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Temple of Bacchus

Else World, 1837
“Her name is Emma.”
The Facilitator’s voice echoed off the ancient stone walls, lending his words authority as he directed Dominic’s attention to the large, mirrored disk positioned prominently in the middle of the temple’s bloodied floor.
The image of a woman, who existed somewhere in a neighboring world, was reflected on the disk’s surface like a living portrait. Her countenance was serene, oblivious. For she was unaware she was being watched.
Carved from polished obsidian as black and impenetrable as the night, the six-foot mirror was encircled by nine more disks of lesser circumference. Each was concave and had been shaped from a disparate exotic stone intended to represent one of the lunar phases. All were set at an angle meant to capture the moonlight streaming in through an aperture in the roof and to direct it toward the central mirror where the woman was on view.
“You expect me to rape her,” Dominic stated, his voice flat.
The woman’s hand moved, and a page flipped. She was reading.
“We expect you to do what is necessary. As always,” the Facilitator replied, speaking for himself as well as the two silent Acolytes who flanked him.
At first glance, the woman appeared to be plain, unremarkable in every way. Dominic judged her to be a quarter of a century old like himself, perhaps a little older. Except for the occasional movement of her hand, she was utterly still. Her head was bent intently over a tome entitled The Fruits of Philosophy, which lay before her upon a polished desk.
She wore spectacles, and her profile was half turned from him, so that the shape of her delicate cheek was limned by flickering candlelight. Tendrils of ash-brown hair curled along a vulnerable nape.
The garment she wore was stiff and lengthy, and it almost completely hid her body from view. He’d heard that Earth-World females sheathed themselves in swaths of fabric impermeable to the masculine eye but until now had believed this to be only a rumor. Her breasts were full and her figure shapely. Why did she hide it?
“You’ll bow to Our Will in this matter?” prompted the Facilitator.
Dominic grunted a grudging assent. His hard, quicksilver gaze flicked over the woman again. He’d been required to do worse in his life. And he had little choice.
From the corridor behind them came the swishing sound of the votaries’ brooms. Solemnly they swept the sacred remnants of what had been a colossal statue of Bacchus into vessels that would later be placed in reliquaries.
Rage simmered in him. This hallowed sanctum—his home—had been brutally attacked. And to think that just hours ago he’d been out fighting the very beings who had taken advantage of his absence to defile it!
He resided here, alone for the most part, sleeping in an alcove with few creature comforts. Like a bird of prey, he swooped down on the enemies of his people by night and returned to the relative protection offered here in the temple to roost by day. But this attack had altered his schedule.
“Seven were killed in the strike here last night,” the Facilitator informed him, though he hadn’t asked. “And the amulet in the statue has gone missing. We can only thank the Gods that the time involved in its removal prevented our enemies from reaching these mirrors.”
“Our ‘enemies,’” Dominic mocked, shooting him a cynical look. The stench of demons was everywhere, yet the Facilitator adamantly refrained from referring to them directly, as if doing so might somehow raise them in the flesh.
“They weren’t ‘prevented,’” he informed his elderly companion. “They came here with specific intentions. They destroyed the statue but painstakingly hacked its genitals and right hand off. The fact that they left only those pieces undamaged and to be discovered by us in this mess was no accident.”
It had been a message directed at him, for those were his susceptible points.
The Facilitator’s placid gaze didn’t alter.
“It’s widely known that these scrying mirrors allow us to see into the adjoining world,” Dominic persisted. “They were purposely left intact so that we might continue to do so.” He jerked his jaw toward the woman in the mirror. “Let me postpone this new duty until I can find out the reason behind this attack. Until I can hunt down the demons who were responsible.”
The two Acolytes on either side of the Facilitator stirred for the first time, murmuring in distress. Whether in response to his suggestion of postponement or to his profanity in calling the demons by name, he neither knew nor cared.
The Facilitator calmed them with the lift of a hand, and then shook his head at Dominic. “No. You will do as We have directed.”
Dominic heaved a frustrated breath and stalked away. Standing in the arched entrance of the chamber, he watched the votives at their work. The twelve marble statues that ringed the room regarded him coldly, unspeaking. Accustomed to their unwavering, brooding gazes, he ignored them.
Slamming the side of his fisted, gloved hand against a limestone column, he felt the familiar bolt of lightning zap up his arm, a cruel reminder of his duty. Free will was a luxury he had not enjoyed since the age of ten. The three males behind him ruled his sect, and he would obey their directive.
“How am I to get through the gate?” he gritted after a moment.
“Ingratiate yourself with her husband. Cajole him into offering you safe passage. He’s one of the Earth World Satyr, but he serves here in our regiments.”
Dominic’s brows rammed together, and he whipped around toward the female in the mirror.
“She’s wed? To one of our fighters?” he demanded. “And you would have me usurp his rights with her?”
Another page flipped under the touch of a feminine hand, reclaiming everyone’s attention. Gold flashed on the woman’s finger. She wore a wedding band.
“She’s not of our blood,” he was hastily assured, as if that would render the unsavory task he’d been assigned perfectly palatable. “Her sister is King Feydon’s offspring. One of the infamous half-Human, half-Faerie brides wed to the three Earth-World Satyr lords. But this one—” he tapped the mirror with a gnarled finger, causing the woman’s image to undulate for a few seconds, “this one doesn’t share the deceased king’s blood.”
“How strong is the blood of her husband?”
“Him? He’s hardly fit to call himself Satyr,” the Facilitator scoffed. “He boasts that he’s a quarter blood, but We believe him to be less. And he doesn’t ‘fight,’ as you assume. No, he serves himself up to the other soldiers in a base manner, as one of the cinaedi. You’ll find him in the regiment camped closest to the gate. He chose to be stationed there so that he might easily return to his world regularly at Moonful.”
“To fuck his wife,” Dominic conjectured. “As you would have me fuck her. Why?”
The Acolytes whispered again, gently rebuking his plain speaking. The Facilitator overlooked it, preferring as always to gloss over the more sordid details of the sequential duties that made up Dominic’s existence.
“She’s newly plowed. Her husband lay with her last evening,” the elderly man remarked significantly.
At that, Dominic returned to stand before the woman, his eyes dropping to her waist. He opened himself to her for the briefest of intervals, learning what he could.
Her belly was not yet rounded, but even with a world of distance between them, his instincts quickly informed him that she did house another man’s seed within her womb—seed planted there only last night.
On the heels of that realization, another struck him with the impact of a giant fist. He staggered back from the mirror, his accusing gaze flying to his companion.
“Yes,” the Facilitator affirmed, refusing to meet his eyes. “She’s with child.”
A heartbeat of silence passed. Then another and another.
“Not just any child, though, is it?” Dominic inquired with soft menace.
His right hand vibrated as if the evil that dwelled in its palm had been agitated by his suspicions. He raised the hand between himself and the other man and carefully flexed it within its silver-threaded glove.
The Facilitator shifted uncomfortably. Darting a glance at the glove, he subtly distanced himself from it.
The Acolytes began to hum. Nervously they cupped their long-fingered hands together, catching the rays of the moon overhead in their palms—an act believed to ward off demons.
Dominic’s lip curled, cruelly voluptuous. His lashes lowered to shadow the slits of his eyes. And for just a moment he savored the latent power that made others—even these influential beings—fear him.
“As you…” The Facilitator cleared his throat in a rare display of uneasiness. “As you’ve no doubt guessed, the child will be a Chosen One. Your successor.”
A chill crawled up Dominic’s spine. He stared at the Facilitator, thunderstruck.
“This can come as no surprise,” the Facilitator rambled on. “You were aware your replacement would be selected one day.”
Yes, he’d known. But he’d been too engrossed in the never-ending hunting and killing that comprised his nightly routine to dwell on the matter. This news had taken him completely off guard. Did it imply that his death was imminent?
“Now, then, you have four weeks,” the Facilitator informed him crisply. “With the coming of another Moonful, it will be imperative that you mate her in order to endow her child’s powers. Four weeks. Is it time enough to find her husband and secure an invitation to his world?”
Dominic nodded slowly, his fascinated gaze returning to the mirror where it resettled on the woman. On the delicate blush of her cheek. On the inviting slope of her shoulder.
On her flat belly.
Like his own mother, she would have no inkling she was to bear a Chosen One. Wouldn’t be informed of her child’s destiny until Dominic’s eventual death.
His own predecessor had been unknown to him, for the demonhand—quite literally a hand that held demons—didn’t pass to a successor through bloodlines. It selected its hosts seemingly at random, one after another. Only once in a generation was a single child given the power—the curse—that had been bestowed upon Dominic as a boy. A mirrored palm.
“Excellent.” The Facilitator nodded to his two companions.
Snap!
At the sharp sound, the woman’s image wavered as if it were a reflection on the surface of a pond that had been abruptly disturbed. Then it shrank to a pin light. And then she was gone.
The distant, tranquil scene had evoked a peculiar fascination in Dominic, and he found himself strangely sorry to see it go. His own world was in constant turmoil. Perhaps this woman’s son might be the one to ultimately bring peace. Something Dominic had failed to do despite his dedication.
The two Acolytes extended their right hands to the Facilitator and then to one another. Palms came together in the traditional way that served as both greeting and farewell.
“As the moon reflects the sun,” their three voices droned in harmony, signifying that this meeting was at an end.
No one offered such a gesture or valediction to Dominic, nor did he expect it. No one ever touched him voluntarily. Not once they realized what he was.
Without another word, he turned and made his way outside. Soon his boots were striking the nine marble steps in front of the temple with determined, resigned thuds. The votaries scurried from his path, dropping their brooms and falling over themselves in their efforts to avoid him. Though he disguised himself from the rest of the world, members of his own sect recognized him for what he was.
The fact that they so obviously spurned him—they whom he protected with his very life—might have destroyed another man. Fortunately he’d been hardened to such scorn long ago. But with the coming of this new child, he was reminded that his time as protector would one day draw to an end.
At any moment, he could be demolished by demons—like the statue that had stood for centuries before this temple, the remains of which now crunched under his boots. Then, like the statue, he would simply be swept away. In favor of the next Chosen One.
Until such time he would continue to be a repository of evil. One of a kind. The most valuable, dependable, and vicious weapon his people possessed.
And like any well-honed weapon, his thoughts now trained themselves on reaching their assigned target, the woman in the mirror. The woman whose unborn son would someday wear the glove.
His right hand clenched tight. When it uncurled, the single, fingerless glove he wore seemed to melt away, revealing a mirrored palm instead of flesh. He closed and reopened his fingers again and the slick mirror that shielded a cache of terrible evil disappeared from view as well.
He raised the disguised hand in a brief salute to a soldier he passed and received an easy wave in return. Pausing a mile or so later, he assisted a farmer in righting a wagon with a load that had slid askew and threatened to topple it. Afterward he was heartily thanked. The man even went so far as to attempt to shake the camouflaged hand, a gesture Dominic evaded.
Satisfied that it appeared to everyone save himself that he was an ordinary Satyr, he made his way toward the region just this side of the interworld gate.
His features remained undisguised. But he’d bespelled them as usual in such a way as to leave a vague impression that none who saw him would later be able to recall. So that no portrait or depiction of him could ever be created and given over to hands that would do him harm.
Within two hours, he’d located the regiment fighting closest to the gate. Within three, he’d traded his pants and jacket of black leather for their gray woolen uniform.
At sundown, he met the woman’s husband, and within the week the man was indebted to him for saving his life.
By the time Moonful neared, his new acquaintance was half besotted with him.
Though his new comrade rarely spoke of his wife, Dominic continued to carry within him the image of the tranquil scene he’d viewed in the obsidian mirror.
Emma.
She’d roused something in him he’d thought long destroyed. Something he’d pushed deep within himself where his enemies couldn’t exploit it.
A longing.
Though he knew such an emotion weakened him, the desire to view her face and her body in the flesh and to hear her voice increased by the hour. With each kill—with each battle he undertook—his anticipation of the night he would at last touch her clean, soft sweetness grew ever stronger.
She had no idea what was coming.
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Satyr Estate in Tuscany, Italy

Earth World, 1837
“Damned beasts.”
It was Carlo.
Emma had been listening for his arrival. She’d monitored his forward progress by the staccato sound of his sneezes. He was allergic to Lyon’s panthers.
They’d never warmed to him either. Not in the entire year and a half since Nicholas had found and brought Carlo to the estate. Even now, the sleek black animals paced just behind her husband at the edge of the tree line, grumbling as if to warn her of his approach.
“Liber. Ceres. Away,” she ordered softly. At the sound of her voice, Carlo’s head lifted. His eyes narrowed on her where she stood in the doorway of their home.
The hopeful thrill that had always zinged through her when she caught sight of him was missing this time. Yet she’d waited for him tonight as anxiously as always, half fearing he wouldn’t come. Her relief now that he had shown himself was tinged with dread. It was a curious reaction, and one for which only she and he knew the reason.
Carlo stepped out of the late afternoon shadows and next to her beneath the portico of the carriage house. Adjacent to that of her sister’s lavish castello, it had been converted into their home upon their wedding. But though Emma resided here, her husband had visited only twelve times during the entire year of their marriage. Once a month, like clockwork, he’d returned to bed her. As he would do tonight.
Their eyes met—hers a wary ash brown, his a boyish, confident blue. His smile was warm, false, familiar. Frightening.
“I’ve missed you,” he said, reaching for her.
So he thought they would both pretend.
She pulled away. “Don’t touch me,” she warned coolly. “Except as necessary. Later.”
He feigned astonishment. “What’s this? Where’s my usual affectionate welcome? Do you wish me gone again? Shall I leave?” He turned on his heel as though to depart.
“No!” She took a hasty step forward and put a staying hand on his sleeve.
He smirked. “I thought not.” Dropping his bag on the porch, he snaked an arm around her, drawing her so close that she felt the hard weapon he wore at his hip.
Cupping the back of her head, he pressed her soft cheek to the coarse wool of his uniform. She inhaled the peculiar scent of that other world in which he dwelled. That world into which she could not trespass. That world she used to despise because it kept him away from her.
Now she could hardly wait for morning, when he would return there.
“Don’t.” She wedged her elbows between them, trying to nudge him away.
His grip on her tightened, and she winced as the beading along the back of her gown punished her skin.
“I didn’t mean to hurt you, Emma,” he murmured, refusing to release her. His breath was cool against her neck. “Can’t you let it go?”
At his words, hope tried to flicker to life within her. Had his ill treatment of her last month been an aberration? Would this sojourn from the war in Else World signal a new beginning for their marriage? Hope—foolish hope—brightened her heart, just a little. She squashed it.
Carlo drew back, and his satisfied gaze fell to her swollen waistline.
“You’ve grown fat in the past month,” he teased.
“And whose fault is that?” she told him, forcing herself to match his light tone.
An odd expression shifted in his face, gone before she could decipher it.
“Mine, I suppose. But motherhood agrees with you.” He found his usual smile once more. The one that made him so deceptively attractive and which had lured her into wedding him.
“Did you tell your sister?” he asked.
“No, Jane noticed my condition without my having to do so.”
In a gesture that had become habitual over the last four weeks, she smoothed a hand over her rounded abdomen. It had grown to this size within a single month, the entirety of the period necessary for the gestation of a child of Satyr heritage. The bulge was only half the size of her sister’s or of her two aunts’ by the time they’d given birth.
“She predicts our first child will be a small one.”
“You misunderstand,” said Carlo. “I meant to inquire regarding whether or not you told her what happened between us.”
Emma arched a brow. “Do you refer to my reluctance to conceive and your insistence?” she asked. She refused to pretend it had been something else. “If so, no. I saw little point. However, you should be aware I’ll not tolerate a repeat of your brutality.”
“Brutality? Come now, you overstate the case. You know how my blood stirs under a full moon.” He pulled her close again and bumped his forehead to hers, his pretty eyes willing her plain ones to offer forgiveness.
She simply stared at him, stunned anew at his refusal to concede that there could be no excuses for what he’d done.
“It’s unnatural for a woman to thwart her husband’s efforts to beget heirs on her. Why did you do it, Emma? Why didn’t you want my child?”
Because this child shackles me to you forever. Makes it more difficult to leave you. Unaccustomed anger surged in her, but she tamped it down. Just get through tonight, she reminded herself. Tomorrow will be time enough for frank words.
A squeal of delight had them both turning. Emma’s older half sister Jane had peeked into the hall and seen them.
Carlo straightened, drawing Emma into the curve of his arm. Making a pretense that all was well.
“You’ve returned at last, Carlo. How wonderful!” Jane said. “I’ll summon the others.”
“Do! I’ve brought news of matters on the other side.” Carlo glanced behind himself, through the open front door. The air shifted as her sister departed in a swirl of skirts, and candlelight from the hall sconces rose for a moment, flaring across his throat. Angry scratches striped the flesh there and on his collarbone, spidering even lower within the concealment of his uniform.
“You’re hurt!” Emma said, impulsively reaching to inspect his injuries.
“Shhh!” Carlo grabbed her wrist, rejecting her touch. His mood had altered like lightning, transforming him into the monster she’d glimpsed only once before. A month ago.
“He’s here!” Oblivious to any undercurrents, Jane had already departed. Her footsteps and voice receded down the corridor toward the dining room.
Emma tugged at her arm, but Carlo held her fast in an intentional show of strength. With his free hand, he fastened his collar over his injuries, firmly shutting her out.
The distant scrape of chair legs against wooden parquet indicated that the rest of the Satyr clan would soon come rushing out to join them. Her time alone with her husband was at an end. At least until they retired together upstairs.
His grip relaxed, and she pulled her wrist from his hold and stepped away, rubbing it and surveying him through downcast lashes. Panic beat its delicate wings in her chest.
Should she speak to Jane? Or to one of the others? Tell them what he’d done to her last month? No. She wouldn’t tell them, for the same reasons she hadn’t told them before now. Carlo had gone to great lengths to obtain what he wanted of her—a child. It was unlikely he would chance harming it when they were alone.
And, regardless, the rest of the family would soon be incapable of protecting her. When the full moon came, all on the estate would fall under its spell.
“Say nothing of this. There’s no need to alarm the family,” Carlo instructed. She shot him a sharp glance, wondering if he’d read her mind. But he only touched his throat, indicating his injuries. “We’ll speak more of my wounds privately. Later.”
He brushed past her, his boot heels tapping across polished Italian travertine.
Jane returned and dashed forward on silent slippers, taking him by surprise and enfolding him in a sisterly hug. He was too well mannered not to allow it. But Emma read the tension in him as he endured the affectionate clasp.
The hall was narrow, and their presence temporarily trapped Emma just inside the front door. Watching them, she fidgeted, smoothing her long, rustling skirts. Jane had insisted that she begin preparations for this momentous homecoming weeks ago, helping her in the selection of this extravagant gown as well as new nightclothes.
They’d spent today together, making sure she would look her best to greet her husband on the night they would become new parents. Emma hadn’t had the heart to protest to her sister that she was attempting to make a silk purse from a sow’s ear. While Jane was beautiful and skilled at enhancing her beauty, Emma was plain and devoted little care to her appearance.
The splendid taffeta gown she wore was adorned with intricate tatting at its hem and delicate Venetian glass beading at its neckline. It had been designed and delivered earlier that week by the most skilled dressmaker in all of Florence. Her hair had been brushed and styled, with fluted ribbon woven through her brown curls.
All in preparation for her husband’s homecoming. All for a man who had no love for her, except as a means by which he could produce his progeny.
“Welcome, Carlo!” The deep, masculine voice belonged to Jane’s husband, Nicholas, who’d joined them. He was followed by his younger brothers, Raine and Lyon, and their respective wives, Jordan and Juliette. The entire family had gathered here tonight to wish them well on the night their first child would be born. The other three couples resided in the original castellos on the ancestral estate, which made visiting convenient.
As they all crowded into the hallway, Emma allowed herself to be shunted aside. It was natural for everyone to be excited, for they rarely saw Carlo. He had been at war for so long, returning intermittently, only to bed her with a regularity dictated by the carnal stirrings of his Satyr blood.
The last time they’d coupled had been exactly one month ago. It had been a Calling time. The moon had been heavy and ripe, bursting with light. As it would be again tonight.
He’d been tardy in coming to her bed that awful time four weeks ago, waking her sometime around midnight. The moon had risen hours earlier, and she’d long since cried herself to sleep, assuming he’d found another outlet for his passions and would not come. For once dusk fell on a Calling night, rituals commenced that engaged a Satyr male’s mind and body beyond all thought and reason.
Because she had given up expecting him, she hadn’t been prepared, and he’d—
No, she wouldn’t think of that. Not now.
When she’d awoken the next morning, bruised by his cruelty only in places her family wouldn’t see, he’d already departed for Else World.
But she hadn’t been alone. He’d left her with child. It would be their first, and it would be born at dawn.
Emma moved to shut the door but left it ajar when she saw that Carlo’s bag still sat on the porch where he’d dropped it. Her child chose that moment to shift inside her, causing the strange flip-flopping sensation that had become so familiar in the past few days. Her hand found her belly, cupping it in a protective gesture.
The late afternoon shadows stirred unnaturally beyond the steps, pulling her gaze.
A man stood outside, watching her.
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Twin beams of quicksilver lit the darkness, gleaming at Emma like the eyes of a cunning predator on the hunt—a lone beast lurking in the twilight while others more civilized than he had already sought the warmth of home and hearth with the coming of dusk.
At her gasp, the voyeur stepped over the threshold, immediately commanding everyone’s attention. By candlelight, his face was arresting. Its Creator had originally shaped it to be a handsome one. But time and experience had hardened it into something raw and pagan. His voluptuous lips bore a ruthless curve, his hair was a midnight tangle, and a thin scar ran the length of his strong, square jaw.
As tall as Nicholas and as massive as Lyon, he cut a compelling figure—brawny, broad-chested, and soldier straight. Unsmiling, he faced them all with his muscular arms tensed at his sides as if prepared to ward off an attack. Or to wage one.
Nicholas and Lyon were nearest to her, and she felt them bristle with aggression, rallying to protect their family. Strangers rarely visited the compound. Theirs was a small clan with reason to be secretive.
“Stay back,” Lyon growled, stepping in front of Jane and Emma.
Emma peeked around him, watching as the interloper advanced into the light. He wore the same gray uniform as Carlo. Austere in design, it had nine buttons aligned down its center, each made of some indeterminate metal mined in Else World. Oblong and plump, they had a sanguine cast and had always reminded her of the grapes on the vines of the Satyr estate. A daggerlike weapon identical to Carlo’s hung at his hip.
If this man had been on the same side of the fighting as her husband, surely he was no threat to them. She glanced over at Nicholas and Raine. All three brothers had formed a physical barrier between him and their women, their bearings rife with animosity and suspicion.
“Entrare, entrare.” Only Carlo had brightened at the unknown man’s approach. There was a lightness in his step as he wove through the assemblage in the vestibule to usher the gentleman—if he could be called that—forward. “Calm yourselves,” he told the family. Slinging an arm across the newcomer’s back, he companionably hooked his hand at the man’s opposite shoulder. Emma stared at that hand, astonished at how easily her normally standoffish husband had embraced this stranger.
“Everyone, this is—”
“Dominic Janus.” The deep timbre of the man’s voice superseded Carlo’s and sent prickles over Emma’s skin. His speech was tinged with an accent she couldn’t place, and she briefly wondered what his native tongue sounded like.
“Guardians of portals and passageways,” she murmured.
Though she’d spoken softly, the stranger heard, and his eyes flashed in her direction. “My sect serves in the way yours does, though we guard the gate between our worlds from its other side.”
The secret gate between Earth World and Else World, he meant, for it was hidden deep in the heart of the nearby forest on Satyr land. Nicholas, Raine, Lyon, and their ancestors had secured it against trespass since ancient times.
Everyone visibly relaxed at the news of the visitor’s lineage, though something in the three Satyr siblings’ expressions remained dubious.
“Come, Dom, and meet my brothers,” Carlo effused. Though he liked to call them such, his precise blood tie to the Satyr lords was actually unknown and was likely far more distant than a fraternal one.
After Carlo had presented the rest of the family, Jane surreptitiously elbowed him and nodded her way. Though Emma appreciated her sister’s good intentions, her actions had only drawn attention to his oversight.
“Of course, of course. Scusa, darling.” Belatedly Carlo gestured Emma forward and held her to stand before him so she faced his friend. “And lastly this is my lovely wife…Emma.” He sounded almost reluctant to claim her, and she cringed inwardly.
“Welcome to our home, signore.” Lord, the man was even more imposing up close. She peered up at Dominic through her lashes and found that his gaze had fallen to her most prominent feature—her rounded belly. It seemed to permeate the layers of taffeta and silk, and she fought the inclination to hide the bulge of her unborn child under her palms.
She hadn’t ventured from the estate even once over the past month. Not since Carlo had gotten her with child. Therefore, aside from the family and the servants, no one had witnessed her physical condition. Didn’t this man realize it was rude to stare so? Though she knew it was silly, it embarrassed her to think he might be dwelling on the fact that her expanded waistline was the obvious result of copulation with her husband.
Silver eyes lifted at last to meet hers. “My pleasure,” he solemnly informed her.
The velvet rumble of his voice drove a shiver of awareness down her spine. She might not have Jane’s Fey ability to read strong emotions, but her Human intuition told her she intrigued him more than the others did.
Something brushed her skirts, and she glanced down, relieved to have a reason to look away from Dominic. Lyon’s panthers had sidled closer. Lured by the smells of food from her kitchen, they no doubt hoped to sneak into the house while everyone was preoccupied. She stroked their silky heads, and they angled their faces against her hand, marking her with their ownership.
“Wait your turns, you two,” she scolded softly. “You’ll get leftovers as usual, after we’ve eaten.”
“Out!” Carlo commanded, pushing her aside with a brusque nudge and shooing the animals away with slaps upon their rumps. Liber, the larger of the two, snapped at him with his spiked pearly teeth. Carlo drew back a hand to strike him more fiercely.
Before Emma could raise her own objections, Lyon caught Carlo’s arm with stern fingers and glared at him. Like his pets, Lyon had never quite warmed to her husband.
Sensing imminent conflict, Juliette stepped between the two men and took Lyon’s arm, urging him toward the interior of the house.
Emma pasted on a smile. “Excellent suggestion, Juliette. Let us all adjourn to the sala da pranzo,” she told the group at large. “Dinner is prepared and waiting to be served.”
Turning, Emma went to the front door and gently coaxed the panthers outside. They went, grumbling in a way that struck her as similar to the behavior of the men she and Juliette had just ushered down the corridor. A small, genuine smile curved her lips at the comparison.
As she began to close the door behind the animals, a hand caught its edge. Dominic’s. His powerful warrior’s body leaned closer, and he braced his other hand on the doorjamb, caging her in the rectangular opening.
Disconcerted, she flattened a palm to his chest and then yanked it away when she realized what she’d done. “What are you—” she sputtered, recoiling from him and the frightening rush of attraction she’d felt.
His eyes caught hers briefly, and heat flared in them, stealing her breath. He loomed nearer until she felt surrounded by him. She garnered the distinct impression that he was contemplating drawing her with him outside into the shadows.
He reached out, and she parted her lips, intending to call for help. But his outstretched arm only moved beyond her to retrieve Carlo’s bag from where he’d left it on the porch.
“Mi scusi, signora,” he said, straightening as he hoisted it and dropped it just inside the hall.
“Yes. Yes, of course. Thank you.” Feeling a bit ridiculous for her wild imaginings, Emma slipped under his arm and rejoined the rest of the family, hearing him shut the door behind her.
As she, Dominic, and Carlo trailed the others, her husband slung a proprietary arm around her in a rare display of possessiveness. He seemed to have picked up on his companion’s interest in her, and he didn’t like it.
Though curious at Carlo’s uncharacteristic desire to claim her, Emma allowed the embrace, glad Dominic bore witness to this reinforcement of the fact that she was linked to another. Held tight to Carlo’s side, she turned her face into his uniform jacket and away from the larger man.
Almost absently, he shrugged her away as he instructed a passing male servant to deliver the bag Dominic had left in the entry hall to his bedchamber.
His rejection went unremarked. But she felt Dominic’s sharp interest as he took in every nuance of their byplay. Impossible to know what conclusions he drew, for the easily interpreted emotions he’d displayed a moment ago in the doorway had now fled his expression.
“Dominic will be staying with us tonight,” Carlo informed her.
“Of course,” she replied, mentally sifting through the available quarters.
Though their renovated carriage house was not as luxurious as the castellos in which the others dwelled, she was thankful it was large enough to afford privacy. She’d make sure their visitor was stationed as far from their bedchambers as possible. There must be no chance of him overhearing any telltale sounds of concupiscence that might issue from their rooms during the night. Her cheeks pinkened at the thought.
“If you are sure I do not put anyone out,” Dominic murmured. She was surprised to note the barest trace of masculine humor in his voice, as if he’d read her mind and been amused by her modesty.
“Any acquaintance of my husband’s is most welcome,” she replied, relieved when they arrived at their destination at last.
“Grazie.” Those sinful lips of his curved upward, sending a fresh jolt of awareness through her.
What was wrong with her? she wondered as she instructed the servants to set an additional place and commence the serving of the meal.
Something about Carlo’s friend flustered her, but she shook off the feeling. It wasn’t him. It was his type. Charismatic men had always made her uneasy. He was too large. Too confident.
Nicholas, Raine, and Lyon were, as well, but they were an entirely different matter. She’d known them for fifteen years, ever since Jane had married Nicholas and brought her to live on the estate. They were comfortable and familiar, like brothers.
Perhaps her discomfort was simply due to the effects of impending motherhood, she decided as she sat at the opposite end of the table from her husband and his guest.
“Tell me, Dominic, why haven’t we encountered you previously?” Nicholas said once they were all seated, launching what she suspected would be a lengthy interrogation.
“Or even heard your name spoken?” added Lyon.
“I have no idea,” came the blithe reply. Dominic was toying with his food, and Emma suddenly wondered if it was unfamiliar to him. She motioned to the servants to offer him some of the other platters and dishes.
“You must understand that the nature of our work is sensitive and necessarily clandestine,” Carlo hastened to explain. “When the fighting today brought us close to the gate, we were temporarily severed from our regiment. As I’d already planned to come here to Emma, it seemed safest to simply bring Dom with me.”
“Only for the night,” Dominic remarked. “Tomorrow I go.”
“Will trouble follow on your heels?” asked Raine.
“I lagged behind in order to ensure we were not trailed,” Dominic assured him.
The soup tureen was offered to him, and he took its handles from the disconcerted servant and then stared at its contents, as though unsure what to do next.
“Cristoforo, do please ladle some soup for the signore,” Emma bid the servant, trying to smooth over her guest’s faux pas. Fortunately the serving boy was quick-witted. With a small, improvised bow of gratitude to Dominic for holding the tureen, he simply took the ladle from it and filled his bowl with soup before seizing the tureen and resuming his route around the table.
“Your scent,” noted Raine, who was gifted with the most acutely sensitive and capable olfactory abilities of the family. “It’s nonexistent.”
Dominic shrugged, unconcerned. “Excised at a young age in order that I might fulfill the secretive nature of my duties.”
“Which are?” Lyon enquired.
Dominic lifted a haughty brow. “Secret.”
Lyon leaned forward, scowling. “I ask not out of curiosity but because we have our own secrets and our families to protect here—”
“Cease!” said Carlo, throwing his hand up as if to slice the conversation and render it dead. “Suffice it to say that I’ve known Dominic for some time. He is what he says and no danger to us.”
Lifting his wine, Nicholas stepped in to defuse tempers. “Very well. Tell us, Carlo. What news is there of the war?”
“The peace talks have disbanded,” Carlo responded, eagerly latching on to the new topic. “Two of the attorneys involved on our side were severely maimed by our enemies, and the rest have fled the negotiations for fear of similar retaliation.”
“Is it known who was responsible?” Jordan asked.
“I’m not privy to the nuances of what transpired. But the war rages on, and I hear no more talk of progress toward peace. Our stronghold in the east fell last week. Even the temple of Bacchus isn’t sacred to some. A month ago, it was attacked.”
“By whom?” all three lords demanded simultaneously.
“Demons, most likely,” Carlo informed them, earning himself a sharp look from Dominic.
Seeing it, Carlo set a hand on his friend’s sleeve and ducked his head close to speak in an undertone. “The term doesn’t carry the taboo here in this world that it does in the other. You may speak freely.”
Emma gaped at that hand, wondering anew at her husband’s easy way with this man. When it was withdrawn, she raised curious eyes to Dominic’s face.
In the depths of his dark-lashed gaze, she detected a challenge of some sort directed her way. Did he think she would be jealous because Carlo had made a friend? On the contrary, she was glad someone had been watching out for him on the battlefield. However much emotional and physical distance there might be between them, she would prefer that her child not lose its father before it was even born!
“What of the mirrors?” Raine asked, his intelligent brow creasing.
“Only the statue in the front exterior niche of the temple was destroyed.”
“‘Only,’ you say?” Lyon echoed, sounding flabbergasted. “What of the statue’s contents?”
Carlo shrugged. “Dominic has been to the temple in the aftermath. Let him tell you more of it.”
“The amulet was stolen,” Dominic put forth as he stabbed several slices of venison from the platter a servant offered to him. Though an expectant pause fell, he seemed to think his words sufficed, for he didn’t elaborate.
Carlo filled the breach. “The rumor is that although most of the statue was smashed, two pieces of its anatomy were left in pristine condition.” He paused for dramatic effect. Once the four women had leaned in, he said, “Its right hand. And its male organ.”
Juliette gasped, putting a hand to her throat. Lyon slid a huge paw around her, offering his wife a reassuring smile.
“Each was painstakingly severed from the body,” Carlo gleefully continued.
“Carlo! That’s hardly conversation fit for the dining table,” Emma scolded, but he only shrugged, an unrepentant grin playing on his sulky mouth.
“Grim news,” Jane added. “But let us save such talk for tomorrow. When everyone is less…tense.”
An intimate glance heated the air between her and Nicholas. Emma automatically looked away. Having grown up in their home, she’d witnessed thousands of similar private exchanges between them over the years. Even at the age of twelve when she hadn’t yet understood the precise nature of what such glances between men and women meant, she had already begun to feel like an intruder when she’d intercepted them.
A desire to avoid making more such intrusions was one reason she’d leaped at the only invitation to marry that had been presented to her. However, the happy state of all three of the Satyr lords’ marriages was an all too painful contrast to the sorry state of her own.
For the duration of the meal, Emma said little, and Dominic was equally quiet. Whenever he did speak, she noticed a formality in his way of phrasing things, as though he was uncertain of his Italian.
She was glad when his voice came, for it gave her an excuse to look his way. On each occasion, she drank in the sight of him from a safe distance, fascinated by the strange pull he exerted. It was as if he were a steady, sure planet and she a hapless moon wobbling uncertainly within his orbit.
However, he spoke little, and she wondered if he kept his thoughts to himself fearing a misstep with their language. The idea that there might be a chink in the self-assurance of this rugged male softened her toward him. When he looked up and read the gentle sympathy in her face, his expression lit with a blazing heat that was so quickly snuffed she thought she must’ve imagined it.
Still, it left her breathlessly wary.
As it often did when the family gathered, dinner conversation eventually turned to the ancient vines that covered the sloping hills at the center of the Satyr compound, and the wine they produced.
But as the daylight further waned, talk dwindled, too, and the atmosphere grew ever more charged.
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