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PROLOGUE

Satyr Estate, Tuscany, Italy

September 1823
Some months ago, a parchment letter laced with a disturbing hint of ElseWorld magic arrived at the Satyr Estate in EarthWorld. Penned by King Feydon, it read…
Lords of Satyr, Sons of Bacchus,
Be it known that I lie dying and naught may be done. As my time draws near, the weight of past indiscretions haunts me. I must tell of them.
Nineteen summers ago, I fathered daughters upon three highborn Human females of EarthWorld. I sowed my childseed whilst these females slumbered, leaving each unaware of my nocturnal visit.
My three grown daughters are now vulnerable and must be shielded from Forces that would harm them. ’Tis my dying wish you will find it your duty to husband them and bring them under your protection. You may search them out among the society of Rome, Venice, and Paris. Thus is my Will.

The imminent demise of King Feydon and the news that his three half-Human, half-Faerie daughters are in danger sends the three handsome Satyr lords in search of FaerieBlend brides. Forces that protect the gate between EarthWorld and ElseWorld are at a low ebb when one of the brothers is away from the estate, so they must go singly. Eldest brother Nick has already found and wed Jane, the first of the sisters.
Now it’s second brother Raine’s turn. But he’s been wed before, disastrously so. Though he’s willing to see his duty through by marrying again, he’s reluctant to share his heart…



1

Venice, Italy

September 1823
Jordan shifted on the wooden chair upon which she’d been carefully posed, causing the drape over it to slip sideways and slither into a heap on the floor.
The artist’s charcoal paused.
“Sia tranquillo!” he snapped. “Be still, can’t you?”
“Simple enough for you to say,” Jordan grumbled, retrieving the drape and attempting to pat it back into some semblance of its former placement. “I’ve been sitting in this position for so long I’m stiff as a sailor’s cock.”
The artist flexed his charcoal-smeared fingers. “Taci! Silenzio, you vulgar creature! No one’s forcing you to come here and display yourself in such a manner.”
His charcoal resumed its scratching upon the sheet of vellum perched on an easel before him.
“No. Of course not,” Jordan murmured solemnly. “I do so thoroughly enjoy having my portrait sketched.”
The artist shot her a probing glance that sought to permeate her disguise, as though it had suddenly occurred to him she might actually possess feelings. Then he waved a hand as though to flick any concern for her away.
“And well you should,” he huffed. “I lower myself in doing this sort of work. Why, I’ve created portraits of the finest families in Venice! I’ve sketched the daughters of the Patricelli family. The sons of the Tuchero. Even descendants of the Medici!”
“Impressive.”
The artist nodded, then sighed and set about his task again. “But I’ll not be signing the revered name of Vito Mondroli to this day’s work, I can assure you of that.”
“One can hardly blame you,” Jordan agreed. The trace of levity in her voice went unnoticed. An artist at work was rarely a good conversationalist. She yawned and peered wearily from the eyeholes of her gilded bauta mask. She was exhausted.
Last night she’d had the dream again. As always, it had come to her in three parts. Not as connected acts in a theatrical play, but as three isolated and unrelated incidents.
First had come the long-eared brown rabbit.
Second, the droplets of blood splashed upon her thigh.
Then third and last, the ribbons had appeared. There were seven of them, in all the colors of the rainbow. They’d reached to her from a storm, beckoning like wild, elongated fingers. They’d come close to tease and caress her cheeks with their slippery, satiny smoothness. If she could only grab what they offered, they promised to pull her from the storm toward safety. Toward happiness.
The same dream had persisted every night for the past week, leaving her hollow-eyed today. She’d soon know what it all meant. Ever since she’d turned thirteen, such dreams—always in three parts—had come to her nightly, foretelling hints of the future.
It was late afternoon now, and Jordan wanted nothing more than to return home and seek her bed. But she had many hours yet to go here.
A dozen or so dramatic strokes of charcoal later, Vito Mondroli whipped the rectangle of vellum from his easel. With a twist of his fingers he flipped it toward her.
“There, what do you think?” He actually sounded like her opinion mattered.
Jordan angled her head, studying it. “I think my mama will most likely hang this one above the mantle in the grand salon facing the campo.”
Mondroli looked scandalized.
“I’m joking,” she assured him, rolling her shoulders and stretching her back. Really, the man had no sense of humor.
He pivoted his work back toward himself and scrutinized it. His eyes darted up to snag hers.
“You don’t fool me,” he said, scratching a finger along the bridge of his nose and leaving a trailing black smudge behind. “You may pretend you’re not ashamed to be cursed with such a body, but under that mask I’ll wager your cheeks are bright red.”
He was right. Jordan was ashamed. But not of her body. Only of the fact that it was on display in this way.
At least Mondroli wouldn’t have the satisfaction of seeing his barb had struck home, she consoled herself. He wouldn’t dare attempt to see her expression below the mask.
Before Signore Salerno had left them alone in the theater together, he’d made it crystal clear to the artist that he wasn’t to attempt to learn her identity or to take any liberties whatsoever with her person. Fear of losing a commission always kept the artists in line, were they tempted to touch.
Jordan rubbed her bottom and forced a jocular tone. “Only my rear cheeks are blushing I assure you, Signore Mondroli. But I imagine they’re only numb from that last sitting.”
This time the artist snorted in a manner that was almost a giggle, appearing as surprised to hear himself emit such a sound as she was. In the throes of amusement, his face contorted into unbecoming angles and his horse teeth were grotesquely exposed. It was most unattractive, and she vowed to herself not to make another jest in his presence.
Jordan surveyed the sheets he’d placed helter-skelter against the walls, standing them on edge along the oak plank floor of the stage as he’d finished. Each portrait captured a different angle of her.
Yet not one of them showed her shiny raven hair, which was cropped just above her shoulders, or her stubborn pointed chin, or the intelligent dark eyes that gazed from her mask.
“They’re good,” she told him honestly, for they were. “Considerably better than the artist Salerno engaged last year.”
Like the progeny of many other wealthy Venetian families, Jordan had sat for more than one portrait. In fact, every year of her life on the fifteenth of September, a series of sketches had been made of her.
However, unlike the portraits of other wealthy young Venetians, Jordan’s would never be hung in her family home. Or in a museum. Nor would it be sold in the Venetian piazettas where artists hawked their wares.
Her mother would never view the drawings she’d insisted Jordan sit for today. She wouldn’t even allow Jordan to speak of the events of this day. Though her mother might choose to ignore what happened here in this theater, Jordan didn’t have that luxury.
If her mother had asked, she could have told her that each year Salerno commissioned an artist to create her likeness, so the smallest changes in her body would be recorded. In the forthcoming months, he would take these portraits of her on tour to other lecture halls in other cities. The success of his business interests all rested on his exclusive access to the notorious creature he exhibited to the public every September—herself.
For as long as she could remember, her mother had told her in no uncertain terms that her birthday belonged to Salerno. It had been promised to him on the very day Jordan had entered the world as a babe, in exchange for his ongoing silence on an indelicate family matter only she, her mother, and he were privy to. Were this secret to get out, it would destroy all three of their carefully constructed lives in an instant.
“Bah, the creator of those other sketches was an incompetent,” said the artist, breaking into her thoughts. She turned to find him admiring his own work. “I apprenticed under a master before the French came. I enjoyed the patronage of the finest families in Venice and beyond.”
“So you said,” Jordan noted.
He clucked morosely and shook his head. “But Venice is poor these days. Patrician families are selling art, not commissioning it. I take such work as I can find. When Signore Salerno offered to hire me—”
His words drifted off as the sound of distant voices reached them. Both their heads swiveled toward the curtain, trying to hear beyond it to the seating area of the small theater.
The voices and accompanying footsteps grew louder.
Jordan’s eyes dilated. “They’re coming,” she whispered.
“Fretta! Affrettarsi! Up on the table,” Mondroli urged, fluttering both hands in distress. “I have one last sketch to complete.”
Ignoring him for the moment, Jordan went to the velvet curtains that separated the small stage where she and the artist were hidden from the rest of the dimly lit theater. She stroked a finger down the central slit where the two drapes met when closed as they were now. One of her dark eyes peered out.
As she watched, Salerno strode into the theater, looking important and successful in his white surgeon’s coat. It was an affectation. There would be no surgery today, only discussion. “A medical investigation” was the wording he had used on the notices he had distributed in order to advertise today’s event to barber-surgeons, hospitals, and other such establishments. The leaflets were effective, drawing learned men of science and medicine to see her, like flies to a carcass.
His coattails fluttered as he strutted down the corridor dividing the theater seats. His hair had thinned since she’d seen him last year. The dark shank of it that remained was slicked back from his head like oily feathers.
A V-shaped flock of medical men followed in his wake as if they were a formation of geese that had begun migrating now that September had come.
Salerno’s sharp gaze cut to the curtain as though sensing she watched. His small eyes were cold black pits, void of empathy.
Jordan’s head snapped back like a turtle’s and she twitched the drape shut.
“Per favore—on the table!” the artist urged.
Carefully, she folded the edges of the curtains one atop the other as though to seal Salerno out of her life. If only it were that easy.
With a sigh, she turned back to Mondroli. “How do you want me this time?”
“On your back! On the table, please!” He spread the square of satin he’d taken from the chair over the top of an elongated table. “Signore Salerno requested a series in all the same positions as in these other portraits of you. The only one I have not yet completed is…”
He thumbed through a stack of likenesses done of her last year, plucked one out, and set it upon another easel nearby. “This one.”
The portrait was only a partial view, she saw. Good. That meant it wouldn’t matter if she put her shirt back on. She looked around for it and then remembered Salerno had removed her clothing when he’d left her with Mondroli earlier that morning.
A cloak hanging on the peg in the corner caught her eye. Detouring on her way to the table, she snatched it up and draped it over her shoulders. It was rich and fine. No holes or other defects marred its velvet or its satin lining. It was Salerno’s.
Jordan turned her back to the table and sat, pulling herself up on it. Swiveling lengthwise, she lay on her back and snuggled the cloak around her shoulders and breasts. They wouldn’t be depicted in this particular sketch.
The legs of the artist’s chair scraped as he moved closer. She bent her knees high and wide, exactly as she’d been posed in the portrait from last year. Mondroli positioned himself like a midwife, his sketchpad resting on the table just between her ankles.
“Si, that’s it.” He flicked a glance at the other portrait. “And spread your, um—”
“Labia majora and minora,” Jordan supplied, reaching between her legs. Over the years, she’d learned all the medical terms for her body parts from Salerno and those he brought to examine her.
Mondroli was already sketching her outline. Once he filled it in, his final drawing would be a close-up of her genitalia. He’d cropped her body so the resulting shape of her belly, nether regions, and lifted thighs formed a sort of M on his page.
Forking two fingers, she unfurled the ruffles of her labia. They were plump and full. Unusually full. In fact, whenever she stood, they hung low on either side of her slit. Turning her head to the side, she glanced at the portrait from last year. It was an accurate, detailed depiction, and showed her labia had been far thinner and more feminine then. What had caused this strange thickening? It was worrisome.
Mondroli cleared his throat. Flicking two fingers up and down, he gestured toward her crotch. “Your, uh, thing. It’s in the way.”
With her hand, Jordan reached to adjust that part of her that had so complicated her life—the shaft of masculine flesh that had grown from her body where a clitoris would have been on any other woman. She lifted it to lie on her abdomen, pointing its tip toward her navel as it had been in the other portrait. Far too large an appendage for a woman, yet rather small for a man, the presence of this rod forever doomed her to hover in limbo somewhere between the sexes. Not quite a man; not quite a woman.
Yet at her birth, a choice in gender had been made for her. It had been decided by her mother and Salerno that this appendage would be deemed a phallus. And that she would live her life as a male. Of late she had begun to fear they had been more accurate in their choice than they knew.
Ever since her labia had first thickened some ten months ago, her phallus had begun troubling her. It sometimes awakened, thickened, pulsed, yearned in the pitch of night. When the dreams came to haunt her.
“Esteemed colleagues!” Beyond the curtains, Salerno’s voice boomed throughout the theater.
Jordan and the artist flinched simultaneously. She snatched her hand away from arranging her privates as though she’d been caught doing something naughty.
“Today you will witness a true marvel,” Salerno proclaimed. “One you’ll surely deem worthy of your travels here for this medical debate. For behind this very curtain, I have obtained for the purposes of medical study, a”—he paused here for dramatic effect—“person—of a nature you’ve likely not seen before, nor ever will again. Some may call such creatures monstrosities…”
He droned on, but Jordan tuned him out. She’d heard it all before. “If only he could locate conjoined twins and a goatboy as well, I do believe he’d have the makings of his own carnival exhibition,” she muttered.
The artist ignored her, intent on finishing his work. His fingers moved furiously, his strokes more hurried now that he knew his time at his task was drawing to an end.
Jordan watched him work between her legs, wishing he would slow his pace. She dreaded the examination that would certainly follow this portrait session. However, at the same time, she longed for an explanation for the changes that had taken place in her body over the past year. And Salerno and his medical cohorts could undoubtedly supply one.
Salerno’s voice rose, catching her attention and signaling the imminent unveiling.
She let the cloak drop away, revealing her nakedness. Pushing up on her elbows, she awaited what was to come.
“Gentlemen! I bid you behold—”
The curtain swayed as her tormentor tugged on its tasseled pull cord. The heavy velvet parted and swept back with a flourish. And Salerno’s gloating voice introduced her as…
“—the hermaphrodite!”
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Achoo! Achoo! Achoo!
Lord Raine Satyr—the secondborn of the three wealthy and sought-after Satyr lords—sneezed in triplicate. Pigeons scattered as he stalked across the expansive Piazza San Marco toward the streets that would lead him to the theater where the lecture he planned to attend was to take place.
Behind him, a pair of bronze figures clanged their hammers on the great bell in the clock at the top of the Campanile.
Five o’clock. It couldn’t be. He pulled out his watch. It was.
By the seven devils, he was late! The afternoon lecture regarding the grapevine-destroying pest known as phylloxera would be well underway by the time he arrived. He disliked not being punctual. He disliked this cold. And he thoroughly disliked Venice at the moment.
Unsure as to how long his business might keep him here and not wishing to spend any more time in the city than necessary, he had taken rooms just southeast of Venice on the island of Lido. The palazzo hotel he’d chosen had once housed a wealthy family, but times were hard and they’d been forced to vacate when they could no longer pay their hefty tax bill. One of the Austrian interlopers, who’d come in the wake of the departing French, had bought the place and now rented its rooms to visitors who could afford such luxurious housing.
He’d left Lido an hour or so earlier and crossed the lagoon toward Venice in a private gondola. However traffic in the Grand Canal, the main artery of transportation through the city, had been congested because of some sort of accident farther ahead. So he’d chosen to disembark at San Marco and was now making his way on foot to his destination along the Riva del Vin on the far side of the Rialto Bridge. After the completion of his business, the gondola would await him at a prearranged location on the southeast bank of the canal near the terminus of the bridge.
Though he determinedly kept his eyes from straying as he walked, familiar sounds assailed him. Like vipers waiting to strike, memories lurked everywhere in this city. Crowding him. Reminding him of what he’d prefer to forget.
He’d been born in Venice and raised here in the bosom of a well-off shipping family. Heir to the Altore fortune, he’d been schooled and expected to one day succeed his father at the helm of Altore Shipping.
However, at the tender age of thirteen, his life had taken a dramatic turn in a single afternoon. On that day his mother had admitted a long-held secret. That in fact he was not the son of the man he’d called father for thirteen years. Rather, he was the bastard son of the infamous Lord Marcus Satyr, whose randy exploits had been a source of titillating gossip throughout Italy while he’d lived.
Within hours, Raine had been banished to live out the rest of his years on the Satyr Estate in Tuscany. There he’d been raised under the guidance of his true father and had learned what it meant to be of Satyr blood.
In typical forthright fashion, Lord Satyr had bluntly informed him soon after his arrival that he was not entirely Human, but rather was a half-breed with the blood of both EarthWorld and ElseWorld coursing through his veins. He’d discovered that he had two half-brothers—Nicholas being older than he and Lyon being younger. The three of them were heirs to a dynasty that was far more affluent and far more indispensable to the survival of both worlds than he could have ever previously imagined.
He hadn’t set eyes on Venice, or on any member of the Altore family, since that horrible day fourteen years ago. His steps quickened to outpace memories he’d rather not retrace, and he started down another alley that was barely wide enough for two men to pass.
Achoo! Damn this disorganized, verminous city. Since Napoleon had been driven out, it had fallen into a calamitous state of disrepair and poverty through no fault of its current Austrian leadership. The poor were everywhere, sneezing and coughing. Yesterday he’d caught some of what they were spreading when he’d purchased a small gift for his sister-in-law Jane from a young ragazzo in the piazza. Within the pocket of his coat, he fingered the tangle of ribbons he’d bought from the ragtag boy who’d been peddling them dockside outside his hotel.
King Feydon’s deathbed plea had brought him here. He hadn’t wanted to come and begrudged this duty that had been foisted upon him to locate and wed one of the dying king’s FaerieBlend daughters. The harvest was underway on the Satyr Estate in Tuscany and there was much to do. But according to Feydon—who was not to be trusted—his three FairieBlend daughters were each in some sort of danger and time was of the essence. His older brother, Nick, had found the first of the daughters, Jane, on the outskirts of Rome in mere weeks. The threat to her had indeed proven to be real, but she was now safe on the estate and happily wed to his brother.
That left Raine with the task of locating the second of Feydon’s daughters. Twice he’d gone to Paris on wild goose chases. He’d wound up concluding he might not have been meant to find the daughter in Paris after all. That left the one here in Venice. It was just like Feydon to play such a cruel prank as to send him to this city, which held so many painful associations.
He turned a corner and his jacket flapped in the breeze that came off the canal. At last! He started across the Rialto Bridge, passing the shops that lined it without pause. Ahead on the far side, a barge was unloading its cargo of wine along the Riva del Vin.
The smells of sea and of silk, wood, candle wax, perfume, and bread from the shops were indiscernible to him. Without the use of his olfactory senses, he felt strangely cut off from the world around him.
“Are you here for the lecture, too, signore?” a nasal voice inquired from behind him.
Twelve hells! Raine whipped around to confront the man who’d spoken. Having someone sneak up on him was extremely disconcerting. Normally, his impressive beak of a nose scented the approach of everything and everyone within sight and beyond. Double damn this cold.
“You do not remember me?” the man who’d accosted him asked.
Now that he examined his assailant, Raine realized he was familiar—a clerical man of some sort if his robes were any indication. He wore the bishop’s violet-colored zucchetto—the skullcap. And the alb—a robe tied at the waist of his potato-shaped body with a corded cincture. Though built as oafishly as the roughest dockworker, he had a simpering girlish quality that sat strangely on shoulders so broad.
The man introduced himself as a bishop, pressing all ten of his well-manicured fingertips to his chest to emphasize his importance as he did so. A pair of close-set brown eyes peered from his doughy, unhealthy complexion, but they failed to smile along with his mouth, lending his face an expression of falseness.
“I’m stationed at the Church of Santa Maria Del Gorla,” he announced loftily, “not fifty miles from your estate. We met at last autumn’s festa della vendemmia—the festival of the grape harvest.”
Raine sneezed. Considering that an adequate reply, he then turned and continued on his way. The man two-stepped alongside him, his words and feet attempting to keep pace.
“As you may know, I attend the vines at the church. I expect to bring my vintage to the harvest festival as always next month. You’ll remember my efforts from previous years perhaps? But of course mine is a modest attempt, ever to be humbled by the lofty wines produced by you and your brothers at Satyr Vineyards. Ah! Such ambrosia!”
Raine never knew how to respond to social blather, so he simply didn’t respond at all. He normally left such niceties as social discourse to Nick and Lyon. Without his brothers to run interference, he was at the mercy of this man and anyone who wished to pass idle conversation with him.
Fortunately, or perhaps unfortunately, the bishop seemed able to carry on a conversation for the two of them. “I assume you are here for the lecture? Naturally. Why else? I’ll accompany you, for I, too, am here for the exact same purpose. Not that the phylloxera had assaulted my vines. No, no, nothing of the sort. I assure you my grapes grow healthy and plump and bursting with readiness for the harvest.”
He drew the quickest of breaths, then continued on. “Imagine the coincidence of two men from the same region of Tuscany arriving for the same lecture in Venice on the same afternoon. We might have shared a conveyance and conversation on the journey northward had I known. Perhaps on the return?”
Raine shuddered at the very thought of traveling with this man’s constant chatter. Plus the bishop had an annoying way of eyeing him up and down as though he were famished and Raine were a delectable crostoli cake.
Quickening his stride, he left the bridge behind him, forcing his companion to hike his robes and break into a trot. Impervious to any subtle rebuffs, the bishop buzzed along at his side like some sort of annoying insect.
To his great relief, Raine saw the carved front doors of the lecture hall a short distance ahead.
“The lecture?” he inquired of the first attendant he came upon inside the building.
“Si, signore. You’ll find it upstairs in the theater on the right,” the elderly man told him, pointing upward. “Or is it the left? We have several lectures in session here today. I’ll summon an escort.”
“No need. I’ll find it,” said Raine.
“Si! Si! Signore Satyr and I will find our way,” the bishop assured the man, nudging him aside.
Raine’s long stride took the upward-curving stairs two at a time. The bishop followed in a mincing prance. “You’ll be returning to Tuscany soon I trust? To prepare your submission for the vendemmia festival?”
“I sincerely hope so,” Raine replied truthfully. His home at Castello di Greystone on the Satyr Estate was precisely where he should be now, assisting with the harvest of the family grapevines and attending to the racking and blending of fermented grapes already harvested and crushed in prior years. His work was his life, and he felt out of sorts when not attending to it.
But it was a lucky stroke that he’d happened to come to Venice in search of Feydon’s daughter just in time for this lecture. The phylloxera was of great concern to him and his brothers. Every possible cure for it must be studied and exhausted. In the end he feared that its origins might prove to be not of this world.
Deep in the heart of the Satyr Estate stood a secret that had long been guarded by his family—an aperture that was the only joining point between EarthWorld and another world unknown to Humans. Called ElseWorld, it was home to creatures spawned by gods of a bygone era. Shrouded in mist and foliage, the portal’s rocky entrance lay hidden just through an outer gateway formed by three gnarled trees—the oak, ash, and hawthorn of Faerie lore.
If the phylloxera’s origins were unEarthly, it meant the more malignant creatures of ElseWorld had already somehow infiltrated this world. If he didn’t discover the means by which they’d done so, the pox was certain to eventually reach Satyr lands. The consequences of that could prove devastating.
For it was written that if the vines of the Satyr were ever felled, the gate would fall as well. And if that happened, ElseWorld creatures would spill into EarthWorld, wreaking havoc.
By the time Raine reached the landing, the huffing, puffing bishop lagged half a staircase behind him. Raine tried the first door he came to and stepped inside with the bishop hard on his heels. Both came to an abrupt halt at the sight that met their eyes.
Across the dimly lit theater, a man outfitted in white surgeon’s garb stood before a velvet stage curtain. An air of expectation permeated the well-packed audience that appeared to be largely male. With the man’s brisk tug on a cord, the curtains swung open to reveal two figures on the stage beyond him. He waved an arm in their general direction, announcing in a grandiose voice:
“Gentleman! I bid you behold—the hermaphrodite!”
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When the curtains opened, all eyes fell on Jordan. She faced the audience for this initial inspection, assuming the semireclining pose Salerno had taught her years ago. Both arms were braced straight behind her, with elbows locked and her hands flat on the table, fingers outward. Her back was arched so the surrounding light caught her chest. Her knees were high and widespread. Salerno wanted the features of her body that were so at odds—breasts and phallus—to be prominently on display.
As always, there were gasps and murmurs.
“Aberration. Monstrosity. La Maschera,” they whispered.
La Maschera—The Mask. It was what Salerno had dubbed her in view of the bauta she wore as a disguise. He felt it lent an air of mystery and intrigue to the novelty of her, his prized exhibit.
Those in the back rows stood for a better look. Goosenecks craned. Avid eyes were eager for a glimpse of her—the human freak show Salerno had promised them all today.
Typically, most of the attendees were medical men, here only in the interest of scientific study. But there were also those who came hoping to be titillated or to gather an amusing anecdote with which to amuse other acquaintances in the days to come.
Inspired by her strangeness, some gawkers in the farthest rows would eventually turn silent and slump in their seats. Their hands, hidden under hats or coats on their laps, would begin busily working at their cocks.
In fact, the show today was exactly the sort of event that would appeal to some of her wilder male friends here in Venice. She dreaded that one day she might gaze into the audience at one of these annual spectacles and find Paulo or Gani in attendance.
Her greatest admirers had come early enough to garner prime seating in the front row as always. They were the ones Jordan privately dubbed the Worshippers, though they referred to their group as LAMAS, an acronym for the La Maschera Admiration Society. Comprised of a half-dozen men and women, they’d come every September for the past five years. They saw her as some sort of mythical goddess and occasionally wrote odes in her honor, which a disinterested Salerno passed on to her. They were an odd but harmless bunch.
After the initial wave of speculation and consternation waned, Salerno extended a hand in Jordan’s general direction. “Learned colleagues and interested spectators—I offer for your enlightenment a living specimen of ambiguous sex! One willing to be examined for the purposes of advancing science.”
Jordan lifted a hand and wiggled the tips of her fingers at the audience. A nervous rustling wafted across them. In general, medical men were more accustomed to attending lectures involving the study of cadavers that were far less animated than she. Only the members of LAMAS waved enthusiastically to her, tossing posies and small tokens onto the stage.
The artist stood suddenly, dragged his chair away, and shuffled through his drawings for a few moments. His footsteps were loud in the momentary quiet as he made to withdraw from the stage.
Jordan turned her head and watched him go. She saw that he’d finished the last sketch and left it positioned on the easel. He’d portrayed her genitals three times actual size. They’d been faithfully rendered. He really was quite good.
“Bear witness to this spectacle. This miracle of science,” Salerno went on. Like a conductor, his hands moved in staccato gestures to punctuate his words and lend them added importance.
Jordan looked beyond him, scanning the sea of faces blurred by darkness. Because of her, Salerno’s reputation had spread far and wide. Today the theater had filled to capacity. Several hundred were in attendance. Candles lit the stage, so they could easily see her. But beyond the candles, the crowd of onlookers appeared to her as shrouds with shadowed features.
“Hermaphroditism has never been as pronounced in any other subject, now living or dead,” Salerno was saying. “This is a rare opportunity, I assure you. The subject is nineteen years of age. Such cases rarely endure so long. Early death due to venereal disease or suicide are typically the fate of these creatures.”
Jordan rolled her eyes. “No, really. Don’t bother trying to spare my feelings,” she muttered sotto voce.
It wasn’t that Salerno was being intentionally cruel to her. He didn’t care enough about her as a person to bother with cruelty. To him, she was merely a medical curiosity. A stepping stone to fame and glory in his chosen field. That she might also be a human being with feelings was immaterial. His lack of empathy made him all the more dangerous.
In time, Salerno grew weary of his own voice and called for the interrogation to commence.
“Why the mask?” a voice inquired from the crowd.
“It is a requirement the subject’s family insists upon,” Salerno replied. “Hence the moniker, La Maschera.”
“But why specifically the bauta when any mask would have done?” another called.
“I’ve always worn the bauta of Carnivale,” Jordan returned. “Even before the Austrians.”
Salerno shot her an annoyed look. She might have to obey him in most things, but she refused to play the silent victim he would prefer her to be. He should be accustomed to that by now.
Onlookers always questioned the mask, but it had taken on added significance this year. Because some Venetians who still rebelled against Austrian rule had chosen to disguise themselves behind Carnivale masks to make mischief, such masks had recently been outlawed. The festival that had for centuries been so integral to the city was now forbidden.
“Let me direct your attention to matters below the subject’s neck,” Salerno said, indicating her bosom. His hand was cold as he took the weight of one of her breasts between his thumb and two fingers, lifting. “Paired with what is displayed between the subject’s legs, such objects often draw titters from the crowd.”
Jordan cringed at the pun, having heard it before from him on every birthday since her breasts had developed. She’d had to bind them every morning thereafter to perpetuate the fiction that she was entirely male.
“They’re not much proof of sexual ambiguity,” a voice complained. “I’ve seen men with tits as big.”
“But only fat men, I’ll warrant,” Salerno quibbled. “And this subject is hardly fat.” He let her breast flop free.
“Let’s hear the subject speak further so that we may judge the quality and timbre of the voice,” someone called.
Jordan tilted her jaw to a challenging angle. “What would you have me say? That you’re a toad? A prick? An ass?”
The questioner blushed. Appearing quite sorry he’d dared ask, he meekly added, “The voice is too low to be strictly female, yet too high to be male,” before quickly reseating himself.
Another man stood. “Has the, uh, subject been clean shaven? Does, he, she, uh—” His words trailed off as he searched for the appropriate pronoun to apply to her.
Nouns always sprang with ease to the audience’s lips when they beheld her—freak, specimen, subject, monstrosity. At the Paris school of medicine where she’d been taken for observation as a child, she’d been labeled le malade, the ill one. But no one ever knew what pronoun to apply to her. Sometimes they labeled her “her,” sometimes “him,” and worst of all, in imitation of Salerno, “it.”
“You may to refer to the subject as ‘La Maschera’ or ‘it,’” Salerno informed him.
“Very well then,” the man continued. “Does it have a beard?”
“Of course, just look between its legs,” joked another voice from somewhere in the audience.
The group guffawed. Jordan affected a bored expression. She’d heard the jest before from other doctors in other theaters.
“I only wondered if its jaw might have been clean shaven before this event in order to throw us off a proper diagnosis,” the man protested.
Salerno’s hand cupped her jaw, massaging. “Soft as an infant’s behind, I assure you. Come. I invite you to feel for yourself.”
Jordan steeled herself for what was to come. This invitation would be the first of many.
The questioner strode forward. His fingers stroked Jordan’s cheeks, neck, and throat. He tilted her jaw one way and then the other. She purposely caught his gaze, hoping to startle him with her unusual obsidian eyes.
Under her unwavering stare, he quickly dropped his hand. Wiping it on his pants leg, he stepped away.
“Beardless,” he pronounced to the audience, before striding back to his seat.
More questions came, thick and fast. None were new to her. But she lay in wait for the one question to which her answer would be new. It would almost be pleasant to see the shock on Salerno’s face.
“Is the vaginal canal blind?” someone asked.
“No, there is a small perforation at its climax,” Salerno assured him.
“How small?” asked yet another.
“Discover it for yourselves.” Salerno beckoned the two questioners toward the stage.
Jordan lay back, folding her hands across her midriff. This was proceeding as all the other events had in prior years. In some ways, it was boring. In others, painful. But first and foremost the exploitation engendered a deep, private humiliation in her.
Salerno produced a pot of ointment. It was passed between the two men. The first of them scooped a dollop onto two of his fingers.
Salerno sought a glass of water to soothe his vocal chords as he waited.
A cold, lubricated finger slid along her slit, finding her opening. It poked inside her. Anger filled her as steadily as the finger, but she focused on breathing evenly, waiting for it to be over.
“No virginal barrier,” announced the first poker, suspicion coloring his tone.
“It once existed, I assure you,” said Salerno. “It was breeched years ago by other investigations.”
Yes. Jordan remembered.
The finger probed deeper, searching, until even the knuckles of the hand had folded into her. Eventually the finger prodded the end of her canal, exploring the perforation it found.
“Ah! Yes, I feel it.”
Jordan gritted her teeth against the cramping in her abdomen.
He pulled out.
The lubricated finger of another replaced his in her vaginal channel, probing again. The man found the opening, nodded in agreement, and then withdrew.
Fury swelled in her, but she tried to tamp it down. Whatever was done to her on this day, she must allow, she reminded herself. Her mother’s as well as her own continued comfort depended on her obedience.
Obedience. How she detested the word. Every year she balked when Salerno came for her at dawn, but her mother always wept and pleaded. Was one day too much to ask of a child so that her only parent might live in luxury for the other 364 days of the year? she wheedled.
Jordan’s father’s wealth—a considerable fortune—had hung in the balance that morning when she was born nineteen years ago to this day. He had been struck dead in a hunting accident only a week prior. If Jordan had been pronounced female upon her birth, a distant male cousin would have inherited it all. She and her mother would have lost the lovely house and its sumptuous furnishings, the investments, the jewels, the social standing, and the esteem of every patrician family in Venice.
But were Jordan to be pronounced a male—ah! That was entirely different.
Salerno, a young surgeon at the time, had attended her mother at the difficult birth. When Jordan had been born a case of ambiguous sex—one body possessing both male and female parts—he’d been crafty enough to see the potential for his future. A bargain had been struck between him and her mother. He had pronounced Jordan male. And her mother had inherited the entire Cietta family fortune.
For all of her nineteen years, Jordan had faced the world as a man. She wore trousers, was addressed as signore, and was given the respect due a wealthy young man of family name and status.
But this was not what she wanted. And as each day passed, she chafed under her masculine mantle and grew ever more desperate to make a change.
“If a creature has a phallus, it is male. It’s as simple as that,” a man in the audience postulated.
“You call that puny little cannoli a phallus?” scoffed another, waving a hand in the general direction of Jordan’s genitals.
“I hear that’s what the ladies say to you in the privacy of their bedchambers,” Jordan quipped.
Laughter exploded.
“Yes, I call it a phallus,” Salerno interjected, raising his voice in an attempt to restore order. “What would you have it called?”
“A hypertrophied clitoris,” the man replied, loudly so as to be heard over the din.
Salerno sliced the air with his hand. “Absolutely not. There’s no such organ to be found here. I contend the phallus has displaced it.”
“May I put a question directly to the subject?” another man called out.
“Yes,” Jordan shouted back, before Salerno could. “But I don’t guarantee an answer.”
“Quiet, please!” Salerno commanded moving to the forefront of the stage. “Only then will we continue.”
When order was finally regained, the man tossed his query at her. “Do you bleed?”
“No,” she replied with a shrug. It was an easy question.
The questioner snapped his fingers. “That’s settles it then. There is no uterus. No womb.”
“Whether or not a uterus exists is a matter undetermined as yet,” said Salerno. “I’m sure you realize that some women who possess female organs do not bleed, yet they are still female.”
“Overall, do you have a sense of maleness?” another voice asked her. “Or femaleness?”
Her eyes found Salerno’s. “Femaleness,” she said defiantly.
“Never of maleness?” the questioner pressed.
She hesitated. “That’s difficult to say. For instance, I enjoy needlework and female fripperies. But at the same time, I enjoy male pursuits—riding a good mount or having a stiff drink and a good laugh with friends. Of course, I don’t mean to imply I ride and do needlework literally at the same time.”
A few uncertain snorts and giggles came and were quickly snuffed. Her interlocutors preferred to think of her as a specimen under a microscope. When she revealed humor, they were uncomfortable and never quite certain what to make of her.
“Are you now living in society under the guise of female?” someone shouted.
Salerno held up a hand, rebuffing the question. “The subject’s family forbids that question and all others that might lend clues as to its identity.”
Grumbles rippled over the audience.
“I object to the term it, which seems inappropriate and demeaning,” an Englishman wearing spectacles protested.
“What would you have me called?” Jordan snapped.
“An abomination!” someone shouted from the back of the theater.
Heads swiveled backward, peering toward the far end of the center aisle. Two men had entered unnoticed at some point and now stood there.
Jordan sat forward and shaded her eyes, trying to better see them. The one who’d spoken was rounded with too much flesh, but the other was broad shouldered, narrow hipped, and extremely tall. She felt the tall one’s eyes travel over her. Weighing her. Did he think her an abomination, too?
She squinted, trying to make out his features, but found it impossible to decipher them clearly through the dimness. His bearing was straight, almost rigid, giving the impression he was well over six feet.
Her cock perked to attention under his lengthy inspection and she hunched, hugging her arms around her knees to hide it.
The tall one’s gaze darted up to lock with hers. Sparks of silver caught the candlelight. He’d seen her desire, his eyes told her, and he wanted her as well. But somehow she sensed he didn’t like it.
“You’re a monster. A creature of the devil,” the squat man beside him stated with unshakable authority.
The taller one remained silent, ignoring his companion. So he would not defend her. But then why should he? No one ever had. She would defend herself.
Her eyes shifted from him to the other one. He wore the robes of a bishop. It mattered not what he thought, she told herself, but she could not let his slanderous comments pass unchallenged.
“Why should my external genitalia define me as a monster?” she argued. “For all you know I could be a saint in my heart.”
“Blasphemous creature!” the bishop snarled, shaking a finger at her. “It’s obvious you’re no saint.”
At that moment, a thin, anxious man stepped up to the pair of interlopers at the back of the theater.
Salerno moved toward the center of the stage, obscuring her view of them. Raising and lowering his arms in a flapping manner, he attempted to regain the attention of his audience.
“Gentlemen, please. Let us continue with our debate…”
Jordan pushed herself higher, trying to peer beyond him. But the two men in the aisle were gone now. Disappointment shot through her.
“You will note the presence of labia minora and labia majora as can be found in any female,” Salerno droned on, moving to her side.
Reluctantly, she released her grip on her knees and splayed them. With one hand, Salerno reached between her thighs.
“The labia majora is not fused—” He broke off, abruptly leaning closer to peer between her legs. “What the devil?” He grasped her phallus between his thumb and two fingers. Gently he squeezed.
His excited eyes came up to meet hers. “I’ll be damned. I do believe you have the makings of a hard-on.”
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Once the velvet curtain had swished open, Raine’s silver gaze had been drawn as iron to a magnet to the figure that half-reclined upon a table ringed in candles. She was splendid.
In spite of her contradictory body parts, it didn’t occur to him to question for a moment that she was inherently female. He simply knew it in the marrow of his bones.
“Pardone, signore,” a voice intruded from somewhere nearby. Distantly, he noted the bishop engaging the annoying babbler in a discussion. But Raine continued to stare at the stage, transfixed.
His gaze made a slow sweep of the figure on the table. She was petite but held herself regally, exuding a presence that had captivated the interest of an entire audience. How many men or women could recline naked in a public auditorium and still retain an air of proud disdain toward the onlookers, he wondered.
The dull sheen of her golden complexion caught the candlelight. Her eyes and hair were dark and lustrous. Her breasts were high, plump, and well shaped, but modest—each of a size that would neatly fill his hand. Her waist and hips were slender but curved. And below, in the nest at the crook of her thighs, lay a shy, delicate cock.
A hermaphrodite.
But why was she here, allowing herself to be publicly displayed like the main course on a platter at a formal meal?
And why did he want to climb onstage, crawl onto that table, and make a feast of her? At the sight of her, his own cock had hardened into a thick, strangled bulge within the crotch of his trousers. A powerful lust had risen within him, almost as though it were already Moonful.
But the moon would not reach its ripest fullness for another week. He’d never experienced a Calling time away from the Satyr Estate, at least not since he’d become an adult. However, it seemed unlikely he could finish his business here in Venice and be home before then. He would have to plan carefully to satisfy his cravings, yet avoid discovery.
When the harvest moon rose in the sky in seven days, his body would alter, becoming more powerfully potent. It would change physically in a way that had once terrified his former wife. During the Calling his mind would be overtaken with the need to rut from dusk to dawn.
Much like it had been the moment he’d laid eyes on the seductive creature onstage.
“Eh, signore?” The apologetic voice nagged at his attention again like a buzzing gnat.
Raine tore his fascinated gaze from the woman at the opposite end of the theater and looked down to see an obsequious man standing before him and the bishop. He was speaking, repeatedly punctuating his words with nervous little half bows. How long had he been standing there?
“Pardone, pardone, biglietti—”
Achoo! Raine sneezed, silently cursed, and then asked, “What did you say?”
“Si, signore. Pardone, pardone. As I was explaining to your companion, tickets are required to attend Signore Salerno’s medical lecture this evening,” the man told him, obviously relieved to have finally snagged his attention.
“I assure you we have no interest in remaining here to witness such a disgusting display,” the bishop butted in.
Raine’s eyes went back to the stage, but the lecturer had moved in front of the woman now. Several in the audience were standing, hurling questions toward them, and their height further obscured her from his view. She hadn’t been struggling, and her eyes hadn’t been drugged. For whatever reason, he assumed she was here of her own free will. And he had pressing business elsewhere.
Without another word, he pivoted on his heel and exited the theater.
 
Upon Raine’s abrupt departure, the bishop ended his conversation with the ticket taker in midsentence.
He’d seen the bulge that tented the crotch of Satyr’s trousers. His moody companion might pretend indifference to anything sexual, but that horrendous creature on the stage had piqued his interest.
And since the bishop’s interest had been piqued by Satyr since he’d first seen him at the harvest festival nearly a year ago, he wasn’t particularly pleased to note the fact. He’d come all this way for the lecture on the off chance that this elusive Satyr son might attend. More reclusive than his two brothers, he rarely left their Tuscany estate. Despite the bishop’s best efforts, he’d only managed to spot him a half-dozen times last year, and then only from afar. Yet his infatuation had flourished all the more for being denied.
He scurried into the hallway, watching Raine head for the other lecture hall. His eyes devoured the splendid shape of him. Of his broad shoulders, narrow waist, and muscled thighs.
Many times he’d imagined those very thighs braced as he himself rutted between them. Imagined the cries of ecstasy he might rend from that man’s lips. Imagined him hard and begging.
A sudden idea came to him. Perhaps he could procure the abomination on display in the theater for a private party of three later tonight. If Satyr were stimulated by the charms of La Maschera, perhaps he might not be averse to a certain suggestion the bishop hoped to put to him. Once sufficient wine had flowed between them all, perhaps other more personal fluids might be exchanged between them as well.
He would speak to the surgeon onstage about hiring his creature for the evening or perhaps longer. But if he departed this theater, the white-coated lecturer might escape before he could deliver his request. Yet he couldn’t let Satyr get away without learning where he was lodging in Venice. What to do?
As Raine’s steps quickly ate up the carpet ahead, the bishop made a decision. He turned back to the attendant who had trailed him into the hall. “I’ve decided not to attend the lecture on phylloxera tonight after all. I will take part in this lecture instead.”
“But signore,” the man whined, preparing to launch into his rehearsed speech again.
“Si, si. You needn’t hound me with your complaints again. What is the price of a ticket to this lecture?” he inquired, gesturing toward the door.
At the attendant’s reply, the bishop handed him the money and a little something extra.
“I will pay you again to return here to this theater later tonight and inform me when the gentleman who just went down that hall departs the other lecture for the streets,” he said.
Pocketing his offer, the attendant nodded eagerly and started to move in the direction Raine had gone.
The bishop grabbed his arm, staying him momentarily. “Do not let him know you’re watching him.”
“No, no. Of course not. Rest assured I will be discreet.” Once he had bowed several more times, he was on his way.
The bishop stared down the hall after him, hoping he could be trusted. Then he turned and re-entered the theater
Several medical fools from the audience were onstage now with the abomination, still questing for answers. The hermaphrodite offended his eyes and its speech, his ears. But seeing it being poked and prodded raised his cock. He rearranged the skirts of his alb to conceal the fact and quickly found a seat in the back row.
His hand slipped under folds of fabric, found his stiff prick, and began pumping. On occasions such as this when stealth was required, his bishop’s robes proved extremely useful garments.
The clerical profession was not his first choice, but the family fortune had been lost some two decades ago and he’d been forced to make his way in life somehow. If he succeeded in snaring a protector such as Satyr, it would greatly enhance his standard of living.
His hand pumped on, taking his mind far from the subject of phylloxera or the church. His hopes were in full blossom regarding the possibilities the night held and his lips were still and silent for once as he mentally rehearsed the persuasive words he would ply when he and Satyr were alone at last.
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