she opened the cabin door and disappeared inside. He sensed undercurrents in the conversation between Miss Bradstreet and the Tollers he did not fully understand. And he would just as soon keep it that way. Whatever Schlange’s plan for the three of them, he had fulfilled his part. He hoped for his sake the old man would be satisfied. Wilhelm Schlange demanded more than the devil from those in his employ, and his wrath would be no less than that of the Dark One if the plan went astray.
He pitied the girl, for she had no chance against Schlange.
The sun flecked a hazy sky with patches of blood-red light just before sunset. Silvia Bradstreet stood alone on deck as the Eastwind docked in the small harbor of Schlange Island, her skin rose-tinted from the gusty wind which whipped her hair around her like a dark, luminous mist. She felt an excited flutter in her heart as she prepared to disembark. The voyage from London had seemed endless and had been fraught with bad weather and bad company.
Today was a new beginning, one she had dreamed of many stormy nights at sea. Today she would begin her term as an indentured servant to Wilhelm Schlange. Anxiously she looked past the sturdy, weathered timbers of the pier to view a land like none she had ever seen.
Rapping her fingers anxiously against the rail, she gazed at a square tabby building not fifty yards from the dock. Beside it spiky green plants fanned leaves sharp and pointed as knife blades above the dense underbrush. The gnarled and twisted trunks of trees had edged their way toward the sea. Long branches dipped to the ground like huge tentacles waiting to snare unwitting prey, and from the lichen-covered bark hung strands of limp gray moss swaying lightly in the constant wind that swept in from the ocean.
Silvia shuddered, feeling as if she had arrived on the shores of a primeval land. Even the air felt strange, as if a smothering heaviness could invade her lungs. She detected the mingling scent of two worlds, the salty smell of the sea mixed with the lush smell of vegetation.
A shout cut through the air, issuing Captain Langham’s orders to begin unloading cargo. The loudness of his voice startled Silvia as she reflected on the newness of the land and her prospects for the future. Turning, she saw the approach of a dozen men and one stout woman, all looking pale and weary from the voyage. She recognized them as fellow bond servants entering the service of Wilhelm Schlange, just as she was.
With a word of thanks to the captain, Silvia hoisted her bulging carpetbag and joined the group as they followed the first mate toward the tabby building. The sand was soft and deep; her boots sank in past the heels, making the going slow. A swarm of pesky insects buzzed relentlessly around her face.
People rushed by, shouting among themselves, carrying bundles, pushing drays, all looking but none speaking to the line of bond servants strung out behind the mate. A tug to her skirt stopped Silvia’s progress. She turned back to find a thorny bush had hooked the hem of her skirt. Not wanting to be left behind, she kicked the snag loose with her foot and hurried after the group.
A moment later they were all inside a sparsely furnished room which, though clean, was hot and stuffy. She seated herself on a backless wooden bench as she saw the others doing, taking a place beside the stout woman. It was a poor welcome considering the journey they had made. As her eyes warily scanned the room, taking in the huddled bodies and awed faces, she could not help wondering what would happen next.
“It’s a strange place,” Silvia whispered tersely to the woman at her side.
The old woman merely nodded and closed her eyes as she rested her kerchiefed head against the rough surface of the wall.
Across the room, the mate paced restlessly until all were settled. Once the bundles had been put aside and the anxious rumble of voices quieted, he cleared his voice and strode to the door.
“Cap’n Langham says ye’re to wait here for the overseer and wagon to take ye to the quarters,” he said, and left hurriedly to return to the ship.
Langham had told Silvia the Eastwind would spend a few days at dock to take on cargo and then continue to the West Indies before returning to England. She wondered what her living arrangements would be on Schlange Island. Better than the tiny cabin aboard the ship, she was certain. And here at least she would not live in constant fear someone might burst in on her.
Roman Toller’s arrogant face flashed in her mind. She had not seen the Toller brothers the last two days of the journey, and now as she sat in the windowless room and closed her eyes, she was annoyed that thoughts of Roman haunted her memory.
Somehow when she pictured his face in her mind it was always as it had been the first time, with a gentleness in his eyes and a slight smile on his lips. Only when she thought of his mocking laugh and taunting words could she push away his image and not feel a little longing in her heart. Her brow wrinkled in a contemptuous frown. He was undoubtedly traveling to the West Indies and would exit her life as hastily as he had entered it.
She looked up. The dull thud of horses’ hooves on the sandy soil and the rattle of a wagon turned her attention to the door. A moment later Langham entered, followed by the overseer, a heavyset man who seemed to swagger rather than walk. The man had a pockmarked square face and pitted skin tanned to mahogany color. Silvia felt herself tightening at the sight of him. His squinty eyes were summing up the bunch that had arrived on the Eastwind and his eyes had noted Silvia in particular. He stared at her so conspicuously that Silvia ultimately looked away, turning her gaze to those around her. They were all staring at her as well. From the corner of her eye she saw the overseer move towards them.
He had the sour smell of sweat, and as he walked past her she held her breath a moment. His white shirt was rolled to the elbows and wet through; the worn black trousers showed the dusty marks of his labor. He carried at his side a whip coiled neatly in three rings he held tightly against the leather handle. Before he spoke, he pulled a grimy handkerchief from his pocket and wiped the drops streaming from his temples.
“All ye bond servants follow me,” he said brusquely, gesturing for them to stand and pointing to the door. A murmur rose from the group as they collected their meager bundles and hurriedly moved out toward the wagon.
“Miss Bradstreet.” Nodding politely, Langham called to Silvia before she could exit. A deceptive lightness shone in his eyes as he continued. “Mr. Schlange wants you to come directly to the main house.” He motioned for her to sit. “Wait here. Schlange’s man Odin will come for you.” He gave a gleaming smile and added in a lowered voice. “I trust Schlange Island will fill all your expectations, Miss Bradstreet, and prove to be a haven for you.”
Silvia took her seat again and fretfully ran a finger inside the high collar of her dress. She was tempted to loosen the first few buttons, but decided against it.
“Thank you, Captain Langham,” she said, sighing ever so slightly. She was disturbed by the mocking tone of his voice; it made her uneasy and she would be glad when he was gone. “I am anxious to meet Mr. Schlange and learn the nature of my duties.” Silvia quickly lifted her brows. “Will I see you again, captain, before you sail?” she asked, uncertain whether or not she would welcome another meeting.
“No, Miss Bradstreet, I’ll stay with the ship. I dare not leave when there is cargo to be attended to. Again, my best wishes, and I bid you farewell.”
May you have a safe journey and fair weather, captain,” Silvia said politely, all the while remembering the cool blue of Roman Toller’s eyes and the episode that had marred her journey more than the storms at sea.
When Langham had departed she smoothed a few rumples from her skirt. Every wool fiber in her dress seemed to be scratching at her skin. The first order of business once she got settled would be to find a cotton fabric and sew a dress more suited to this climate.
Suddenly the room grew dark as if a door had closed, shutting out all light. But there had been no sound and when Silvia looked up she saw that the doorway was filled with the bulk of a man dressed from head to foot in black. A sensation like ice touching the back of her neck accompanied her alarm and she wished she could flee. Yet there simply was no where to go.
With a closer look she saw that not only were his clothes black but that his skin was also the shiny color of coal. Startled, she gasped and stood quickly, taking a hasty step back. Without a sound, he moved his cumbersome body inside, and light again flooded through the doorway.
He was the first black-skinned man she had ever seen, and she could not help but stare openmouthed when he stopped just inside the door. His hair was a wiry black mat like sheep’s wool, his nose wide and flat. He wore the livery of a footman, which added to the strangeness of his appearance. His heavy features gave no hint of welcome above the large white teeth exposed when he spoke. For a disconcerting moment, Silvia doubted her safety. This man seemed as strange to her as this new land, and she wondered if she had made the right decision in leaving England.
“Excuse me, Miss Bradstreet,” he said with a careful pronunciation of her name. Her eyes widened in stunned wonder at the educated manner in which he addressed her. “I am Odin. Mr. Schlange sent me to bring you to the house.” Bending low, he lifted her bag and walked out the door.
Silvia hesitated a few seconds before collecting her wits and following. Outside, the setting sun glowed a flaming red above the treetops and gave an orange glow to the landscape. Silvia looked around for a carriage or wagon, and seeing none, quickly searched for Odin. She located him following a path that led into the forest. He showed no sign of slowing or waiting for her to catch up, so hoisting her skirts, she began a brisk walk to overtake him.
By the time Silvia reached the tree line, Odin was almost out of sight. To her relief, she noted the path was plainly marked, but once she stepped beneath the leafy canopy of the trees, she could not see very clearly. Eerie ribbons of light that had found a narrow opening in the leafy awning overhead cast strange shadows on the ground and scarcely provided enough light for her to follow the walkway. She hoped the house was not far, for the sun would soon pass beyond the horizon and she would be enveloped in a cloak of darkness.
Apprehension coursed through her. She sensed the presence of someone moving parallel to her but hidden in the cover of the foliage. Images of unknown creatures raced wildly through her thoughts. She swallowed at the tightness in her throat and scoffed at her imagination. This was an inhabited island and estate, not a dangerous jungle. But even with her own reassurances, she stopped abruptly on hearing a sudden crackling sound followed by the definite thud of footsteps. Fear spurted through her and she broke into a run.
“Odin,” she called to the monstrous shape barely visible ahead of her. “Odin, wait,” she cried frantically. But if Odin heard, he did not acknowledge her with even a break of his gait.
Another sound echoed from the trees and Silvia began to run faster. In a few moments she overtook Odin and breathlessly took a place by his side. Even then he did not turn his head to look at her but continued along the path at the same pace. She fell in step beside him, straining to match the length of his stride, looking neither left nor right until they entered a clearing from which loomed the enormous gray stone walls of a castle.
Silvia breathed a sigh of relief. The craggy facade was a welcome sight, though it looked as if it did not belong in the near-tropical setting. Nor did it appear inviting.
She paused and lifted her eyes to follow the lines of a single tower that rose high above the treetops on the right side. The main body of the castle swept to her left with walls half as high as the spiraling tower. The irregular angles of the roof were of the same gray color. A massive wall continued beyond the structure itself, and to Silvia the building looked like a stone island set in a sea of trees.
In the hazy light of dusk she could make out the turreted walkway at the top of the tower. Briefly she thought she saw a small flame, as if from a candle, a sparse glow of light in a high tower window. But it was gone so quickly there was no way to be sure.
Like a lumbering giant, Odin climbed the wide stone steps that led to an arched doorway. On either side, torches hung from chains and lit the entry, their billowing flames creating a warm light. Thunderously Odin dropped her bag in front of the heavy paneled door and with his enormous hand lifted a large iron ring. She heard the metallic knocking as he forcefully rapped it three times against the iron plate underneath.
“Wait here,” he said flatly, and with that descended the steps and disappeared into the darkness.
Silvia watched him walk away. When he was out of sight, she turned to the door. A sense of uneasiness tightened the skin at the back of her neck. An innate apprehension of the serpent in the carving on the wooden door panel invaded her thoughts. The serpent figure was nearly as tall as she was, with an evil-looking head as large as her own. A forked tongue flashed from the open mouth, and its body wrapped ominously about the trunk of a tree. The design was the same as that of Mr. Schlange’s seal on her bond paper, but somehow, in the gloomy flickering light of the torches, it was far more frightening. It seemed to stare directly at Silvia, and she sensed the pressure of its coiling body.
The door swung open, soundlessly it seemed, leaving Silvia face to face with a tall, thin woman whose currant, black eyes held a spark of some undefinable emotion.
“Miss Bradstreet, we’ve been expecting you. Come in.” The woman made a slight gesture with her right hand. “Don’t bother about the bag. I’ll have it sent up to your rooms.” Her words gushed out without inflection. She had a husky voice, and though she tried to mask it, the tone held a hint of cynicism.
“Thank you,” Silvia responded weakly as she entered and stepped aside for the woman to shut the door. Her eyes swept the enormous foyer and she took a quick breath of astonishment. The interior of Serpent Tree Hall was not the dark, drab place she had expected. Nor was it at all like any castle she had heard described.
The floor in the entry hall was of polished pink marble and at the far end double staircases of the same gleaming stone curved up like giant wings. At the next level, the staircases joined and formed a spacious landing bordered with the ornate gilt railings that also ran the length of the stairs. On each side of the staircases arched doorways led to wide halls which appeared to run deeply into the building.
A cry of admiration came from Silvia’s lips. She had never dreamed of such elegance. Suspended from the wall on each side of the foyer were large gilt-and-crystal candelabra. They were formed of golden snakes, heads carved to hold the candles and tails twisted together against the leafy design of the base which fastened to the walls.
Silvia stared questioningly at the woman who had shown her in. She could not imagine that any place in Europe could be more beautiful.
A slight, brief smile formed on the other woman’s thin lips. A look of satisfaction gleamed faintly in her narrowed eyes as if she were pleased with Silvia’s reaction. A rustle sounded from her taffeta skirts as she moved to stand in front of Silvia.
“I am Vivien,” she said. Her eyes were little black lights set deeply in her face. “Mr. Schlange instructed me to take you upstairs where you can rest and get settled.” She started to move away but added briskly, “Mr. Schlange apologizes but he is ill and cannot greet you himself.”
Silvia lifted her brows sharply and turned her attention to Vivien at that pronouncement.
“I trust his illness is not serious,” she stated, the concern showing in her eyes as they met Vivien’s.
Now that they were near the stairs and in the full flood of light, Silvia noted the pale contrast of Vivien’s skin with the darkness of her hair. She wore it tight against her scalp and fashioned into a ball neatly covered with a black mesh at the back of her head. Her simply styled dress was of a green color so dark as to be almost black. With it she wore a crimson rope, a sort of belt, around her waist, and from the jangle when she walked, Silvia thought it must hold a number of keys which were hidden in her pocket.
“Mr. Schlange is old and tires easily,” Vivien responded as they stood at the foot of the stairs. She paused. “And all must wait until he is strong again.”
Silvia waited, expecting Vivien to explain what all must wait for, but was disappointed when instead the woman spun around and began to climb the stairs. Silvia quickly followed, her mind filled with unanswered questions. Who was Vivien and what was her position? Perhaps she should ask, she thought reflectively.
She had climbed only three or four steps when she caught a glimpse of someone in a room that opened off the foyer. His back was to her, but instantly she knew the sweep of his broad shoulders, the aloofness of his carriage. Roman Toller.
Her body stiffened in shock, but not before a sound of surprise escaped her lips.
“You!” she cried out.
He spun around at the sound of her voice. For a moment they stared blatantly at each other, until, to her dismay, she felt his glare was burning through her flesh and setting her blood aflame.
Morgan Toller appeared at his side and nodded politely. Silvia barely noticed him. She could not break away from Roman’s piercing blue eyes, which seemed to drink her up until she felt she would be consumed like a glass of wine.
Jauntily he tilted his head to one side and slowly raised an eyebrow. Silvia grabbed at the rail, her hand lingering a moment too long in the air before she found it and turned away. She looked up to see Vivien, like a black-swathed Harpy, watching her curiously from the landing.
“Come along,” Vivien’s husky voice called impatiently.
Disconcerted, Silvia caught up her skirts and hurried up the stairs at a dangerous pace. She arrived at the landing breathless, her senses dizzied. She was shaken by the run of emotions sweeping her mind and by the fact that Roman Toller was at Serpent Tree Hall. Her brows drew together in an agonized expression. She could not deny she was as much thrilled as perplexed to see him again.
Vivien gave her no time for introspection but quickly led her to a door halfway down the long hall. Here the walls were of the same gray stone as the exterior of the castle. A short distance away another hall joined the one in which they stood. The rooms were laid out so that it was possible to go in either direction from the staircase and still reach each room. Dozens of candles set in sconces attached to the walls lit the long passageways.
Vivien removed a set of keys from her pocket, and finding the one to fit the door, inserted it in the lock. When the door was open, she took a taper from the hall and led the way inside. Shortly she had lit several candles around the room.
The soft candlelight spilled warm light over the interior. Silvia’s eyebrows rose in amazement and her breath caught in her throat at the sight of the dark splendor and beauty. It was no less impressive than the marble foyer. Stunned, she spun about, taking it all in, until slowly it dawned on her that Vivien was speaking.
“It is the Emerald Suite, Mr. Schlange’s favorite. He had it made ready for you weeks ago.”
Still the room held her interest much more than what Vivien was saying. The spacious sitting room was done entirely in rich green. It gave her the strange feeling of being underwater. The furnishings, a settee and several chairs, were covered with a silk brocade. A small gilt table and a desk sat at one side. On the walls were Chinese scrolls delicately painted in a lovely Oriental design.
Vivien opened double doors that led to a huge bedroom where the walls were hung with green velvet fabric intricately embroidered with gold thread. A canopied bed draped with velvet curtains of the same fabric was covered with a silk spread of a paler shade. The dressing table had an enameled dresser set and lovely crystal bottles filled with perfumes. Silvia touched them all, lifting the glass tops and filling the room with the wonderful scents. Across the room rested an armoire fully six feet wide and painted with delicate yellow flowers.
Opening still another door, Vivien showed Silvia a small dressing room which contained a foot tub and toiletries.
“It’s beautiful, as beautiful as anything I’ve ever seen,” Silvia whispered, her hands outspread in disbelief as she tried to comprehend. “But there must be a mistake. This can’t be for me, a bond servant.”
Vivien faced her again, her bony jaw stiff. “Mr. Schlange makes no mistakes. He ordered these rooms prepared for you, Miss Bradstreet.” Her reply held a trace of sharpness. With a swishing of her skirts, she crossed the bedroom to the wide windows at one side and drew back the curtains a bit. “In the morning you will be able to see the courtyard and the gardens.” She opened the windows and a crisp breeze floated through the room.
“You are surely tired from your journey. I’ll have the maid bring water for a bath and then your dinner on a tray.”
“I’ll need my bag.” Silvia said weakly, still unable to comprehend that the rooms were for her.
“Have you any personal items other than clothing in the bag?” Vivien inquired, standing straight and still in front of the windows.
“My papers and some coins,” Silvia replied, puzzled.
“They will be returned to you. Mr. Schlange asks that you wear the clothes he has provided. I will have your bag stored downstairs.” She swept across the floor to the armoire and unfastened the brass latch.
“Of course,” Silvia replied weakly, wondering if Mr. Schlange would want her to wear a uniform. If so she trusted the garments would be better suited to the climate than her own.
Vivien swung open both doors of the armoire to expose dozens of gowns hanging inside. Blue ones, pink ones, lavender and patterned ones, all of silk and linen and fine cotton. The gaunt woman lifted out several at once and held them for Silvia to see.
A small cry escaped her lips as her mouth dropped open.
The first gown Vivien presented was of light blue watered silk trimmed with narrow bands of delicate lace and silver buttons on the bodice. But as Vivien pulled out more gowns, it seemed each was more beautiful than the one before.
“Mr. Schlange was not certain of the size, but they will be fitted for you.” Vivien’s dark eyes were expressionless again, yet there was nothing servile about her and again Silvia questioned the woman’s position in the household. “The shoes, he bought in several sizes,” Vivien added flatly, pointing to the floor of the armoire, where numerous pairs of slippers rested. “There should be some that will fit.”
Silvia’s eyes were wide in astonishment and her lower lip trembled uncontrollably. Her mind was reeling like a spinning top. Mystified at all being offered to her, she was convinced Vivien had made a mistake.
“Vivien,” Silvia said, trying to control the quiver in her voice. “Surely you expected someone else. I am Silvia Bradstreet, a bond servant.”
Vivien lifted her thin black brows. “There is no mistake. You are the one expected.” She spoke as if Silvia were a thing rather than a person, and her icy tone confused Silvia. Vivien moved like a shadow across the floor. “The rooms are for you, as are the gowns and all other things in this suite. Use them. Wear them. It is what Mr. Schlange wishes.”
“But what am I to do? What does he want from me?” Silvia’s knees felt weak and she knew she needed to sit down. What manner of man was Mr. Schlange?
“Use what has been provided, Miss Bradstreet. That will make Mr. Schlange happy.” Vivien opened a drawer of the dressing table. “You will find your nightclothes here.” She returned to the armoire and withdrew a scarlet silk dressing gown and the blue silk dress. The dressing gown she laid on the bed. “Anna will prepare your bath and bring your dinner when you have bathed and dressed.” Turning, Vivien pulled a tasseled rope and drew aside one of the velvet wall hangings. Behind it was a door which led to the hall. “Tomorrow at breakfast you will meet the others,” she said. “Good night, Miss Bradstreet.”
The others? Silvia sank weakly onto the silken cushions of a lounge chair beside the dressing table. Of course there would be others. Wilhelm Schlange would not live alone in such a large and elegant place. But who were the others? Roman Toller was obviously one of them. Looking at the thin scarlet dressing gown, Silvia realized Wilhelm Schlange had a most definite purpose for her. But was it the same purpose she had envisioned when seeking escape from her drunken Uncle Hollister?
It was only after Silvia had locked the bedroom door when Anna took her dinner tray away that she felt free to explore the suite completely. The dressing room had a light green wallpaper with a leaf design and stacks of snowy linen towels all embroidered with an S. The letter was actually a serpent looped in an S shape. While Anna attended her she had asked a hundred questions but the only one she had received a straight answer about was the monogram.
A plump middle-aged woman with round, rosy cheeks, Anna looked as if she were the sort who babbled incessantly. But tonight she had been far from talkative and seemed almost to bite her tongue to stay mum at Silvia’s questioning. However, the subject of snakes seemed to be a matter she could not keep quiet about.
“It’s ‘is name, you know. Schlange’s the German word but it’s serpent in the King’s English. Snakes, I call ‘em.” Anna had rolled her round eyes and paused as she poured another bucket of hot water in the bathtub. “They’re all over the house, on the linens, in the candlesticks. ‘E’s even got ‘em on the door handles. There’s one on the weather vane over the kitchen and everywhere else you can think.” She shook her round little head in dismay. “Sometimes it seems the whole bloomin’ house is crawling with snakes.” Anna set the bucket down and clutched the carved wooden crucifix she wore on a cord around her neck. “Evil creatures, they are.”
Anna’s eyes rolled toward the ceiling when she mentioned the snakes, and as she talked, her cheeks grew redder. The woman was a head shorter than Silvia and nearly as round as she was tall. Her hair, hardly visible beneath her starched white cap, appeared to be a light brown. The fact that she wore a cap and a starched white apron over her plain gray dress led Silvia to more speculation about the elegant wardrobe Vivien had insisted was for her. If the servants wore simple uniforms, then it made no sense at all that she should have those lovely gowns.
A long sigh escaped from her lips as she stepped into the bath. The minute she felt the soothing warmth on her tired limbs, she forgot all her concerns. She thought of nothing beyond the fragrant caress of the water washing away salt spray that had seemed to stick to her skin since the ship left London. A bath had become a forgotten luxury and one she had missed. For nearly an hour she soaked peacefully while Anna kept her supplied with hot, steaming water.
It had been divine, soap scented with lavender and sweet oils and perfumes to use when she had dried herself. Anna had treated her like royalty though she had been disinclined to answer any questions about Mr. Schlange.
And when she was gone, Silvia found a silk nightgown more beautiful than any dress she had ever owned. She slipped the gown over her head, feeling the gossamer fabric caress her skin as it cascaded over her body. The sheer white fabric shimmered against her like silken threads spun by a spider. Tiny scarlet rosebuds made of satin embellished the bodice and a scarlet ribbon tied in front, gathering the neckline in soft folds over her shoulders.
Silvia smiled languorously and spun around in front of a tall mirror with an ornate mahogany frame inlaid with ivory-and-silver cherubs.
The girl she saw looked more like a princess than a servant, and in spite of her reservations her smile widened as a look of delight lit her face. Swinging the flared skirt of her gown, she danced into the sitting room, trying out each chair. She opened drawers of the desk and found them empty except for ink and quills and a supply of paper. Her fingers touched each piece of furniture, the tapestries and wall hangings, and then she curled up in an armchair to study the painted panels of the ceiling.
Each misty painting was a scene of lovers done in the pale colors of a dream, each one covering a quarter of the ceiling. Lovers walking in a garden, together on horseback, in a swing. The fourth panel showed them in an embrace reclining on the feathery puffs of a cloud. Silvia felt a tightening in her throat, the warmth of tears welling in her eyes. She could almost feel the happiness of the pair. Sighing, she made a deliberate movement to force her eyes away. Thoughts of love had no place in her mind.
Still the elegance of the surroundings made her feel warm and special. She felt tired too, tired enough to sleep for a week. Already her eyelids were growing heavy and her body was telling of the exhaustion from the excitement of the day. She yawned and rose slowly from the chair. Silvia crossed the thick carpet pausing in response to a faint apprehension to make sure the doors were locked.
Anna had turned back the covers while Silvia bathed, and now the large bed with its velvet draperies and silk curtains looked incredibly comfortable and inviting. Silvia hurriedly closed the windows and snuffed out candles around the room one by one.
Little puffs of smoke drifted into the air above each charred wick and faded slowly from sight to become part of the blackness. A portion of the room seemed to disappear as each candle was extinguished. But only when she had blown out the last candle, the one in a silver candlestick on the bedside table, would she believe she was not in a fairy tale. For in the darkness there was only the luxurious feel of the silk sheets to remind her she was in a suite as spacious as the whole of the house she had shared with her uncle in London.
The bed was soft as eiderdown and as comfortable as it looked. And even better, it was still, unlike her bunk on the Eastwind that always rocked with the motion of the ship. When she nestled into the fullness of the feather pillows, she realized she was tired to the very marrow of her bones. The long sea journey had been a strain and the excitement of her unexpected reception at Serpent Tree Hall had drained her of the last bit of energy.
Nevertheless for a long while her mind whirled in a fevered storm of wonderment. She had expected a Spartan castle and had found instead a luxurious palace. After a time, her thoughts began to fade like the light of the snuffed-out candles. There were too many pieces of the puzzle to fit together. Wilhelm Schlange’s estate was not at all what she had expected. Certainly not like the farming country she had seen in England. She could not imagine what crops grew in this place that seemed to be all sand and strange trees. She could not imagine what her duties would be on Mr. Schlange’s household staff.
Nor did it seem to fit that he would treat her as an honored guest in his house. Surely Vivien had made a mistake. Silvia sat up halfway in the bed, but relenting, fell back to the soft pillow. Morning would be time enough to sort it all out. Tonight it was all too wonderful to complain about and all too great a mystery for her to solve when she was so tired. At last her weariness was greater than the wonder and she sank into a deep and restful sleep.
***
Hours later, a cool gust of wind swept across her face, a gust of wind that could have had no origin in a closed room. Silvia stirred slowly. She had felt a definite breeze from a door or window opening and closing. When her eyes blinked open in the darkness, she sensed rather than knew someone had walked through the room. Oddly, the sensation brought her curiosity instead of terror, a feeling that the visitor had meant her no harm.
She turned quietly in the bed. Perhaps it had been part of a dream, part of the uneasiness of sleeping in a room for the first time. She had nearly convinced herself her imagination was running rampant when she heard a whimper outside the door, the sound of a lost or frightened child. Silvia lifted her head from the pillow. Listening more carefully, she soon heard the whimper again, louder, this time accompanied by a shuffling noise.
Her pulse raced as she sat up quickly to try to hear the direction of footsteps in the hall. Tossing aside the covers, she slid to the side of the bed. In the darkness she could not locate the robe she had draped across a chair. Perplexed, she waited, her room quiet as death until the cry sounded again, chilling her blood. This time she was certain it was a child, possibly a child who had experienced a nightmare and was frightened.
Forgetting the robe, she hurried to the door and found it shut but no longer locked. Slowly Silvia turned the knob and eased the door open. Clad only in her nightgown, she stepped into the hall. No windows opened in this portion of the passageway, and without any candles burning, the hall was dark as midnight. Hearing footsteps around the corner, Silvia paused. She stood spellbound for a moment, the sound of her breathing like the roar of the sea to her ears. This house was strange to her and she had little right to be wandering about following people. But when the footsteps picked up again, she moved catlike in the direction of the sound.
At the corner she hesitated again, questioning whether she should return to her room for a candle. The long dark hall looked as if it ran on forever, and she had no idea where the passageway would lead or if the rooms on the back side were occupied. She listened a moment longer to the distinctive sound of footsteps, and when the whimper sounded again, she hurried on. If a frightened child was wandering around in the dark, she must try to help.
Silvia rounded the corner quickly, finding only darkness before her. She gulped a strong, deep breath, the infusion of air filling her with new courage and determination. A moment later, careening through the blackness, she crashed into someone—not a child, to be sure. Someone who wrapped two arms around her waist, someone tall and warm and with a pleasantly masculine scent that was faintly familiar.
The man murmured a sound of surprise and caught her fast in his arms. He pressed her close against his chest and raised one hand to lift her chin. At that moment the moon escaped a prison of dark clouds and unshackled its shimmering light to flood through an open window.
She could see his face, at first a silhouette in the moonlight, and then, as he turned to catch the full brilliance of the moonbeam, she saw the sculptured nose, the sturdy chin, and the sensuous line of his mouth. She felt her chin trembling against his fingertips. Her heart skipped a few beats, then raced rapidly to make them up. Silvery rays lit the hallway and illuminated the two of them with streams of magic light.
“Roman.” Her voice sounded as liquid and silvery as the moonbeams when she whispered his name.
His fingers were cool against her skin, his eyes softly blue in the moonlight, and his hair glowed like molten gold. She felt all the gentleness of love in his caress, a touch like a sweet, haunting memory.
“Little flower,” he whispered, stroking her cheek, slipping his fingers into the loose curls about her face. Murmuring her name, he slid his hands down her cheek, across her throat, softly, gently caressing the curve of her neck and coming to rest on the swell of her shoulders.
Soft as a drop of summer rain, his lips touched hers. She sighed, feeling her limbs become weak and willowy, and closed her eyes while his mouth rained soft kisses over her face. She thought of butterflies and their velvety fluttering wings. Feeling the warmth of his body against hers was like being transported into a dream, a dream she would never want to end.
Once more his lips sought hers with a soft kiss. “I knew you’d come,” he whispered.
His words tore through the delicate membrane that wrapped her in a mystical spell. She lifted her lids reluctantly to gaze at the face so close to her own. Her lips were still warm with the imprint of his kiss, but now his mouth had an arrogant twist. The gentleness was gone from his face. The blue of his eyes had turned dark and treacherous like the murky waters in a deep well.
She felt as if the floor had dropped away beneath her, as if she would any moment begin to plunge into a bottomless chasm. She had been betrayed by her lips, her arms, deceived by kisses as unreal as the gold reflected in the waters of the pool in the courtyard. What had she been thinking to respond as she had? She swallowed, feeling a dryness in her throat.
“I heard a child,” she said softly, pulling back a little.
“There are no children here.” He tilted his head to one side and gazed into her eyes. Within his whisper she heard the old mocking tone steal into his voice.
“I heard a child outside my room.” She struggled in his arms, trying vainly to push free of his embrace.
“How remarkable.” His brows arched and his eyes were like fantastic blue lights catching the glimmer of the moon. You heard a child where there are no children, and I am to believe that is why I find you outside my door wearing a gown as thin as the morning mist.”
His mouth twisted wryly and his chest expanded with a haughty breath. He wore only his breeches and a shirt open to the waist in front, and as she squirmed against him the bristle of hair on his chest grazed her cheek like a soft brush. She could feel the pressure of his bare foot rubbing against her own toes. Smiling wickedly, he tilted his head and his thick hair gleamed golden as the moonlight framed his face.
Silvia listened to the faint sigh of the wind and trembled. She could not match his coolness and her voice shook a little when she spoke again.
“I did hear a child crying and came out to investigate.” She pushed harder against his chest but found she was tightly locked in by the strength of his arms. “Let me go,” she pleaded, the glow in her face dying wistfully.
Roman smiled indulgently.
“Tell me more of this story about a child who led you to my door,” he said, toying with her.
Silvia twisted in his arms. His hands were on her hips, holding her close against him. She could feel the warmth of his body against her and with it a heady new feeling that frightened and weakened her.
“Tell me all the stories you like,” he breathed, his lips close to her ear, his mercurial smile taunting her. “I’m fond of a bedtime tale.” His hands played wantonly across her back, his fingers tangling in the tumbling curls that hung almost to her waist. “But I prefer them in bed,” he whispered.
“You’re...” Silvia’s eyes flamed in anger, but before she could say more his lips crushed hers with a kiss. Suddenly she was falling, tumbling, spinning in an abyss of desire where her body refused to obey her mind. She felt the response of her lips against his, the throbbing press of her breasts against his bare chest and a strange weakness in her legs as he held her so tightly she thought she would become part of him.
“You must let me go,” she whispered desperately when at last his lips parted from hers. Silvia’s breath came in shallow gasps and her skin was alight with the warmth of a rosy blush brought on by the fervor of his kiss.
“Must I?” Gone was the taunting tone, and his voice was hypnotically mellow, lulling her into submission to his will.
“Yes, you must,” she whispered weakly, finding her arms wrapped about his waist. Quickly she dropped her hands to her sides and tried to wriggle free of his grip. “Please,” she pleaded in a tear-smothered voice. “Let me go.”
His teasing laughter was low, throaty, and his chest vibrated heavily against her.
“A lady must know her own mind.” Desire and mockery showed in his glance. He loosened his hold a little, stepping back but keeping his hands on her shoulders so that she could not escape him. “Your lips tell me you want to be held and your words tell me you want to go.” He raised one heavy brow and smiled darkly. “What am I to believe? That you are quicksilver like the moonlight? That you want to slip through my arms and be gone like elusive moonbeams?”
Disoriented by the intensity of his gaze, she dropped her eyes from his. “Please, I must go,” Silvia cried, aware of the trembling within that shook her shoulders and threatened her resistance. Her whole being seemed to fill with wanting, an emotion that both thrilled and frightened her. “Please,” she whispered.
Roman’s hand caught a strip of scarlet ribbon at her throat and untied the bow that gathered the nightgown around her neck. Slowly, seductively his hands traveled down her arms, pulling the loosened gown from her left shoulder and exposing its creamy whiteness to his eyes.
A tingling started low in her stomach. Just for a moment she saw a tender look in his eyes before he leaned down and kissed the curve of her throat. He laughed softly and whispered words she could not understand against her ear. Silvia pleaded with him until, with a reluctant sigh, he released her. She stood immobile, no longer held but completely in his spell.
“Go then, quicksilver maiden. I’ll wait for you to blossom in the sunlight,” he teased, spinning her about and heading her in the direction of her room.
She took a step forward hesitantly, confused. Her nightgown, scandalously thin, shimmied around her as she moved a step in painful frustration.
“Roman, I...” She never knew what she would have said, for just as she began to speak, the sound of footsteps clicked a warning as someone approached from the side hall.
Silvia stiffened and cast her eyes around wildly, searching for a place to hide. How could she explain to a stranger why she was standing in the hall, hardly dressed, embracing a man she had sworn was the scourge of the earth? Backing away, she pressed her body against the smooth stone wall and closed her eyes, hoping the person she heard would turn into a room before discovering them standing together.
Roman watched intently as her ebony hair swung over her shoulders in a silken mass and as the sparse moonlight lit her face with an angelic glow. She was a tempest who felt like innocence in his arms. Her face held the fragile beauty of a rosebud, and even the air around her seemed sweeter. He longed to pluck the fragile blossom from the bush and prove to himself she was not the lovely flower his heart desired. Even now he wanted to soothe and comfort away the distress he saw in her face, but would not give way to the prompting of his heart. Instead, he forced a humorous smile to his lips.
She held her breath, hoping Roman would not expose them. Turning her head, she saw he had not moved from the center of the hall. She might have known he would feel no humiliation. Feeling suddenly cold and terribly vulnerable, she appealed to him with her eyes. To her dismay his amused smile did not indicate compliance. Down the hall the footsteps stopped, but at the sound of his soft laughter quickly began again and grew louder. A moment later, Vivien’s angular form stepped from the darkness into the grid of yellow moonlight that spread from the window.
Her shrewd eyes hurriedly took in Silvia’s scanty clothing and the open neckline of her gown. A trace of a smile flickered across her narrow lips before she held out the scarlet robe that had been folded across her arm.
She helped Silvia into the robe. “I saw that your door was open,” she said in a voice as flat and emotionless as still air. “I was concerned.” Vivien glanced up to see Roman smiling contemplatively at her.
“Do you ever sleep, Vivien?” he teased, raising one brow sharply. “Or have you been awake all your life, like Morgan says?”
Vivien huffed. “I sleep when my work is done.” Her black eyes flashed and Silvia thought she detected a note of fondness in her tone of voice. “And I point out I am not the only one awake past midnight. Someone must attend to your mischief, Roman Toller.” She wagged a lean finger at him.
“Aye, Vivien?” He smiled slowly. “I am hardly a boy now and I found this nymph wandering through the halls dressed in moonlight. What would you have me do with her?” He shrugged and chuckled lightly, running his hands through the shock of hair falling over his forehead. “Leave her prey to the ghosts in Serpent Tree Hall?”
Ghosts? Silvia’s lips quivered and her eyes met his wonderingly, searching for meaning in his words.
“Better the ghosts than you,” Vivien said, and cackled.
“Vivien, my love, you have wounded me sorely.” He pursed his lips and shook his tawny head slowly. “The lass can tell you she’s as sound as when I found her.”
“Hmmm,” Vivien murmured. “Then ‘tis you I should worry for.” She nodded soberly as another voice joined the conversation.
“What’s all this racket?” Morgan Toller, hair tousled and eyes heavy with sleep, called from the door next to Roman’s. “Isn’t there a parlor in this house for a late soiree?” His nightshirt struck him at knee level, showing a pair of well-shaped calves. He leaned from the doorway, smiling good-naturedly in spite of his brusque tone. “Let a man get some sleep, Roman. Do your philandering quietly.”
Roman lowered his brows and glared hotly at Morgan.
Silvia stared at both of them blankly. She did not like the slant of the conversation at all. Surely Vivien and Morgan did not think she had come out in search of Roman Toller.
“I heard a child crying in the hall,” she managed to say somewhat unsteadily, and clutched the robe tightly at her breasts. “The sound woke me and I hurried out without finding my dressing gown.”
“Sure enough, it’s the same tale she told me,” Roman said jauntily. “Though there’s not been a child in this house in many years, unless there’s news you’ve been keeping from me, Vivien.” He cocked his head and winked.
Morgan muttered an oath under his breath and closed his door to them. Across the hall and out of view another door stood open slightly. From the dark portal a young woman with flowing blond hair and an expression of disdain gripped the knob with whitened knuckles and watched silently. Her eyes narrowed to thin slits before she stepped back and, unseen, eased her door shut.
“You’re a rogue, Roman Toller. A hopeless rogue.” Vivien placed an arm around Silvia’s shoulder and began guiding her along the corridor toward her room. “Come along, dear, best you got back to bed. It’s the sound of the wind you heard. The way it whistles over the tower wall, a sad sound like crying. It’s what you heard,” Vivien insisted, her voice trailing oddly to a whisper. She stopped at the door of Silvia’s bedroom, her face pallid in the shadowy hall. “Get to sleep now. There’ll be excitement enough for you tomorrow.”
Silvia shut the door behind her and pressed her ear against the wooden panels. She heard the ringing sound of keys jiggling in Vivien’s pocket as she walked away. It was a muffled jingle and Silvia could swear she had heard the same sound when she heard the child crying. Had Vivien been outside her room, then?
She didn’t really believe the cry she heard had been the sound of the wind on the tower wall. It had been a child. She was sure. Vivien hadn’t been at all surprised to find her walking about in the middle of the night. It was almost as if she had expected it.
Silvia released a sigh and climbed in bed, pulling the covers to her chin. A rising wind stirred through the trees, and branches scraped like claws against the stone walls beneath her window, but no mournful sound came from the tower wall. There was only the soft rustle of wind-whipped leaves. Silvia closed her eyes tightly. There was a child at Serpent Tree Hall, and no one wanted her to know.
In a room two doors away, Vivien sat on a bedside patting the cheek of a pouting face. Aided by the gentleness of candlelight, her own harsh features were transformed to a maternal softness. “There, there, darling, don’t sulk.” She smiled lovingly and smoothed away dark hair from a pale forehead. “Vivy worries when you slip her keys and wander about in the dark.” She kissed his smooth round cheek and stroked his jet black hair.
“You’re so like your mother, darling, sweet and trusting, with never a thought of danger.” Vivien cooed and pulled the covers up beneath his chin. “Never believing anyone would harm you.” Easing off the bed, she seated herself in a wooden rocker a few feet away. “But don’t you worry, my darling boy, Vivy will take care of you and see that nothing hurts you.” She smiled softly as dark-lashed eyelids closed and the soft, slow breathing of sleep sounded rhythmically in the room. “Vivy loves you, always remember,” she whispered to the sleeping form.
Vivien looked around the room where she spent much of her time. The rag doll she had made for him rested beside his face on the pillow. Across the room, just catching the flickering light of the bedside candle, was a set of wooden blocks stacked and laid out to resemble the painting of Serpent Tree Hall above the play area. He had made little trees of twigs and even draped them with bits of moss and set them up around the castle the way they looked from his barred window.
Beside the toy castle stood clay figures he had shaped like horses and a figure of each person he had seen crossing the garden below. Vivien lifted the candle from the table and quietly crossed the room. She knelt beside the block structure and set the candle beside her. He was artistic, his talent undeniable, she thought, lifting the little figure she knew was herself. Sniffing, she wiped at a tear and set the figure back in place. He had fashioned a smile on her face. She was about to rise and leave the room when her hand touched a gritty substance.
Puzzled, Vivien moved the candle so she could see where her hand rested. On the floor, one clay figure had been smashed to bits. Wondering what would make him treat his little treasures so roughly, she lifted it up and held it close to the candle. At the sight of it, a frown furrowed her brow and she gasped lightly. The figure was of his father.
Without hesitating, Vivien replaced the broken figure where she had found it, and taking the candle, went hurriedly through the connecting door to her own room. She had been there only a moment when a brittle ringing shook the heavy air.
So he had been awake and had heard the voices in the hall. And now he would be wanting to know if he had reason to celebrate. Not this night, she thought ruefully, hurrying along the corridor on her spindly legs. But soon, perhaps. The girl was a brilliant find. Perfect. And already raising temperatures in the house.
Halting, she knocked lightly at a doorway on the back hall.
“Come in,” uttered a weak voice she remembered once having held the strength of steel.
Vivien entered a room lit brightly by half a dozen candles. She said not a word but went directly to where Wilhelm Schlange sat propped against the pillows in his four-poster bed. Her eyes moved steadily over him. He had been a handsome man once, though there was little about him now to prove it. The old man had been ill and weak since his return from England a few weeks earlier, and had taken to his bed until his strength returned. Her eyes widening a trifle, Vivien saw that his thin, ashen skin had gained some healthy color and that his eyes were eager and questioning.
“Yes?” he asked anxiously when she had stood there some moments waiting silently.
“No.” Vivien lifted her brows, making her long face seem narrower and even more drawn.
Disappointment showed in his face. But I was right about the girl?”
“Yes, you were right. It has begun.”
His eyes sparkled with a dangerous new energy. “Which one?”
“Tonight it was Roman.”
“Roman. Good. He has the most spirit.” A satisfied smile softened his face. “Does the girl suspect?”
“She was full of questions, but I cautioned the staff to keep mum.”
“What of the others?”
“They know nothing, but I daresay there will be questions tomorrow.”
“Let them wonder,” he said smugly, pursing his thin lips and leaning heavily into the pillows. “My illness may prove to be a help.” He smiled and his eyes caught the yellow reflection of the candle flame. “A few days of waiting before the announcement may hasten things along.” A gasp sounded from his throat and he broke suddenly into a fit of wheezing coughs. When the coughing subsided his thin body was left trembling. “And you, Vivien, do you still think it is madness?” he whispered weakly as his breath returned. “Or do you see now there is no other way?”
Her black eyes met his. “I will do as you ask.” Vivien’s narrow face was shadowed on one side and lit by the dancing light of the candles on the other. It gave her an eerie, unnatural appearance as she stood like a post at the foot of his bed, not moving, not even seeming to blink an eye. “That is all that matters,” she said coldly. “I will do it for him.”
A tremor shook Schlange and he grabbed for his chest. “Swear it, Vivien.” His hand jerked spasmodically and caught in the folds of the blanket like a bony claw. “Swear you will see it carried out.” A moment later his hand relaxed and the blanket slid from his grasp. “No,” he said. “No. I’ll not leave it to you. I’ll not die until I’ve seen it done.”
“So you had a visitor last night?”
Morgan Toller entered the dining room a few steps behind his brother, his walk brisk and his smile jolly. Sauntering to a place at one side of the long oval table, he seated himself directly across from Roman.
Morning air, fresh, vibrant, and pleasantly cool, filled the dining room with the promise of a beautiful day. Outside, the golden sphere of the sun had reared its head over the castle walls and was casting playful patterns of shadow and light through the wide windows. Morgan’s jocular face beamed an equal share of brightness in the room.
“It seems your charm has not failed you, as I feared.” Periwinkle eyes sparkled with mischievous merriment. With a sweep of his hand Morgan lifted a cover from a dish of eggs and sausages. As he did, a burst of savory steam escaped to fill his nostrils with the appetizing aroma. Sniffing appreciatively, he picked up a small sausage but paused thoughtfully before lifting the delicacy to his lips. For a moment he studied Roman quietly. “You can’t imagine the worry you caused me, thinking I might have to single-handedly uphold the Toller reputation with the fair sex.”
“What the devil are you prattling about, Morgan?” Roman snarled, and furrowed his brow in a frown. “And put that lid down.” His lips thinned in irritation. “We’re to have breakfast with Eric and Martha. The least you could do is pretend to have the manners of a gentleman.”
“Ahh.” Morgan seemed delightfully pleased with himself. “Was that the manner of a gentleman I observed last night? A gentlemanly seduction. Though for the life of me I could not tell who was seducing whom.” Morgan popped the sausage into his mouth and chewed slowly, his eyes twinkling with greater merriment. “And why you should want to make a spectacle of yourself and the lady is beyond reasoning.” Morgan sighed. “Or perhaps jealousy was your purpose.” He flipped a napkin from a basket and lifted out a warm crusty roll and broke it in half. Grinning magnanimously, Morgan spread a dollop of butter over the surface and went on talking, his eyes intent on the task before him. “Well, you succeeded. I’m giving you notice I intend to woo Miss Bradstreet away from you.” Glancing up negligently, he took a large bite of the roll. “Hungry?”
“Bloody hell, Morgan.” Roman said violently, and rose ponderously from his chair. “Nobody invited you to spy on a private matter.” Stomping around the table, he nearly collided with a disconcerted maid who approached bearing a steaming pot of tea. Roman snarled, giving the hapless woman a start, but she managed to sidestep quickly and avoid a disastrous collision. The poor woman, shaken by his display of temper, quickly deposited the teapot on a trivet and left the room. Roman glared at his brother, but Morgan ignored him and continued eating the roll. “You plague me from dawn to dark like fleas on a hound. Give a man room to breathe, by God!”
Morgan chuckled.
Roman, his temper worsening, stopped by the French doors at the end of the dining room and cursed under his breath. The garden sunlight lent an iridescent glow to lingering dewdrops on the green leaves of a low hedge. Birds hopped amid the spidery pink blossoms in a mimosa tree, chirping sweetly to welcome the morning sun.
Taking full advantage of the warm rays, a sleek black cat lazily licked its paws and rubbed them slowly across its ears. The birds paid no heed to their adversary as he groomed his fur until it glistened. Roman watched. The creature’s coat was black as coal, black as the silky curls he’d tangled his fingers in last night.
His mind burned with the memory and he turned away abruptly to stare into Morgan’s grinning face. An irritable frown curved Roman’s lips.
“A woman like that needs a man who can appreciate her finer qualities,” Morgan commented, shaking his head decisively. “Not a heartless bloke like you.”
Roman gritted his teeth and turned his back to Morgan again. “Do what you like. The girl means nothing to me,” he said flatly.
The cat outside responded to his motion at the window and lazily opened yellow-gold eyes. Roman watched the creature, the way it stretched with easy grace, the way the sun burnished its black coat. A dull ache of desire tightened the muscles in his chest and he felt a throbbing in his temples. He remembered tawny eyes and tousled black curls catching the moonlight.
Angrily his nostrils flared as he stared past the cat. Roman wiped his brow, wondering why he felt the heat so early in the morning.
“Roman...” A melodious voice floated across the room and the fragrance of lilacs filled the air. He heard the rustle of silk skirts and the soft pattering of leather slippers.
Smiling, he turned as a young woman with a beautifully wrought delicate face and pale gold hair she wore in a braid wrapped around her head like a crown entered the room. Her light blue eyes were filled with eagerness, and an excited blush colored her cheeks. She carried herself regally, holding her skirts up a little as she hastened across the polished wood floor toward Roman.
“Martha, darling.” His voice was velvet-edged and warm as he caught her around the waist, lifting her feet from the floor, spinning a circle with her in his arms. “Let me look.” Setting her to her feet, he stepped back but quickly caught her again and tightened his arms in a hug. “You’re like a confection, a sweet, sugary confection.”
“Roman, Roman.” Joy bubbled in her laughter and delight shone in her eyes. “It’s good to have you home.” Her face sparkled with laughter but soon stilled and turned suddenly serious. “Promise you’ll not stay away so long again,” she pleaded sweetly, her arms wrapped about his waist.
The flush in her cheeks darkened to the dusty rose of her gown, a shade that contrasted wonderfully with her ivory skin and blond hair. Martha’s eyes held a secret sheen of purpose as they met his.
“I promise,” Roman said, bending to kiss her on the cheek.
“Don’t I get a welcome?” Morgan chided, rising from his chair.
Martha turned, surprise registering in her face. “Morgan, I didn’t see you there,” she said softly, her eyes narrowing as the smile wavered on her lips.
“I am wounded,” he said gloomily, pretending to be greatly offended. “Cast aside for my scurrilous brother.”
Martha hastened to his side and reached up to kiss the tip of his nose. She smiled and laughed lightly, a gentle sound like the tinkling of silver bells.
Morgan relented and gave her a bear hug, kissing both her cheeks and not failing to note that her eyes were on Roman all the while.
“Hmmm,” he growled. “One night here and I feel like an outcast. I suppose soon I’ll be standing in as best man at a wedding,” he stated half-seriously, flashing a derisive grin at Roman and not failing to catch the warning in his brother’s eye.
“Don’t be cross, darling,” Martha cooed, and smiled knowingly at Morgan. She gave a demure wink so that her golden lashes swept over her cheek. “Maybe,” she whispered so that Roman couldn’t hear. “With a bit of help.” She squeezed Morgan’s hand and raised her voice again. “We’ve been waiting weeks for you to arrive, and I only learned this morning you were here.”
“This morning?” Morgan asked, puzzled. Hadn’t he seen her watching from her doorway last night when he had spoken to Roman and Silvia in the hall?
“Yes,” she responded, her face a mask of serenity as she directed them to be seated. “Vivien told me.”
“Then where the devil is Eric, and why weren’t you two here when the ship docked?” Morgan smiled and pinched her cheek playfully.
“We didn’t expect you for days, and Uncle sent us to Fredericksburg for supplies.” Martha looped her arm through Roman’s and started to the table. “Last night we got in quite late and everyone had retired.” Gracefully Martha lowered herself into the chair Roman held for her, taking a long moment to adjust her skirts before he could slip the chair forward. “Eric had to go to the fields this morning before breakfast,” she chatted on, pausing to pour tea from a delicate teapot painted with green and blue Chinese dragons. With her smooth, fluid movements she made the simple ceremony of pouring tea look as graceful as a dance. “He’ll be along soon if he can pry himself away. You know how he is about his precious crops. Even Uncle says he’s done wonders with production.”
“How is the old rogue?” Roman asked, accepting a cup of tea from Martha and smiling lightly as he withdrew his hand when her fingers deliberately brushed it. Roman drank deeply from his cup. Somehow he could not picture Wilhelm Schlange succumbing to illness or being bedridden. He turned to Martha. “Vivien said he was ill and confined to his room.”
She nodded. “Since the Anne Marie docked more than a fortnight ago, he’s hardly come downstairs.” Martha paused to add cream and a lump of sugar to her cup. “He’s had Crandall, the solicitor, come down from the northern colonies to attend to some mysterious business.” Sipping delicately from the porcelain cup, she lifted her eyes admiringly to Roman. “Eric and I have hardly seen him since he arrived. He sends us messages by Vivien.”
“And tight-lipped as Vivien is, there’s no way to know his true condition,” Morgan added. “They’re a strange pair, those two. And of course—”
“Oh, here’s Eric,” Martha said, turning quickly to greet a fair-haired man striding in dressed in tan riding breeches and carrying a leather crop. Instead of a coat he wore a simple cotton shirt, full-sleeved and open at the throat.
A wide smile ruffled Eric’s lightly tanned face. He paused a moment to comb his fingers through windblown blond hair. Eric stood half a head shorter than Roman and Morgan and had a considerably more slender build. Heavy blond brows accented a pair of mild blue eyes. His face, though angular, was thoroughly handsome and had a pleasant, good-humored expression. As he entered, he tossed a leather-bound book and the riding crop on a sideboard near the door and hurried toward the table.
“Roman, Morgan!” his voice rang out enthusiastically.
Both men stood and rushed to meet Eric. Soon all three were engaged in excited handshaking and backslapping and a vigorous exchange of greetings. In a few minutes the conversation grew calmer and the Tollers resumed their seats. Eric went to Martha and affectionately kissed her on the temple, before taking a seat next to Morgan.
“We thought you would never arrive,” Eric said, his frank gaze shifting from Morgan to Roman. “Uncle is behaving strangely, and neither Martha nor I know what to make of it.” He broke off speaking for a moment to serve his plate. He called us to his bedside a week ago and told us to expect you two within a few weeks, and since then not a word to either of us.” His face had become brooding.
Morgan and Roman listened intently. The urgency of Wilhelm’s summons for them to come to the island had already caused a measure of trepidation. Now they wondered if he were ill or involved in some subterfuge. Using illness as a cover for some scheme would not be beneath their uncle. On the other hand, he was an old man. The brothers exchanged questioning glances as Eric continued.
“He’s always been secretive, as you well know, especially when he’s onto something.” A deep light shone in Eric’s pale eyes. “No one ever knows what’s happening until he’s ready to execute a coup de grace.”
Eric sat back and Martha inclined her head in concordance.
“He arrived with a shipload of trunks and crates and had them all moved to the castle. He’s opened up rooms that have been closed for years, and had Vivien doing heaven knows what,” Martha added ruefully.
“And you think there’s something besides illness to account for his odd behavior?” Morgan smiled. Perhaps Eric and Martha had been isolated on Schlange Island too long and had forgotten the entire universe did not revolve around Wilhelm Schlange. To his memory the old man had never done anything that wasn’t peculiar.
“Yes,” Eric said, looking troubled. “There’s no accounting for his not seeing Martha and me but once since he’s been here.”
Roman laid a hand on Martha’s arm and patted it consolingly. “I think you’re making too much of a simple matter.” She smiled fleetingly and acknowledged his comment with a disagreeing shake of her head. “Most likely he simply can’t stand for anyone to see him when he’s not all fire and fury,” he added emphatically. “Once he’s on his feet, things will be the same again.”
“Oh no!” Martha said, looking up sharply. “There’s more.”
***
At her open window the atmosphere was fragrant with the smell of roses. Wearing the blue silk dress Vivien had returned to her only a few minutes earlier, Silvia stood looking out over the garden admiring the display of colorful blooms below. Somehow Vivien had managed to take the dress into a perfect fit. Sighing, she brushed her hands over the luxurious fabric of her skirt, enjoying the smooth feel of it and finding it hard to believe the gown was hers to wear. She had fashioned her hair into a large smooth bun at her nape, but in the humid air a dozen curls had sprung loose and curled vine like around her face.
Vivien had told her she was expected downstairs for breakfast at eight, and though that hour was approaching, she had not yet found the courage to leave her room. Instead she remained at the window looking out across the garden. The castle was truly enormous and was built in a square shape. She could see above her room another full floor as well as the tower rising almost to the clouds.
On the ground level high-arched gates bordered the courtyard at one end. She supposed there had been no reason to make the place a fortress, and Schlange had opted for lovely formal gardens in the enclosed area. The flowers were bordered by low hedges which ran in wavy patterns instead of the usual geometric designs. She liked the soft effect. Throughout, the grounds were lined with stone paths that wound from section to section.
Directly below was a portion of the garden devoted to roses, which was what furnished the abundance of perfume that drifted in her window. She could see the vivid reds, that stark whites, and the pale pinks and yellows of the blossoms. Most of the garden was visible from above, but at the far end near the gates, low-growing trees sheltered much of the area from view.
Benches were interspersed throughout and she saw that several rooms on the ground floor had French doors for access to the courtyard. In the center an enormous stone serpent with water gushing from its mouth rose out of a circular pool filled with green lily pads and cup-shaped white lilies.
Silvia gasped, and looked again at the overall pattern of the garden. The hedges were not random designs as she had thought, but were instead long green snakes when seen from above. At one end the hedges tapered to form tails and at the other rounded into heads. Each leafy creature appeared ready to devour a bird-shaped topiary bush near its mouth. Silvia shuddered and left the window. Anna was right, the whole place seemed to be crawling with snakes. Wilhelm Schlange harbored a strange obsession for his namesake.
Her eyes went to the small enameled clock on the dresser. It was a quarter past eight. Mr. Schlange would not be pleased with her lack of punctuality. Shuffling her feet into the kidskin slippers she had selected, she hurried along, delighting in the light, soft feel of the shoes on her feet after the heavy, stiff boots she was accustomed to wearing. Nevertheless she felt as if she were chained to the floor by her misgivings about going downstairs.
With each step, her heart fluttered like the wings of a frightened bird, fluttered as if she were one of those poor garden creatures awaiting impending doom. She cast a glance over her shoulder at the image of her anxious face and then her sense of duty prevailed. She could put it off no longer. She must go downstairs.
Her hands shook and she clasped and unclasped them until she reached the stairs. There was no one in the hall below, and she was grateful. Taking hold of the rail, she descended slowly, hearing a roar of excited voices from the direction Vivien had instructed her to take. Breathlessly she paused at the foot of the stairs, fighting the urge to run back to her room. But she hesitated only briefly before she stiffened her spine and hurried on her way.
A moment later she silently entered the dining room.
“Good morning.” Her voice called out clear and strong.
The lively conversation at the table died as four pairs of eyes riveted her in place, eyes that were curious, questioning, and threatened. Was that what she saw? She couldn’t be sure, for like the well-bred people they were, they quickly recovered their surprise and masked their emotions.
“I’m Silvia Bradstreet.” Silvia’s heart gave a great jump as she felt the stares, but she was pleased that her voice did not quiver and betray her nervousness.
The Tollers were seated looking as if they belonged, Roman holding the hand of a beautiful blond woman. Evidently the four of them knew each other well. She was relieved to see two additional places set at the table. One at the head where a thronelike, high-backed armchair covered in gold damask sat empty. Mr. Schlange’s, to be certain. The other, surely for her, was nearer the other end, directly across from the woman and beside the man she had not met. At least Vivien had not misled her that she was expected for breakfast.
The four of them rose and Martha spoke first. “We didn’t know if you would come down this morning, so we didn’t wait, I’m afraid.” Martha’s voice was light and sweet as she walked swiftly toward Silvia. “I’m Martha Muller, Mr. Schlange’s niece, and this is my brother. Eric.” She took Silvia’s hand and squeezed it warmly. “Please do call me Martha,” she added quietly.
“Thank you, Martha,” Silvia murmured uncomfortably. Why must she continue to feel like a bird in a trap when they were welcoming her so politely?
Eric joined them and bowed graciously. “I’m pleased to meet you, Miss Bradstreet. Uncle had told us so little about you. Now that you’re here, you can answer all our questions,” he said, taking her hand and raising it to his lips. “You know my cousins Roman and Morgan Toller, of course.”
The Tollers stood at the table. They bowed almost in unison and. Silvia thought, a little reluctantly on Roman’s part.
Her answering smile was only a flicker. She could not restrain the shock that drained her face of color. The Tollers were Schlange’s nephews. Would they be staying? Of course, she thought sagely, her skin seeming to prickle all over. They would not have traveled all the way from England for a brief stay. She chided herself for her worry. It was of no consequence to her if they did. Her obligation was to their uncle, and she expected after today she would have little contact with the Tollers.
“Please be seated, Miss Bradstreet.” Eric took her arm and escorted her to the table, not wasting any appreciative glances as his eyes assessed her quite frankly.
Silvia glanced questioningly at the empty chair at the head of the table.
“Uncle’s place is always set, but he won’t be joining us this morning,” Eric said matter-of-factly, though as he spoke there was a restless energy about his movement.
Nervously Silvia moistened her lips. When she and Martha were seated, the gentlemen resumed their seats as well.
Eric’s eyes were boring into her, his brows drawn together as if he were trying to remember something.
“So that’s it. Magda,” he cried, flinging himself back against the chair. “Don’t you see it?” He gestured wildly at the others, insisting they all look at her. “My God, she’s uncommonly like Magda. Look at her face.”
Silvia’s eyes widened, her lips quivering a little. She was uncomfortable enough having breakfast with a table full of strangers without all their attention focused on her.
“There is a small resemblance.” Martha said blandly, though she too looked calculatingly at Silvia. “But hardly enough to warrant an outburst.”
Silvia stiffened. What on earth were they talking about? She didn’t like being made sport of, and now everyone was staring at her. Martha’s eyes gleamed like dark lights, as if she were stripping away flesh to expose Silvia’s soul. Eric’s blazed excitedly yet shrewdly, and he was measuring everyone’s reactions.
The amused look had momentarily left Morgan’s eyes and now there was a glint of wonder in their blue depths. Only Roman’s eyes lacked curiosity. His simmering glare roamed over her figure, and one side of his mouth twisted into a smile. An invitation issued from his dark, insolent eyes.
“Please,” Silvia said sternly. Bond servant or not, she didn’t like being treated rudely.
“We are behaving badly,” Martha said sternly, and gave a disapproving glance to her cousins and brother. Hastily she poured a cup of tea for Silvia, but though she smiled and appeared calm, a slight rattling sounded when she lifted the saucer to pass it along. “Silvia’s just arrived at Serpent Tree Hall, and instead of treating her graciously, we’re gaping like magpies.”
“Remember, Eric,” Morgan started up, “none of us has ever actually seen Magda.”
“We’ve seen her likeness a thousand times in the library,” Eric sputtered, roused to indignation. “You fitted that dress on her yourself, Martha.”
“Yes, I did, but, Eric, a stone figure is hardly the same, and we have only Uncle’s description of her eyes and hair.” She shook her head and laughed softly.
“You won’t convince me I’m not right,” he replied querulously. “Let’s let Silvia tell us who she is and why she’s here.”
Silvia had stood all she could. It would have suited her better to have been moved in with the servants, where she would not have been regarded as an object of curiosity. This waiting to learn what her duties were was beginning to grate on her nerves, or maybe it was just the way Roman and Morgan Toller were looking at her as if they were enjoying her discomfort.
Surely they had something better to do than intimidate a new servant. She wasn’t listening to them any longer, as a slight frown stole onto her face. This wasn’t where she belonged, not with these spoiled, impudent people. She hoped to have an audience with Mr. Schlange right after breakfast. Perhaps he would send for her; if not, she would ask Vivien to arrange it.
Eric’s persistent voice broke into her thoughts. “Silvia, Miss Bradstreet, don’t keep us at bay any longer.”
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