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PROLOGUE

In centuries past, many of the Satyr secretly dwelled throughout Italy, working in the vineyards of the wine god, Bacchus. After a Great Sickness arose, many perished, and few remain now to protect the sacred gate between Earth and ElseWorld, a parallel realm populated by creatures of myth.

Within a corridor of lands that extends from Tuscany southward to Rome, all is so thoroughly bespelled that ElseWorld immigrants largely go unnoticed. Still, the magic that cloaks this territory is fragile, and discovery by humans is a constant threat to a small clan of Satyr lords in Rome. These four brothers—Bastian, Sevin, Dane, and Lucien—are of ancient royal blood and have been entrusted with safeguarding their ancestors’ artifacts and antiquities, which are now under excavation in the Roman Forum.

Upon the coming of each new month, their blood beckons them to heed the full moon’s call to mate. To deny this carnal call is to perish. To heed it, bliss.




Scena Antica I

February 2, 374 A.D.

Roman Forum





“Where are we going, Mother?” six-year-old Silvia asked, skipping excitedly. She had no inkling that her destiny was about to be decided as she walked with her parents toward the Roman Forum.

“Hush, child,” came the sharp reply.

“Father?” Silvia persisted, turning her clear blue eyes his way.

He sent her a pained expression. “Do as your mother says.”

But Silvia knew she could always coax him from his moods. She tried to take his hand, but for once, he shook her off.

Her mother sent him a condemning look. “I see how your eyes and hands linger on her; don’t think I don’t.”

“I love her.”

Her mother snorted. “A perverted love.”

Her father was rarely angry, but his voice turned tight with anger now. “She’s my only daughter. I’m not going to do anything to hurt her.”

“Not today maybe, but she’s only six,” her mother went on, her voice accusing. “What of when she’s older?” She snatched Silvia by the wrist—careful not to touch the palm of her hand—and led her off again. Her father followed more slowly.

A crowd had gathered in the Forum near one of the temples. There were other girls there, too, all about her age, standing in a group. And in their midst stood her uncle, studying them with an intent gaze. Something about the avid, waiting quality of the onlookers frightened Silvia, reminding her of the bloodthirsty audiences in the Coliseum during the gladiator fights. She tried to hang back.

“It’s the ceremony to choose the Virgins,” her mother scolded. “It’s an honor to be considered.”

“No! I don’t want to go!” Silvia jerked from her hold and ran to wrap her arms around her father’s waist.

He groaned and held her away. “Cara, you can’t stay with us, do you understand? If you do, I worry that I’ll—I’ll hurt you. Your mother is right about that.” He released her and gave her a shove toward her mother, who stood glowering at them.

“Don’t you love me?” Silvia asked him in a small voice.

His gaze slid over her; then he ran a hand over his face, looking beaten. “Too much, Silvia. I love you too much. You’re special. A temptation to any man. Service in the temple is what you were born for, with those hands of yours. Go. You are to do as your Uncle Pontifex instructs you. Don’t ever return to us.” With that, he turned his back on her and left them for home.

But Silvia ran after him again, grabbing his arm, begging him not to leave her. “If I’m good and do as Pontifex bids me, will you let me come home again?”

Her mother wrenched her away from him and pulled her by the scruff of her neck toward the Forum again. “Don’t touch him with your devil’s hands, child.”

Silvia stared at her hands. Her wretched hands. Her own father had turned away from her because of them. She wished she could cut them off, if only it would make him look at her with affection again.

Instead, she did as her father wished and let her mother take her to the Forum and place her hand in that of her uncle, Pontifex Maximus. He felt its strange and terrible warmth, and smiled at her mother. “Yes, you were right about her. Even her hair is like fire.”

He smoothed his palm over Silvia’s wild, red-gold hair and lifted her pointed chin. “Come, Amata. Come join the others.”

“I want to go home,” she whispered.

“This is your home now, little fey,” she was told. As he tugged her toward the temple, she watched her mother depart with a bag full of coins, payment for surrendering her.

And so it was that at the tender age of six, Silvia found herself inducted into the service of Vesta, Goddess of Fire.
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Esquiline Hill, Rome, Italy

Earth World, February 1881



 Lord Bastian Satyr was certainly a big one.

With an experienced eye, Silvia sized him up in a long, sweeping glance as she stood at the foot of his bed, her arm loosely wrapped around a bedpost corded with carven grapevines.

Dark, cropped hair; broad, sculpted shoulders; a pronounced indentation running the length of his spine; powerful thighs and buttocks; flesh glistening from his exertions; knees dug into the bedcovers between the smooth, stockinged thighs of his bed partner.

Michaela looked so vulnerable and feminine lying in his enormous bed, under his enormous, straining warrior’s body. Her slender calves hugged his hips. Her body was open to receive each thrust of his organ. Silvia could only employ her imagination regarding how sizable that portion of his male anatomy might be. From her vantage point, all she could see was his backside. His naked backside. His naked, flexing backside.

She swallowed, her throat strangely dry. By firelight, he was magnificent—a golden god. Which just possibly made him worthy of the woman he was riding. Michaela was her closest, dearest friend in both worlds. Had been since their childhood in Vesta’s temple.

Silvia had always watched over her as best she could. And when it came to hedonistic matters such as these, had lived vicariously through her. Tonight was no exception.

Michaela had been born a Companion, a courtesan with the power to please any man. Like most in her profession, she had taken hundreds, if not thousands, of lovers over the centuries. She always chose them carefully. That in itself told Silvia that this particular specimen of manhood must be something quite extraordinary.

Confident that neither of them could see her in her current form, she meandered around the perimeter of the bed, pausing at the sight of the confectioner’s box on the bedside table. Cioccolato . Mmm. There were few things that could have drawn her attention away from the carnal display on the bed, even momentarily, but chocolate was one of them. She bent and put her nose to it, inhaling deeply, wishing she could smell the sweet delicacies hidden inside the gay wrapping. But she was an Ephemeral, and when in a noncorporeal state as she was now, her sense of smell was nonexistent. She didn’t dare partake of them or do anything else that might draw the notice of the room’s other two occupants. But, Gods, she was starving.

At least the room was warm. The February wind was cruel outside these walls. She’d been half frozen on her way here. She moved to the hearth and held her hands to the fire.

Behind her, Lord Satyr was taking his time, rutting with long, vigorous strokes that caused his bed to lurch and shudder, and that had Michaela sighing with pleasure. She glanced over her shoulder at them. They looked so perfect together. His incredible masculine body moving on Michaela’s exquisitely feminine one. His flesh darkened by his heritage and the sun. Hers a smooth, olive perfection that was so unlike Silvia’s own flawed, pale flesh. She touched her fingers to her cheek briefly, a gesture made so often she no longer knew when she did it.

Lord Satyr’s big hand slid under Michaela’s bottom, tilting her in a way that better accommodated him. Silvia could only assume from her friend’s soft, appreciative cries that it satisfied her as well.

Although copulation was a private matter, she had no qualms about observing them. She and Michaela had no secrets. At least, not until recently, when Michaela had severed all connection after leaving Venice. After she’d been able to wind up matters there, Silvia had rushed here to Rome, worried Michaela might be in some sort of trouble. But now it appeared that any trouble was more precisely in her.

She’d taken a Satyr as a lover, for Gods’ sakes! And not just any Satyr. The eldest scion of the four wealthy, powerful brothers who were the de facto rulers of the ElseWorld community here in Rome. He was the man in charge of excavating the Roman Forum. His celebrated archaeological finds had made him the darling of human society. And had made him her next assignment.

He was speaking now, his lips at Michaela’s temple, murmuring to her in a mesmerizing blend of the ancient ElseWorld dialect, Latin, modern Italian, and if she wasn’t mistaken, a hint of the Far East. At the sound of his voice, some wayward emotion began to wind tighter inside Silvia. Disturbed and restless, she went roaming in an effort to dispel it. The door to his armoire was ajar and she peeked inside. She found dark coats and trousers next to starched linen shirts, all hanging neatly in a row. Too neatly, with the same increment of space between each hanger. Lord Satyr was certainly fastidious!

She moved to his desk, an immense affair of polished olive wood. Her fingers itched to search its drawers, but he might hear. And if he turned his head, the desk was in his line of vision, which meant she dared not move anything. Drawers seemingly opening by themselves would require explanation. Until she assumed a corporeal shape, she would remain invisible to him. Even Michaela would not be able to see her until she chose to show herself.

Perching atop the desk, she lay on her side, propped her chin in one hand, and commenced reading several letters he’d left out. Two were from Italian ministers of government regarding the state of the excavations in the Forum Romano. It was the third that caught her eye. Written in typical long-winded ElseWorld Council fashion, it was addressed to Lord Satyr, and it fairly hummed with magic. She skimmed it, her attention caught by one particular passage:



Your recent letter was greeted with renewed hope that the fragile enchantments, which cloak and protect our Italian colonies, may soon be bolstered due to your efforts in Rome. We pray to the ancients that it will be so! I need not remind you of the grave repercussions—most particularly to your own family, but also to the health, welfare, and greatness of ElseWorld itself—should they falter. The task of safeguarding our heritage via the Forum excavations has fallen to you since the death of your father; and in view of your accomplishments over the last decade, we continue to believe them to be in excellent hands. It is with great enthusiasm that we await more news of your search for the Temple of Vesta, the adjacent House of the Vestal Virgins, and the relics themselves!



 Gods be praised, 
Minister Eighteen of the Artifact Recovery Bureau 
The Worshipful Council of ElseWorld



So Lord Satyr was searching for the temple. Interesting! And how well suited to her own purposes. But she would make sure that any relics he found would find their way into her possession, not the Council’s.

Michaela cried out, startling Silvia, and her eyes whipped Michaela’s way, heart in her throat. But she quickly saw that it had only been a cry of passion, for the bodies upon the bed were moving in sensuous harmony—Bastian’s giving, Michaela’s receiving. Feminine palms smoothed over the well-defined musculature that was his chest, working their erotic magic.

Silvia’s jaw dropped. Most men would have come instantly under Michaela’s preternatural touch. Who was he that he could withstand her wiles so easily? And how much longer would this go on? The intensity of their coupling was beginning to make her distinctly uncomfortable.

She had pressing business to discuss with her longtime friend. Still, she hated to interrupt. Gods knew, Michaela deserved some fun. She’d nearly been killed by a jealous Harpie in Venice three months ago—the last time they’d been together.

Satyr’s head lowered, and his lips trailed the length of Michaela’s throat. She whimpered. Silvia’s fingertips lifted to her own throat, tracing a similar path. Realizing what she was doing—what she was feeling—she snatched her hand away. Her face was flushed, hot. Fifty hells! She’d never known a man to take so much time chasing a single orgasm. Michaela’s usual complaint was that they were too quick.

Hurry up, will you? Silvia urged him under her breath.

To her astonishment, his body ground to a halt so abrupt that it visibly jolted both his partner and the bed frame. His head snapped around in Silvia’s direction, his brow knit in confusion. She pushed up to a sitting position on the desk, alarmed.

Silver eyes pierced the dimness, like stars in a twilight sky, relentlessly shining in her direction. The almost brutal, carnal expression on his masculine face made her heart trip, her breath stop. For the first time, she took in his features full on—the strong blade of his nose, his straight brows, square jutting chin. And those lips! Sensual, yet sharply cut. An uneasy attraction stirred in her breast, and she shivered; this time not from the bone-deep cold she’d weathered to get here tonight.

Unaccountably nervous, she tucked her knees to her chin, wrapping both arms around her calves. He couldn’t see her. Of course not. Yet those eyes of his seemed to bore into her very soul!

“No! Don’t stop. I beg you, Bastian,” Michaela protested. Her palm cupped his cheek, tugging his attention back down to her. Her other hand clenched on his back, as if she feared he might leave her. Leave her? Leave the most accomplished Companion in the history of the Vestals? No man had ever left Michaela before she was ready for him to go. What was going on here?

With an almost imperceptible reluctance, Michaela’s lover returned his full attention to her. Easing onto his back in a subtle shift of perfectly honed muscle, he brought her up to ride him. Her frilly white gown slipped low on her shoulders. Its lacy hem bunched on his thighs, like snow drifting over granite. Somewhere under the fall of her gown, his big hands cupped her bottom, moving her on him now in a powerful rolling motion. His gaze was hot on the lush upper curves of breasts that peeked from her bodice.

Michaela shrugged, baring them for him, her own expression hidden by her silken hair. As if she couldn’t help herself, she bent and nuzzled her cheek along his shadowed jaw. Something about her pose suggested a deep affection. The beginnings of fear crept up Silvia’s spine. Is this what had delayed her? Had she fallen in love? With this man—this Satyr?

Her gaze was sharp on him now, weighing his intentions. His chin was high, his throat arched. Silver eyes slitted by passion were shielded by long, dark lashes, as he hunted his pleasure within her most cherished friend. Did he even recognize how precious she was? Did he sufficiently appreciate the gift she offered him of her body and heart?

The sounds of their coupling escalated. Harsh breathing, soft moans. Flesh slapping in slick, staccato pulses. Without corporeal form, Silvia could not scent their lovemaking. But their erotic hunger hung thick in the room now like a voluptuous fog.

She’d witnessed others mating before. Had seen Michaela under a man countless times. But it had never affected her like this. Each thrum of her heart boomed in her ears and sent heat to rouge her cheeks. She was beset by faint shivers, and her eyes grew dry, for they refused to blink lest they miss something. Somehow, she’d managed to remain virginal throughout her life. Not by choice. But she’d taken vows. And the penalty for breaking them was dire. Because fornication was forbidden to her, her vicarious enjoyment of Michaela’s lovers had always been a decadent delight. Tonight, it felt like something more . . . dangerous.

Silvia’s hands dropped to clench on the edge of his desk on either side of her. She squeezed her thighs together; felt a gentle throb in her most private places, where tissues had engorged and flushed, wet and hot. She was horrified to realize she could almost feel his movements herself. Feel her passage yield . . . Gods! What was wrong with her? This man was Michaela’s! She had no right to feel an attraction to him. It was only that they were so beautiful together, she assured herself. Anyone would be affected by the sight of them. Anyone.

Slipping lithely to the floor, she fled the room, telling herself she had better things to do. She would use the time they spent in coitus to make a systematic search of the rooms along the corridor.

But first things first. Assuming corporeal form, she went downstairs to the kitchen. Earlier this morning, she’d rushed past it on her way upstairs, anxious to be certain Michaela was all right. Now she helped herself to some wine grapes and a sandwich of thinly sliced meat, bread, and cheese. Keeping her ears open for any trouble, she gobbled the repast hastily, for she could eat only when she was visible and had to render herself so before satisfying her hunger.

Afterward, she rinsed her mouth and went invisible again. Padding across a gleaming floor tiled in black, gold-veined Portoro marble, she opened doors as she passed, glancing into various chambers. What she sought here in this city wouldn’t be easy to find on her own. Had Satyr already discovered it for himself? Until she spoke to Michaela, this question must go unanswered. Still, she continued her search along the hall, and each small act of invasion calmed her; felt normal and right. Michaela’s business might be entertaining men, but her own talents lay in investigating them.

His home was something of a museum, its every room lined with fascinating artifacts. She entered the most promising of them—his study. Inside, she found gilt-edged books, ancient maps, and a desk twice as large as the one in his bedchamber. Paper, pens, a letter opener, and other tools of business were neatly aligned upon it. She smiled slightly at this further evidence of Lord Satyr’s obsessive neatness.

But this was a public room. If he had a firestone—or relic as he and the council termed them—in his possession, it was likely he would have hidden it in more private quarters. She took the stairs upward again.

Down the corridor from his bedchamber she found what appeared to be his library. Its perimeter was lined with costly bric-a-brac from his excavations and travels, as well as books and statuary. And not just any statuary. These were striking pieces. Familiar ones sculpted by the ancients. They were the sorts of treasures that only museums housed. How had he come by them? Had he, in fact, stolen them from the Forum? Interesting indeed.

Despite the profusion of items, everything was as orderly as a monk might keep it. She ran her fingertip over the edge of a picture frame and found no dust. The busts on the shelves all sat parallel to one another, noses turned precisely in the same direction.

Surely no one who wasn’t slightly deranged kept their lodgings this tidy. Though there were no servants about, he obviously employed some. Likely hamadryads, the traditional servants of the Satyr, who worked only after midnight.

One thing was certain, if any of the firestones she’d come to find were here, they would have been cataloged, numbered, and filed. All she needed to do was locate his records. Someone as finicky as he would undoubtedly have boxes of excavation cards, documenting each and every find, no matter how minuscule. Where were they? She took one step toward the desk, then froze.

A harsh, masculine, guttural groan chased down the corridor, unerringly finding her. The unmistakable sound of a man achieving sexual fulfillment. She hunched her shoulders, as if to ward it off. But in her mind’s eye, she pictured them together. Saw the sleek, powerful muscles of Satyr’s back arched taut, his face contorted with his lusty coming. Saw Michaela’s fingers clawing the bedclothes in ecstasy, her opulent breasts heaving with each breath as he fountained hot seed deep, so deep, inside her.

Silvia clasped both fists tight to her chest, strangely helpless to block it all out. Helpless to stop the liquid heat that pumped through her system at the vision she’d conjured of their coupling.

Moments later, she heard him moving through the hall, coming in her direction. Her eyes flew to the door in time to see it open in a smooth swish. Although well aware he could not see her, she quickly tucked herself between two of the tall statues. Standing among them as if she’d become one of them herself, she peeked at him.

Gods, he must be almost seven feet tall. And naked! Or nearly so. Unbelted, the front of his long robe swirled open as he cut through the room, coming her way in a confident, pantherish lope. His passing stirred her unbound hair and the thin fabric of her long white shift.

Her eyes dropped as he came even with her, widening at what was on display. Rooted in the dark nest at the apex of his thighs, his manhood hung long, ruddy, and thick—still semitumescent in spite of his recent climax. It was quite . . . extraordinary. A fleshly instrument of pleasure surely forged by Vulcan himself. No wonder her best friend was drawing this assignment out so long!

As if he felt her study, he whipped the front of his robe together and tied it closed with a hard jerk of its belt. He reached inside a corner cabinet at the far side of the room, then moved her way again. He came closer. Wham! She slammed back against the wall of books, cringing away from him as he leaned forward. A well-muscled arm lifted toward her. She muffled a shriek and sidestepped. When his hand merely withdrew his shaving apparatus, she realized she’d only been in the way of his reach.

Beside him now, she watched him stand before his mirror, beginning to razor away his dark, morning stubble. This masculine ritual seemed so familiar, yet strangely threatening at the same time. She wanted to shut it out. She pinched her nose against the tang of shaving cream, forgetting that she could not scent anything in her current state.

With a growing sense of unease, she found herself taken back to memories of her childhood. Then the reason for her skittishness came to her. She’d watched Pontifex do this many times, long ago when she was a girl.

“If you hurt her, I’ll kill you,” she blurted, then pressed trembling fingers to her lips.

He jerked, cutting himself, and swore. Then he whirled around, confronting the room as though facing off with an unseen enemy. “Who the hell’s there?” His voice was velvet and black sand, low and dark. And sexy—even when he wasn’t fornicating.

“Answer me,” he said, a graveled warning in his tone. She folded her arms. As if she’d simply drop her deception at his command and give him her name! Despite her silence, he somehow detected her whereabouts. Abruptly turning her way, he planted his forearms on the wall on either side of her, surrounding her with masculine strength and heat.

Startled, she leaped forward. Her body passed through his toward escape. It was the way of all Ephemerals that they could move through fleshly beings and any clothing they wore or objects they held. This was not accomplished without difficulty and complications, and was therefore something she normally tried to avoid. And she wasn’t unaffected by their contact. She rubbed her arms, hugging herself, feeling unsettled and jittery in her own skin.

It was as if, for a split second, she’d become part of him. And now his most recent memories swirled chaotically in her brain and flashed sensation through her body in unexpected, erotic pulses. She now knew as well as he did how it had felt to press his flesh between Michaela’s thighs. Knew the pleasure he’d known as he’d moved inside her, knew the pure, sharp ecstasy of his climax. She shook her head, backing away from him, from his private memories. She didn’t want them.

Standing in the center of the room, her heart thumped erratically as she surveyed him. From fear or desire? Fear, yes, of course it was fear!

He’d swung around and now stood half-crouched in a battleready posture, watchful eyes scanning the room. He looked . . . stunned. “What are you?” he rasped.

Fool! This wasn’t a human she was dealing with. He’d sensed her presence, even when her very closest friend had not. Who knew what sensory gifts he possessed? Quickly, she flung an echo of herself as far into the distance as she could. Sent it through window glass, beyond stone steps and the shrubbery in his garden, and farther onward, into hilly fields, and deep into the lush forest on the outskirts of his land, and through the wrought-iron fencing that marked the perimeter of his holdings.

He moved to the window to survey sweeping landscape, his body a dark silhouette against the pale morning sunlight streaming in. Her ruse had worked. He assumed that she—the presence he’d felt—had departed his home.

Eyeing him as she would an unpredictable viper, she left the library and scurried down the corridor toward the bedchamber he’d recently departed.





Behind her, Lord Bastian Satyr was left reeling. He ran his fingers through his dark hair, hardly able to credit what had just occurred. When he’d felt the presence move through him, for just a moment the world had no longer appeared to him only in stark black, harsh white, and dull shades of gray.

He—a man born color-blind—had seen color.

Glorious, lush color.

For the first time in his life.

And now it was gone again.
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Upon entering the luxurious bedchamber Lord Satyr had recently vacated, Silvia rendered herself visible. Immediately, the scent of sex hit her and she staggered back a step under its impact.

Her eyes went to the massive bed. In its center, looking fragile among rumpled covers, lay an exquisite beauty. A woman whom exalted, ancient practitioners of the Sensual Arts had trained in the giving of pleasure. One whom knights had waged tournaments over in medieval times. One to whom a Venetian prince had recently offered a priceless tiara encrusted with rare jewels for a single night in her company. A woman Pontifex had lusted after—Michaela.

Her face was turned away, her dark hair in a silken tangle across the pillow. Her arms were artlessly flung overhead, her knees still slightly raised and apart. The bunched hem of the frothy gown she wore swooped low between her stockinged thighs like some sort of exotic bunting that just barely preserved her modesty.

Quickly, Silvia shut the door behind her and locked it. “Michaela!” she whispered.

There was a rustling of sheets as Michaela came up on her elbows. “Via? Is that you?” Her violet eyes found Silvia across the room, and her lips, berry red from her lover’s kisses, curved in delight. In the aftermath of lovemaking, she was quite simply stunning.

And quite simply . . . mortal?

Praying she was wrong, Silvia rushed forward and took Michaela’s wrist in her hand. Turning it over, she saw the blood pumping there through pastel blue veins. She dropped it and stepped back, aghast. “What have you done? Made yourself fey again, and mortal?”

“As you see,” said Michaela, unrepentant. “I have indeed permanently reverted to my own form. I’m no longer an Ephemeral. Can never be one again.”

For the past fifteen centuries, they’d each gone from one fleshly host to another in order to survive. They could only reclaim their own corporeal forms briefly before supplanting them with new hosts, which must be shed again in favor of another upon the coming of each full moon. They’d seemed likely to remain Ephemerals forever, and their friendship had seemed destined to be an eternal one. Now, in an instant, all that had changed.

“You’ll die!”

Michaela smiled, her eyes teasing. “Not right away. But someday. Mortals do. Oh, don’t be cross with me, Via,” she coaxed. Rolling to her knees on the mattress, she stretched out both hands toward her.

“Cross? You’ve thrown your immortality away for some infatuation with a Satyr. Do you expect me to congratulate you?” Distress had Silvia pacing over the thick carpet, which was patterned with a design of exotic ElseWorld beasts entwined with grapevines. Ogres, monsters, demons—she’d done battle with them all. But nothing had ever frightened her as much as the thought of losing her most cherished friend to Death.

“I fell in love. I wanted to be with Bastian in my own form, which meant becoming mortal. It’s done. And cannot be undone. I won’t return to Pontifex ever again. Let’s speak no more of it.” Michaela pushed the covers aside, making room. “Now, come sit beside me. We haven’t seen each other for months.”

Silvia’s gaze dropped to Michaela’s belly. Her eyes went wide and she put a hand to her breast, another shock striking at her like a body blow. Unless she was very much mistaken, her best friend was with child.

“Oh, no.” Her appalled gaze shot to Michaela’s. Read the dangerous truth.

“How could you be so foolish?” Silvia demanded. And then in the same breath, “Is it his?” She nodded toward the door to indicate the man beyond.

“No.” Michaela laid a palm over her slightly rounded abdomen as if to shield it from Silvia’s disapproval. Her gaze slid away. She was hiding something.

“Whose, then?” Silvia persisted. Going to sit beside her on the edge of the bed, she tried to catch her eyes.

Michaela shrugged. “It simply happened. A hazard of my profession.”

“Does he know?”

“That I’m with child?” asked Michaela. “Of course. It’s the reason he brought me into his home.” She grinned, happy. “He’s the protective sort.”

“You mean you actually reside here in this museum?” Now that she thought about it, though, she hadn’t seen any evidence of feminine occupation.

“Temporarily. But I will become a permanent fixture soon enough, if I have my way. For now, I’m still employed in the Salone di Passione, the pleasure house owned by Sevin.”

“His brother,” Silvia noted, having done her research.

Michaela nodded. “Officially, I still live at the salon, but I use it as nothing more than a glorified closet. I spend most of my time here. And after I miscarry—”

Silvia grabbed her arm. “What?”

Sadness twisting her features, Michaela clasped her hand. “I fell ill with the Sickness just after Venice,” she admitted.

“Oh, cara, no.” Silvia slipped both arms around her friend, grieving for her. Michaela had long dreamed of having her own family someday. When things were safer for them. When they’d freed themselves of Pontifex. But now, that family could never be. The Sickness had killed half the females in ElseWorld and had rendered the rest incapable of bringing a child to term. Did Satyr know she’d been ill? Is that why he didn’t mind that his paramour carried another man’s child? Because he knew it would not live?

Tears welled in Michaela’s violet eyes, and she scooted lower to lay her head upon Silvia’s lap. Silvia stroked her hair, comforting her. Just as she’d sometimes done when Michaela had nightmares as a girl, holding her until they’d drifted off to sleep in their shared bed in the Atrium House near the temple. There had been twelve of them residing in the house and temple complex then, centuries ago. Six Companions and six Virgins, all of them servants of the goddess of hearth and home, Vesta.

Long since, all twelve had become Ephemerals, gifted with eternal life. All changed by the goddess fifteen hundred years ago during the temple’s fiery destruction, when it had seemed the only way of saving them. Of the original twelve, only she, Michaela, and another Vestal named Occia currently roamed free.

Michaela turned on her back, gazing up at her. “Remember how we used to pluck daisy petals on summer nights trying to guess who we might someday marry, after our service to Vesta ended?”

“Umm-hmm.” Silvia remembered:



Who will I bed? 
Who will I wed? 
Merchant, Taverner, Baker, 
Guard, or Ribald, or Candlestick Maker? 
No one. 
You’ll marry no one. 
It’s your destiny to be alone.



“I used to secretly change ‘baker’ to ‘Satyr’ in the rhyme, and try to trick the flower into promising me the latter as my husband,” Michaela confessed with a giggle.

“I miss that time,” said Silvia. Her palm smoothed over Michaela’s hair, enjoying its silky texture. “Before the temple was destroyed, when we were so innocent of the worlds’ evils.” When they’d both sworn to protect Vesta’s flame forever.

She gazed toward the fire in Lord Satyr’s grate, feeling a deep sense of loss. She was glad Michaela had found love. But Bastian had taken up residence in her heart, and now there would be less room within it for a friendship with Silvia in the future. It was simply the way things went with love.

Michaela looked up at her through her lashes, her eyes knowing. “You’re aroused.”

Silvia straightened. “What? No.”

“Don’t bother fibbing. A Companion can always tell.” With sensual grace, Michaela shifted aside and patted the mattress between them. “Come here,” she urged gently.

Silvia’s white teeth tugged at her lower lip, her blue eyes searching violet ones. Michaela’s hand lifted, her fingers tangling in Silvia’s long, red-gold hair. The backs of her knuckles dusted Silvia’s breast, forcing her to acknowledge the need that surged at the light touch. All that Silvia had learned here tonight was staggering. She was going to lose her friend one day to Death. Had already lost a part of her to Lord Satyr. The desire to feel close to her now was acute.

Silvia glanced toward the door.

“There’s time. He’ll bathe, dress, and work at his desk before he returns to make his farewells for the day. Please. Lie with me.” Michaela tugged lightly at one end of a lock of her hair. And Silvia gave in because she wanted to, sliding low until they lay facing one another.

For these rare few moments, Silvia would pretend they were ordinary beings without worry or care. She would forget that all the plans she and Michaela had made were suddenly crumbling. That she would soon be alone. She sighed, allowing herself to relax, and rested her cheek upon perfume-and-passionscented sheets. Upon a feather mattress still warm from the powerful body of the man who’d just left it.

Michaela lifted the weight of Silvia’s hair and pushed it back over her bare shoulder, smiling at her affectionately. “Did you watch us?” she asked softly.

Silvia shrugged, letting the truth show in her eyes.

“I’m glad, Via.” Their eyes held as Michaela’s palm smoothed over Silvia’s throat and breast, shaping the contours of her body as it moved down the curve of her waist and then her thigh, her knee. Then it caught her hem and drew upward again, dragging the front of her shift along the seam of legs still firmly locked against invasion.

Silvia gasped as an olive-skinned hand found the pale silk triangle that shielded her privates, cupping her there. The heat of Vesta, which Michaela held in her palms, was designed to arouse. Silvia felt herself surrender to it, melt for it. Something—the pad of a fingertip—brushed her clit, once, then again. Pulling upward and gently distending it. Though the touch was light, its effect on her was profound.

Suddenly, her entire being was urgently focused on a single objective—the swift pursuit of sexual gratification. She turned into the touch, and her thighs parted in tacit assent, her calf wrapping itself over Michaela’s. For this, she was rewarded by the tantalizing rub of Michaela’s skilled fingers. Fingers that had entertained legions of both sexes in similar circumstances over the centuries. High between her legs, her nether flesh flushed and wept with the beginnings of pleasure.

Silvia’s eyes fluttered closed, her long lashes fanning dark against ivory skin. A soft moan left her. Sex with Michaela would be—had always been—tender and calm. It was all she required; all she would accept. An occasional act born of sisterly affection, it would satisfy her need for physical comfort. It would reaffirm the bonds of a centuries-old shared history between them. It would be a welcome relief from the tension that had filled her after watching the act of copulation that had so recently occurred here in this very bed. Nothing more.

“What did you think?” Michaela whispered.

“A-about what?” Silvia managed. A slim finger pressed, parting her petaled feminine folds, stroking along them in precisely the sweet, gentle rhythm that would best excite her. Another moan escaped her.

“Lord Bastian,” Michaela murmured, her lips brushing Silvia’s temple. “He’s something special, sì?” Her voice was rife with concupiscent memories of her lover.

At her words, an erotic vision of Lord Satyr laboring over Michaela in this very bed only an hour ago rose in Silvia’s mind. She nurtured the carnal image, remembering, allowing thoughts of their coupling to fuel her own rising passion.

“Mmm-hmm,” she said. “I noted the dimensions of his most special attribute when I encountered him just now in his study.” Against her hair, she felt Michaela’s smile.

“I don’t mean that, Via, although I agree it’s quite nice.” She sighed contentedly. “Shall I tell you what I truly love best about him? Physically, I mean?”

“As you please.” Her eyes fell upon Michaela’s breast. Saw the bruise-like splotches there on voluptuous olive flesh—marks made by the pull of his mouth. Mesmerized, she placed her own mouth where his had been, sucking gently, tasting him on her skin. That slender finger chose that moment to dip inside her, spiking feverish need throughout her entire body. Silvia gasped and gripped Michaela’s wrist in warning. “Not too—”

“Deep. Yes, I remember. I’ll take care.”

Michaela shifted closer and Silvia lay back.

Damp now with Silvia’s honeyed balm, slippery fingers rouged her clit and then worked inside her again, and then out, and in and out, rocking over her clit with each push and tugging with each pull. Her back arched and her own fingers curled into the bedcovers. She felt herself moving swiftly toward the precipice of release and hardly realized when she began moving her hips, riding Michaela’s touch. Gods, it had been almost a year since they’d done this together. Climax would not be long in coming. And Michaela knew. Always knew.

“It’s not what you think.” Michaela’s voice was husky as her lips traced upward along the side of Silvia’s throat.

Silvia’s brow knit, trying to follow what she was hearing through the sultry haze of her passion.

“It’s his hands that I love best, Via. They’re slow. He takes his time. Knows how to concentrate. On a statue”—a damp, lingering stroke—“on a bit of pottery”—another stroke—“on a woman.”

As impending orgasm swelled, Silvia grabbed a pillow, trying to duck her face into its softness.

“No.” Michaela rose on her forearm, her nimble fingers strumming Silvia’s well-buttered flesh. “Please don’t hide.”

Silvia relented, but laid the back of her wrist across her eyes instead, unable to completely bare her tumultuous emotions, even to a treasured friend. Her pulse thrummed too loudly in her own ears, a seductive drumbeat. Need was choking her, mortifying her. She smothered another moan. “Hurry. Let’s be done with it. Please. He’s bound to return soon.”

Michaela’s red lips parted. “All right,” she whispered. “Love me, Via.” At this familiar signal, Silvia’s eyes fluttered open and caught Michaela’s. Her hand went low between them, over Michaela’s rounded belly and high between her stockinged thighs. Her fingers trembled, slipping between warm folds that had so recently accommodated another lover. She found her ready, still moist with Lord Satyr’s ejaculate.

“Do you feel his spend?” Michaela murmured at her ear.

Silvia swallowed. Nodded.

“Good. Oh, I wish you could know him in that way, too, Via. Could know the pleasure he can give.”

Silvia’s brow knit in confusion. “Wh—?”

“Shhh.” Through half-closed eyes, she watched Michaela’s lips come closer. A truly talented Companion could bring on an orgasm with a mere kiss. Her dearest friend was so gifted.

“I’m going to come.” And then Michaela pressed her sweet mouth to Silvia’s mouth, kissing her with lips Lord Bastian Satyr had kissed. The taste of him lingered on her here as well, and it acted upon Silvia like a sweet aphrodisiac. A slight pressure came on her clit, then a tug, and . . .

The climax that had been building within her since she’d first arrived to find Lord Satyr mounting Michaela in this very room now broke over her in rolling, delicate, joyous waves. Distantly, she heard Michaela come as well, for Silvia’s slightest carnal touch had always quickly incited her to release. Silvia curled away from her, onto her side, as exquisite pulses rippled high between her legs, squeezing, then releasing only to squeeze again.

Michaela’s body curved around hers, her arm wrapping itself at Silvia’s waist, offering shelter as she’d done when they were young. “My dear, darling Silvia.” A kiss brushed her hair.

Ah, this was heaven. This feeling of closeness. This tender, shared climax. They clung together as their breathing slowed, as the tumult eased. But these moments were bittersweet, for this would likely be their last such encounter.

They’d discovered this reciprocal talent for giving pleasure years after they’d been initiated as Vestals. They’d been told they were to serve the goddess for three decades—Michaela as a Vestal Companion; Silvia as one of the Vestal Virgins. And as time had passed, their bodies had ripened and their friendship had grown, and become more. Denied other outlets for their passions, they had turned to each other. The Atrium House was adjacent to the temple where Vesta’s flame burned, and Silvia still remembered how the firelight had limned Michaela’s body that first time they’d coupled.

Sighing inwardly, Silvia lifted the arm at her waist and pulled away. From now on, things must be different. Michaela’s loyalty lay elsewhere, with Lord Satyr. Silvia had pushed her away often enough, unable to give all of herself to anyone. So be it.

Uneasy now with what had passed between them, she shoved her plain shift down and rolled to sit up, eyes averted. She had never felt the full, wild heat of passion that Michaela had often described finding with her other lovers. Wasn’t sure she ever wanted to bare herself to another partner so completely. And she most definitely wished to avoid any discussion of feelings in the aftermath of coitus. Unlike Michaela, who relished such talk.

“I took a look around, while you were . . . otherwise engaged,” Silvia said, anxious not to dwell on what they’d done. On what she perceived as a moment of weakness. “How far along is Lord Satyr in the Forum? He should have found the temple by now.”

Michaela didn’t let her off so easily. “Seeking pleasure is not a sin, Via.” A strained silence passed, and she feared Michaela would press her to wallow in what they’d shared.

“You haven’t even shown him where the temple is yet, have you?” Silvia accused. Provoking Michaela seemed the best way to shatter any intimacy. “I read the letter on his desk. He’s still searching for it.”

Unperturbed, Michaela stretched luxuriously, catlike. “I won’t steal from him. No more than I would from you. And don’t you wonder why Pontifex wants to recover our firestones so badly? He has gone to considerable trouble to obtain the six he has. I’m not sure he should have them, much less the rest.”

Silvia pounced on this new topic, relieved when she let the matter of their lovemaking go. “I have no intention of giving anything to him. But if I can find them, I can use them to trick him into freeing the others. He believes he can harness our stones’ power. Use them to do—”

“The work of a madman.”

“That goes without saying. But exactly what he plans for them—that’s the mystery I must solve. For if he can use them, so can we. But first, we have to recover them. To find out what powers they have and how they work.” Silvia rose from the bed.

Michaela reached out to her. “Wait. What are you going to do?”

“What you would not. Steal from Lord Satyr.”

“There’s nothing to steal, Via. Not yet. The remaining six stones still lie buried. I kept him from finding them.”

Silvia nodded, having guessed as much. On the night the temple had been destroyed, each Vestal had been in charge of the safekeeping of her stone. In the chaos, they’d all been lost—most in the Forum. But some had made their way into the world and were believed to be in the hands of various collectors, who had no idea what they possessed. And six had made their way into Pontifex’s hands.

Going to the fire to warm herself prior to facing the elements again, she said, “Damn, Michaela. This won’t be easy to explain to Pontifex. I’ll have to move quickly to steer your lover toward the temple in order to have something to show for our time here.”

When Michaela looked ready to protest, Silvia added, “Satyr won’t guess my manipulations. And you needn’t be involved. I’ll gain employment at the dig in order to legitimately observe his progress there.” She forced a teasing smile. “That will also afford me a chance to weigh Lord Bastian’s worth, and decide if he’s indeed good enough for you.”

“He is.” Michaela sent her an inscrutable glance. “When you go to him for employment, will you go as yourself?”

“In my own form? Don’t be ridiculous. I have no wish to be made mortal.”

“It’s not that bad.”

“I have a job to do, Kayla. And I can’t do it in my own body. Not when I can only use it for twenty-four hours at a stretch without rendering myself forever mortal. I can’t let him know what we are. What we want. It would be too dangerous.”

Michaela rolled to lie on her belly, chin resting on both fists. Her bare legs stretched out behind her, long and shapely in a tangle of sheets. The artful display was a Companion’s trick, meant to lower the defenses in a negotiation. “Well, at least say you’ll try to locate a form that’s more appealing than the one you assumed last time we were in Rome, will you?”

Silvia grinned. “You didn’t like me in the guise of a Cloaca sewer worker?”

By way of a reply, Michaela pinched her nose between two fingers as if she’d smelled something awful.

Laughing quietly, Silvia turned to go.

Michaela leaped from the bed in a swirl of silk and perfume and scurried to stay her, her grip on her arm urgent. “It doesn’t have to be this way. You could stay here. You could show yourself to Bastian when he returns in a few moments. His family is powerful. They could fight Pontifex.”

Shaking her head, Silvia eased away. “Don’t pity me.”

“I don’t!” Michaela tucked a lock of Silvia’s unruly hair behind her ear, her gaze soft. “It’s just that I love you. And I love him. If you and he could learn to love each other, everything would be so perfect.”

“Perfect?” Silvia echoed in surprise. Searching Michaela’s eyes, she realized what she had in mind. “You want me to join the two of you here, in his bed?”

“You watched us,” Michaela began urgently. “You saw that his passions run high, that his male endowments are generous. He’s well able to accommodate another female in his bed, at least from time to time.”

An erotic image of them all locked together in a voluptuous embrace rose unbidden in Silvia’s mind, and she quickly banished it. Pulling from her hold, she stepped back, smiling ruefully. “I’m not sure he’d see things as you do, dear Kayla. Rather, he might find your suggestion beyond the bounds of his generosity.”

“I’m serious,” Michaela insisted, stamping a bare foot.

But Silvia only went for the door, unlocking it. “Enjoy your new love, but don’t think to include me. I’ll continue our search for the missing firestones, and once I have them, I’ll return to Pontifex a final time, and do what it takes to free the others. As planned. I can look no further than that for now.”

At the mention of Pontifex, Michaela crossed her arms. “What will you tell him of me?”

Suddenly reminded of that awful long-ago night when Michaela had shielded her from harm at Pontifex’s hands, Silvia felt a fierce surge of protectiveness toward Michaela rise within her. “Whatever lies will keep you safe,” she replied simply. Rendering herself invisible, she then departed the room and the house, managing to avoid another encounter with their owner.

But shortly after she arrived at the Forum, Lord Satyr did as well. From her position atop Palatine Hill, she watched, her hungry eyes following him across the grounds until he eventually entered the large white tent that dominated the landscape. She sighed. If she were to choose a man to lie with, he was certainly an appealing specimen. But now was not the time in her life for such things.

She spent the entirety of the morning and early afternoon along the periphery of the Forum, scouting it from the adjacent hills that overlooked it. Time had changed the terrain, and it was with some difficulty that she exacted the location of the temple, which now lay buried beneath centuries of accumulated soil. Once she was certain, she made her way into the lush orchards of nearby Aventine Hill, which were on the property of Lord Dane Satyr, one of Bastian’s brothers. There, in solitude, she briefly assumed her corporeal form again in order to dine on what fruit she could find that was not yet rotten.

As dusk approached, she quickly changed into the noncorporeal form she’d decided she would take for this venture. That of a child—the very same six-year-old girl she’d been fifteen centuries ago on the day she’d been chosen to serve Vesta.

And then she went calling on Michaela’s lover.
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