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Dante’s Angel

 



Chapter 1






“Karianna! We’re going to
miss the flight,” Damiano shouted from the front door. “Anything
you forget we can buy on the shuttle or once we get to
Rome.”

Damiano was the classical Mediterranean
male--tall, with dark hair and gray eyes. His wife, Karianna, was
tall, with dark hair and mischievous green eyes.

He’d sent the luggage down to the car
already and was simply waiting for his wife to get her personal
bag. At the rate she was going, she would take everything in her
wardrobe.

“All right, Dam.
Ready.”

“Benissimo, cara,” he said
as he kissed her.

They finally made it to the car. Marco
was driving and Paulo was in the front with him. His two friends
and team mates were also going back to Earth for the wedding. Dante
was going as well. Marco and Paulo were a little older than
Damiano, but they looked like they could be relatives. Dante was
the youngest member of the team, but shared their Mediterranean
heritage.

“Marco, where is
Dante?”

“He said he would meet us
at the spaceport. He’ll be there, Damiano. I think he needed a
little independence.”

The drive took about half an hour
through traffic. Being one of the major ports on Gambler’s Folly,
made Speranza exceptionally suitable for hotel and entertainment
ventures. Damiano had certainly done well for the family
there.

“So, cara, what do you want
to do when we get to Rome?” he asked Karianna, his lovely
wife.

“I have no idea,” she
admitted. “I’ve never even been to Europe. What is there to do in
Rome?”

“So much, Kari, so very
much to do and see. Since we will be in there for only one day this
time, we’ll decide on one venture when we get there.”

They had chosen to take a day for
themselves once they reached Earth, before his family overwhelmed
Karianna with their well-wishes and wedding plans.

Yes, they were married, but his mother
insisted on a cathedral wedding, one they could share with the
family. His was an old, religious family and his mother was not
entirely happy about their civil marriage.

Once they arrived at the spaceport,
they left their things with the porters. Given Damiano’s standing
on Gambler’s Folly, their boarding was expedited, which made the
whole trip so much more bearable. Their suite was ready when they
boarded and their luggage arrived soon after they did. Marco and
Paolo were in adjacent rooms, and Dante had a smaller room across
the hallway.

Speaking to Marco, Dam asked, “Have we
heard from Dante yet?”

“Yes. He’s in the process
of boarding now. Has he travelled much before?”

“I don’t think so.
Why?”

“He seems uncomfortable,
uneasy. Maybe it’s simply nerves about the trip.”






****






Dante had waited as long as he could
before he left for the shuttle. He’d never been off-planet before
and was homesick before they even left. The rest of the party was
already on board and enjoying the amenities before he even got to
customs.

On top of it, the whole reason for the
trip was the wedding, yet another reminder that he was single and
had no prospects at the moment. And here was Damiano, with
everything in the world going for him, going to Earth to marry his
mate, his bond-mate. It just wasn’t fair.

What was wrong with him? He glanced at
his reflection in one of the large plate windows. All right, he
wasn’t as tall as Damiano, Marco, or Paulo, but he wasn’t a midget.
He was six feet tall and around one hundred eighty-five pounds,
with no fat to spare. Dark hair and dark eyes completely the look,
from his Mediterranean heritage.

He’d been told he could be mistaken for
Damiano’s younger brother, but it didn’t seem to do him much good.
He was awkward in crowds and women tied his tongue in knots before
he even started talking. He hadn’t had a date in over a month, and
now he was going to a wedding on a planet he’d never
seen.

Sighing deeply, he answered the
questions at the customs desk, handed over his papers, jumped
through all the hoops, and finally boarded the shuttle.

“May I help you?” the older
man asked.

“Yes. I’m trying to find my
berth,” Dante said.

“Ah! Take the lift to the
fourth level, turn right, and it will be on your right.”

“Thanks.”

Trudging to the lift, he followed the
instructions, used his pass card on the door, and took a look
around.

His suite was nearly as big as his
apartment, he decided. He’d have to thank Damiano for his
generosity. Of course, they would be on the shuttle for a week. At
least he wouldn’t go stir crazy. He stowed his luggage in the
wardrobe and checked the time.

Pushing the button on his communicator,
he checked in with Marco.

“Did you have any trouble,
Dante?”

“No, sir. Just huge crowds
of people. But I’m in my room now, so everything is
good.”

“All our rooms are across
the hall from yours. Damiano suggested we all get together for
dinner, around seven this evening. But until then, relax and enjoy
the trip.”

“When do we lift off?”
Dante asked.

“In about an hour. They’ll
make an announcement. Follow the instructions and you’ll be fine.
It’s much like flying, but the take-off is a little stronger. Don’t
worry, amico. I’ve done it several times.”

With nothing else to do, a nap sounded
like a good idea. Slipping out of his shoes and jacket, he dropped
onto the bed and closed his eyes. Maybe he could at least dream of
happy times.






****






“Marco, is everything all
right with Dante?” Karianna asked.

“Sì, signora. He’s a little
nervous about leaving Gambler’s Folly. He was born here and has no
family on Earth. He’ll be fine once we’re underway.”

“If you’re sure,” she said
reluctantly. The first time she’d left her home planet, she’d been
lost on a bet, divorced from her husband, and married to the
strongest of the underworld syndicate bosses—Damiano
Leone.

“Should someone go check on
him?” she asked.

“Cara mia, he’ll be fine.
He’s probably taking a nap. We’ll see him for dinner this evening,”
Damiano assured her.

It wasn’t long before the lift-off
announcement was made. As far as Karianna was concerned, this was
the worst part of the trip. Flying always affected her in the same
way. Too much imagination.

At least it didn’t last long. Marco
called to check on Dante after lift-off. He chuckled as he ended
the call.

“So, how is he?” she
asked.

“Dio! He’ll be fine. He
swears he’s never doing it again, though how he plans to return to
Gambler’s Folly without it, I don’t know.”

“I didn’t think it was that
bad,” Karianna reflected. “The one from Earth to here was
worse.”

“Don’t worry wo much,
cara,” Damiano told her. “Why don’t we send these guys on their way
and see what there is to do?”

Knowing her mate, she had a good idea
what he meant.

Their friends took their leave, so she
was soon alone with her husband.

“So, cara, I think it’s
time to enjoy this most comfortable bed, don’t you think? And from
what I’ve heard about your last trip, I doubt you’ve ever been
loved on an intergalactic flight.”

“Time for a first then,
isn’t it?” she answered as his hands unzipped her dress, before
they corrected the oversight.

Karianna showered after their
lovemaking and decided on a nap before dinner. Later, when she
tried to stretch, she was wrapped in Damiano’s embrace. Snuggling
deeper into his arms, she drifted off once again.

“Karianna, cara. Time to
dress for dinner,” she heard. The kiss did more to wake her
up.

“I suppose we should go to
dinner,” she said, as her stomach rumbled. “Unless you want to come
back to bed.”

“Now, cara, you know we’re
all meeting for dinner this evening. We can go back to bed
later.”

“Promises,
promises.”

“You want promises, cara?”
Damiano asked her. “I promise you, before I finish with you later,
you’ll be begging.”

“You’ve got rather a high
opinion of yourself,” she teased.

A fierce kiss and swat on her bottom
told her the night was going to be exciting.

“Now, come on. Put on some
clothes before I change my mind.”

When they finally arrived in the dining
room to meet the rest of their party, Karianna was still slightly
flustered. Damiano’s friends had made an effort this evening. Even
Dante was well dressed for dinner. Why he never seemed to have a
girlfriend, Karianna couldn’t figure out. He was good-looking,
intelligent, and had plenty of money.

“To the most beautiful
woman in my world,” was Damiano’s toast to start off the evening.
She’d finally gotten used to his flattery. Her first husband never
made her feel pretty, let alone beautiful.

Dinner was tasty and the atmosphere
around the table relaxed. These four men had worked together for a
long time, through dangerous situations. But they had welcomed her
into their circle and made her feel safe, even though “safe” could
be a relative term around Damiano and his business.

“Dante, are you settling in
all right?” she asked.

“Sì, Signora. The lift-off
was sort of tense, but I’m fine now.”

“Are you ready for your
first look at Earth?”

“I’m not sure. I don’t know
what to expect. Everyone tells me it is special, but how can it be
any better than Gambler’s Folly?”

“I think it’s the history
of humanity there,” she explained. “I haven’t been back since I
left nearly two years ago. I want to find out how I react to coming
home again.”

“I’ve never been anywhere
but Gambler’s Folly. Everyone else here has ties to Earth but me. I
feel like an outsider, in a way. Everyone else is coming home, but
I have no home to go to.”

“Dante,” Damiano said. “My
home is yours. We’re all brothers here—except for Kari, of course.
And once Mama meets you, you’ll have trouble leaving.”

“If you say, Damiano. If
you say.”

















Chapter 2






The next day, while sipping on a cold
glass of lemonade and sitting next to his lovely wife, Damiano
decided it had been time for a break. Times had been tense
recently, with Karianna completely in the dark about the legal side
of his life.

With all the danger of that particular
episode past, they could concentrate on each other. And the
wedding. Mama would have her way, and she deserved to see her son
married. Their marriage contract on Gambler’s Folly was for two
years only, after all, and the time was nearly up. Why not have a
big wedding for family and friends? As bond-mates, they would never
separate.

“What are you thinking,
Dam?” Kari asked.

“I’m thinking how lucky a
man I am to have found you,” he said with a smile. “Now, if we can
make Mama happy, everything will be fine.”

“I’m halfway afraid to meet
your mother,” Karianna told him. “She sounds very…”

“She is very…,” he said.
“Very nosey, very determined, very demanding, very strong. But also
very loving, very caring, very nurturing. You’ll love her. And
she’ll love you.”

What he hadn’t realized until now was
that she was very much like Karianna. They would either love or
hate each other. He hoped his mother would help Kari with her
healing abilities, once they made it through the wedding. His
mother had been a healer since she was a child learning from the
old ones.

They were taking a six month vacation,
since he had been “arrested” during the bust in Speranza. He would
serve his sentence in the familiar countryside of home, with family
and friends. It was good to come back to touch mother Earth every
now and again.

Marco, Paulo, and Dante would take some
time off, also, before heading back. It had been a long time since
they’d had a break, and it was about time Dante got some experience
off-planet. He’d been born on Gambler’s Folly, though his parents
were from Earth. It was time he visited his roots. It might even
calm Dante’s ever present restlessness.

“What are you thinking
about, Dam?” Karianna asked.

“You. Home. Work.
Everything is drifting in my mind, looking for connections. Nothing
serious. Like daydreaming.”

“I didn’t know you ever
daydreamed,” she teased.

Looking over at Kari, he let his eyes
sweep over her, thinking again about how lucky he was.

“If I daydream, I can get
nothing done. My mind always dreams of you and of the things I’m
going to do once I get you in bed.”

“Your mind is always in
bed, Damiano,” she said with a laugh.

“With such a mate, how
could it be otherwise? Maybe we should go back to our suite and
join it there.”

“Hm. You may be right,” she
said. “Think you’re up to the task?”

“I think this leopard will
have no trouble with a little gattina like you. Run, gattina. It is
time for a good hunt and some entertainment before
dinner.”

Karianna rose from her seat, stretched,
and sauntered toward the lifts, her hips swaying sexily. Giving her
a little head start, he followed at an easy pace. No point in
catching her too soon. The longer the chase, the more pleasurable
the capture.

He took the lift up to the fourth
floor, where their suite was located. Listening carefully when he
exited, he heard nothing. He opened the door to their suite as
quietly as possible, again listening for anything which might give
away her hiding place, but heard nothing.

Searching the suite, he couldn’t find
her anywhere. He had assumed she would come to the suite to begin
their play, but she hadn’t actually said so, nor had he. Where
would she have gone? What was his little gattina up to this
time?

He thought about using his unusual
locating ability, but that hardly seemed fair. Thinking back, he
should have looked at the floor numbers on the lifts. One of them
might have held a clue. He closed his eyes to see if he could bring
them into focus, but no luck. He had assumed she would come to the
fourth floor, so he hadn’t paid much attention. That wouldn’t
happen again.

With a playful snarl, he turned back to
the lift and went back down to the common area to see if he could
pick up her scent. Her scent hadn’t lingered in the lift he’d
chosen, he thought. Maybe he should check the other
lifts.

He must have seemed a little unhinged
as he stuck his head into each lift and sniffed. In the lift all
the way down from where he’d begun, he caught a hint of his mate.
His satisfied growl earned him a few uneasy looks as he entered,
which he ignored.

All right. The second floor up held no
promise, so he once again entered the lift. Again, no hint of her.
Entering the lift once more, he got off at the third floor and
smelled the tiniest hint of Karianna, to the left from where he
was.

This was the spa level—manicures,
hair-dressers, facials. There were also snack shops, some featuring
healthy shakes and others not so healthy lunch items. It was a good
place for her scent to be covered by the odors from all the various
treatments and foods. Oh, when he got his hands on her, there would
be a reckoning.

He tried to follow her trail, but once
he’d reached the hub, it got lost in all the other distractions.
There was nothing to do but take short trips down all the side
corridors. Taking his time, he began to explore.

Nothing. Not a damned thing. She must
have doubled back behind him somehow. How could a man have so much
trouble keeping track of one little topolina? He wasn’t sure, but a
certain little mouse was in for a lot of play later.

Back at the lifts one more time, he
decided to go back to the suite and try from the other end of
things. But first, he checked all the lifts for her scent. If she’d
doubled back, she would have had to take a lift someplace, wouldn’t
she?

No. Not necessarily. There were the
stair wells, which he’d forgotten. Even if she’d only used the
stairs for one floor, it would be enough to put him off. Where were
the damned things?

Checking the map near the lift, he saw
the stairwells were back closer to the spa hub. Turning back, he
strode to the stairwell door, stepped through and sniffed for his
mate. Yes. She had come this way.

Taking the stairs downward several at a
time, he reached the next level, stuck his head into the corridor
and gave a sniff. Not here. Had she gone up instead?

Up once again to the third floor, past
it, and on up to the fourth. Her scent lingered faintly in the
stairwell, just as it had in the other direction. His mate was
beginning to be rather sneaky.

Opening the door to the fourth level,
he detected her scent in the air. She had better be in their suite
when he got there.

“Damiano? Is everything all
right?”

Whirling around with a deep growl, he
startled Dante, who was only trying to help.

“I’m hunting my mate. Have
you seen her?”

“Hunting your
mate?”

“Yes. Should you ever meet
your soul mate, be warned. They can be a handful. Have you seen
her?”

“No, signore. Not for
hours. Good hunting to you.”

“Grazie,” he answered. “We
may be late for dinner.”

He watched Dante until he turned into
his suite, before resuming his hunt. With the air scrubbers, scent
didn’t linger long. Picking up his pace, he hurried to their suite.
No, now was not the time to rush. If she were in the suite, he
hoped to take her by surprise.

The door yielded quietly to his card as
he tried to keep the latch from clicking. The slight air movement
from inside the suite carried her scent to him. Bene. Now the
capture could begin. His mate did love a good grappling
match.

Slipping quietly into the main room of
the suite, he removed his shoes and stalked through the suite
following the sweet scent that was Karianna. Standing in the
bedroom doorway, he looked around, sniffing gently. Her scent was
there, but she wasn’t obvious anywhere.

She wouldn’t, would she? Placing a hand
on the door knob, he took a long, stride into the room and slammed
the door behind him. Damn it! She wasn’t there either. Where else
was there, besides the wardrobe? Surely she wouldn’t be in the
wardrobe. It was a dead end.

The bed wasn’t flush up against the
wall, but artfully placed to take advantage of the décor. She would
just about fit behind it. The problem was that she could exit on
either side of the space. From which direction would she expect him
to approach? The door out of the room was equidistant from either
side, so there was no advantage either way.

Sliding stealthily across the room, up
to the bed, he peered into the space, expecting to find his mate.
Who was not there, but who had slipped out of the accursed wardrobe
after he’d passed and out the door, with a peal of witchy
laughter.

His leopard snarled and gave
chase.






****






Karianna hadn’t had so much fun in a
long time. Damiano’s troubles had interfered with their play times.
She’d never actually considered playing hide-and-seek on a shuttle,
but why not? She’d decided on the game on her way to the lifts and
had been making it up as she went.

She’d been sure he would look in the
wardrobe, but since he hadn’t, here was a chance to slip out. He
was focused behind the bed, which would give her the slightest
advantage for a second.

Once through the doorway, she ran to
the other side of the room and behind the sofa. Not that this would
slow him much. He would simply come over it and she was running out
of options. There was always back out into the corridor, but being
chased down and subdued in a public thoroughfare would probably be
frowned upon.

It had to end sometime. If you never
got caught, you never had to pay for your indiscretions, which was
the whole point of the exercise, after all. All the adrenalin
surging through her system would make her senses so much more
acute.

“So, Topolina, where can
you run now? I must say, you’re getting better at being my prey.
You’ve led me on a merry chase all over this shuttle and it’s about
time to pay the price for making me wait.”

“Making you wait? What
about me?”

“You were the one leading
the chase. You could have surrendered at any time, so your wait is
of no consequence.”

“I had to be sure you were
really interested, didn’t I? No one likes a half-hearted
lover.”

“You have my full attention
now, Topolina, and I think your sexy ass will look much better when
it’s bright red.”

“You may have found me, but
you have yet to catch me, Tiger, let alone subdue me.”

“We’re going to be late to
dinner this evening. Definitely.”

He had been right. They were late for
dinner, not that anyone was worried. She and Damiano had a certain
reputation for letting sexual appetites take precedence over
others. Even so, Karianna felt the blush rise as they approached
the others, whose smug, hastily hidden smiles gave way to knowing
looks. It had no effect whatsoever on Dam.

“Did everyone enjoy the
day?” Dam asked as they sat down.

“Yes. I caught up on my
rest after the pace we’ve been keeping lately,” Marco
mused.

“I’m afraid I followed your
example,” Paulo said, indicating Marco. “Our last run was a long
one, but we won in the end. Now it’s time to relax.”

“Dante, what were you up to
today?” Damiano asked.

“I’ve never been on a
shuttle before, so I spent the afternoon exploring. I see your hunt
was successful.”

With a low laugh, Damiano nodded. “Yes,
it was a good hunt. My little gattina always thinks she might win.
I pray she never loses that belief. It would spoil the
game.”

“You are a complete
bastard, Damiano,” Karianna stated flatly, looking up from the
dinner menu.

“Which is why you love
me.”

He did have a point. His spontaneity
and playful nature certainly kept things interesting.

“I don’t know why I put up
with you.”

“Hmm… Shall I enumerate
here at the table, cara?” he asked, nuzzling her ear.

She couldn’t keep up the façade any
longer. Tossing her head back, she laughed out loud and said, “If
you do, you’ll sleep on the sofa.”

“Oh, no. There isn’t enough
room for any sort of play on the sofa.”

“There is if you sleep
alone.”

“I don’t intend to sleep
alone, cara mia, on the sofa or anywhere else. Do I have to remind
you again, so soon, who is the master of the house?”

“All right, Damiano. I’ll
let you believe that fantasy for now. I’m too hungry to fight about
it.”






****






Dante was deep in thought while he ate.
What must it be like to have the confidence Damiano had? Life
seemed so easy for him. He had family, money, and a mate who was as
elegant as he was, who would be with him for life.

“Dante?” he heard through
the fog. “What’s got you so deep in thought?” Karianna
asked.

“Just life,
signora.”

“Anything specifically or
is everything in the universe ganging up on you?”

How could he tell her what was really
bothering him? He didn’t begrudge the two of them their happiness,
but why couldn’t he have a little to share? Face it. He wasn’t, and
never would be, the man Damiano was. How could he find a suitable
mate without something to offer?

“Maybe I’m homesick. I
don’t know.”

“We’re only three days away
from Gambler’s Folly, Dante. How could you be homesick
already?”

He shrugged and went back to
eating.

“Dante, I need to talk to
you after dinner,” Damiano said.

“Sì, signore. Where shall I
meet you?”

“After we’ve finished
dinner, you and I can take a walk. I think my mate can find her way
back to our suite.” This last was said with a smirk as he narrowed
his eyes at Karianna.

“Maybe I’ll take a shortcut
this time,” she answered.

Could the two of them never give it a
rest? Must everything be filled with innuendo?

They sat and talked for a few minutes
after dessert, and then Damiano rose from the table.

“Dante and I have something
to discuss, so I’ll see everyone later.” Once Dante had joined him,
the two of them set off at an easy stroll around the leisure
deck.

“Now, what is on your
mind,” Damiano asked him. “And don’t try to say it is nothing, or
it is home sickness. It seems to me you have the wedding, or me and
my mate, on your mind.”

“Signore, I have no wish to
make you upset.”

“I am not upset, little
brother, only worried. You are part of my team.”

“Can we sit down
someplace?” he asked.

“Of course.”

Trying to put his thoughts in order,
Dante began to explain.

“I’m not like you, or even
like Marco and Paulo. The three of you are so confident, so
assured. You all come from better families than I do and have money
I don’t have.”

“Should I request a raise
for you?” Damiano asked.

“No. It’s not that. The
agency pays well enough, but you guys have old family money, in
case you need something to fall back on. You can afford to take a
risk here and there.”

“I don’t think this is all
about money, Dante. What is wrong?”

He sighed and shook his head. How could
he explain?

“Look at me. I’m almost
thirty and yet I’ve never had any long-term relationships. I have
enough trouble asking a lady out for dinner. And once I do, I can’t
think of anything to say.

“Marco and Paulo have both
had good relationships that lasted for several months or years.
Marco was even married once. You have met your soul mate. And I
have nobody.”

“I begin to see,” Damiano
said. “You’re lonely and perhaps a little jealous. And the wedding
is a reminder of what you don’t have.”

“Lonely, yes, but I don’t
think I’m jealous. I mean, I’m happy for you and the signora, and
the wedding will be wonderful for you and your family.”

“And my friends,” Damiano
added.

“Yes, but I feel like such
an outsider.”

“But you are one of my
friends, Dante. You are not an outsider. Considering who we work
for and what we do, you are very much on the inside.”

“At work, sì, but not in
life.”

“Dante, everyone has to
find his own path. My path cannot be yours. You say you don’t have
my family, or money, and this is true. But you have other
qualities, and this is where you begin—with those good qualities
unique to you.”

“What do you
mean?”

“I can’t fade into the
background anywhere on Gambler’s Folly. My family and I are too
well known. This is why I send you out for information much of the
time. You can do what I cannot.

“You have family and
connections on Gambler’s Folly I can’t develop, because, in one
way, I am the outsider there. Yours is a good family. You’re not
from the ghetto. My family ties are strong with the syndicate, but
we are Earthborn.”

“What difference does that
make?” Dante asked.

“If we were speaking of
someone else, how would you view me?”

Dante thought for a moment. There was
some truth to that. Outside the syndicate and the agency, those not
born on Gambler’s Folly were looked down upon.

“Well, maybe. But I still
don’t have the confidence, whatever it is you guys have, that makes
it easy for you to move in the world.”

“Nor have you endured some
of the things we have that gave us that strength. Look in the
mirror, Dante. Try to see yourself as others could, if you would
give them a chance.”

“What do you
mean?”

“Look for your strengths.
Take a look at how you dress, how you move, how you present
yourself. If you think you aren’t good enough, no one else will
either.”

“I don’t understand,” Dante
said, trying to get his head around the idea.

“Dress, move, and act like
the person you want to be, and the person you want to attract. You
want to be more confident? Act like you are more confident. If you
want to attract an elegant high-class lady, you have to be elegant
and high-class yourself.”

“But I don’t have the
funds…” Dante began.

“High-class doesn’t
necessarily mean money. It is a state of mind. Look around you and
find the person you want to be. Adapt your perception of them into
your own life and see what happens. And if you need to talk, you
know you can always come to me.”

“Sì, I know. Thank you,
Damiano. I’ll think it over.”






****






Damiano slipped into the suite, happy
to see the end of the day so he could relax with his wife. Not that
the day had been a bad one, he reflected. It had ended on an odd
note, however. He had never suspected Dante of such deep
feelings.

“Is everything all right,
honey?” Karianna called from the bedroom. As he thought about his
answer, she appeared in the doorway in a lovely night dress and
glided across the room.

“Dante is having a little
personal trouble. He’ll be fine.”

She sat next to him and he told her a
little about their talk.

“Well, you are a hard act
to follow, Tiger. And he’s a little young for his age in some ways.
I think this trip to Earth will be good for him.”

“Yes. Life on Gambler’s
Folly is a little too easy sometimes, outside of work. Earth is
much more complex. It should at least give him a glimpse of the
universe.”

“And maybe he’ll find a
girl on Earth to help heal his wounds.”

“I think I may have wounds
which need healing, too,” he hinted broadly. You would think his
libido would have slowed down at least a little in the past year
and a half.

“Yes. I see what you mean.
I’m not sure this swelling is good for you. And as a healer, I’m
sworn to give aid when asked.”

He had been correct in his assessment
of the sofa earlier. They retired to the bedroom.

















Chapter 3






The first thing Damiano always noticed
when returning to Earth was the smell. So many people, so many
different species of flowers and plants, the vehicles, all
different from those on Gambler’s Folly. Of course, it was the same
when he went back.

Next there was the light. The golden
glow from Earth’s sun always seemed warmer, more inviting somehow,
than the light on Gambler’s Folly, where it had more of a greenish
tint.

“I had forgotten how
different things looked on Earth,” Karianna said as she looked
around, with a sort of wonderment in her eyes as they swept the
scene around them.

“Yes, it always takes me a
few hours to get used to it.”

There was a tiny bit more gravity here,
also. It was scarcely enough to notice, but brought fatigue to the
muscles more quickly. Dante was in for an adventure.

He and Karianna both turned to watch as
Dante had his first glimpse of Earth. He stopped at the top of the
ramp, eyes wide and nostrils flared trying to take it in. Before
his eyes found them, it seemed he might panic and bolt back into
the shuttle.

“Dante,” Damiano said. “Are
you all right?”

“Um, I’m not sure. It’s so
different from home. The smells, the colors… I don’t feel
well.”

“Take deep breaths and, as
soon as we’re out of the emigration hall, we’ll get you some water
to sip. The first time on a different world can upset the
system.”

Marco and Paulo joined them. Damiano
had secured expedited services for them, citing both family and
agency, so they breezed through the process. Dante still looked a
little green.

“Here, Dante,” Dam said.
“Drink a little water, slowly. Let your system adjust. The water is
distilled, so it should be fine.”

After a few sips, he began to look a
little better.

“Thank you, Damiano. My
stomach is easier now. But everything smells so different. Even
people.”

“Different foods, different
flora, it all adds up. You won’t notice it in a day or two. Shall
we all go on to the hotel?”

He thought it better to spend their
first day in Rome to let everyone acclimatize, before meeting his
family. He loved his family, but they could be overwhelming, in the
true old Italian style. There would be hugs and kisses all around,
arms around shoulders, and a closeness not easily accepted by
some.

He would take Karianna on a short tour
of the Rome he loved before meeting the others for dinner at his
favorite restaurant, La Carbonara. There would be something on the
menu for everyone and the atmosphere was light and
relaxing.

Their rooms were ready for them at the
hotel, so after a quick change of clothes, he and Karianna set out.
He knew she liked fountains, so he hired a car to take them closer
to the center of Rome. It would have been quite a walk from the
hotel, and neither of them was acclimatized to the shift in
gravity.

They visited The Triton, the Fountain
of the Naiads, The Four Rivers, and one of his favorites, the
Fountain of Neptune, all of which had stood for millennia. As they
wandered from one place to another, they stopped for snacks.
Karianna was delighted with the tour.

“I love water, Dam!” she
exclaimed. “This is fantastic. Thank you so much for showing me the
fountains. Are there any more?”

“Rome is full of fountains,
cara. Another time we will visit and see all the fountains of Rome.
But I don’t want to tire you. Tomorrow you must meet the
family.”

“I’m so nervous,” she
admitted to him. “What if they don’t like me?”

“What can they do about it?
We’re bond-mates.”

“Still, I would rather they
liked me.”

“You worry too much. They
will love you as much as I do.”

Dinner went well. Dante had gotten used
to this world, at least enough to eat a hearty meal.

“So, is everyone ready for
the family tomorrow? Kari is nervous, of course. I tell her there
is nothing to worry about, but I suppose meeting your mother-in-law
for the first time is frightening.”

“Karianna, there is no need
to worry. I’ve met Dam’s family before and they’re good people. Of
course, I wasn’t married to their son,” Marco told her.

“I should hope not,”
Karianna said with a laugh. “You’re definitely not his
type.”

The idea of being married to Marco
sparked their laughter and helped keep the mood light.

“Dante, what about
you?”

“I guess I’ll be fine. It’s
all a little overwhelming.”

“What? Earth?”

“It isn’t anything like I
expected,” Dante admitted.

“What did you expect?”
Karianna asked.

“All I ever heard about
Earth was that we originated here. People talk about going to Earth
like going on a pilgrimage or something. But it’s a lot like
Gambler’s Folly. Lots of people, shops, and stuff.”

“Yes and no,” Damiano
answered. “Once you get away from Rome and the spaceport, you’ll
begin to see the differences more clearly. The attitudes, the old
habits, differences in language. We may all speak the same
language, but we sometimes speak it differently.”

He’s got a lot of learning to do,
Damiano thought. Working for the agency sometimes involved going to
other worlds. It was time Dante had a little experience, a little
time away from the comforts of home, to wake him up to the universe
at large. Earth was a good place to start.

“Damiano, where have you
gone?” he heard Karianna ask.

“My favorite place,” he
said as he swept his eyes over his mate.

“Ah! Bedroom.”

“I’m planning how I’m going
to enjoy you once we get back to the hotel.”

“You are incorrigible,
Damiano Leone. Why I put up with you I’ll never know.”

“Oh, I think I can give you
a few reasons. Later. Dante isn’t old enough to hear some of
them.”

Kari laughed, the two older men grinned
broadly, and Dante snorted.

“Seriously, Damiano? I am
out of my teens. Nearly out of my twenties.”

“Oh, Dante, but you’re such
a good target. Don’t worry, my friend. You’ll meet her one of these
days. Maybe here on Earth.”

“And why would I be
interested in someone from Earth?”

“What do you have against
Earth?” Karianna asked.

“Sorry, Signora.
I…”

“I’ll have you know some of
the sexiest women around are from Earth.”

“Yes, Signora. But I won’t
be here too long. How am I going to meet anyone?”

“You won’t, unless you
change your attitude,” Karianna said sharply.

“Now, cara, give Dante a
break. He’s never been off Gambler’s Folly before. Let him have a
chance to look around before you take his head off.”

“Fine. But you can drop the
poor, pitiful me act, Dante. If you’d stand up straight and smile
occasionally, people might take more notice.”

“Cara, you’re going to
spoil my mood in a moment. Per favore, have some more wine,”
Damiano suggested as he refilled her glass.

“Thank you, Tiger. Sorry,
Dante. I’m a little touchy about my home world. I haven’t been back
since I went to Gambler’s Folly for a two week
vacation.”

“When you met me and
couldn’t bear the thought of leaving,” Dam added.

“Something like that,” she
agreed. “But it’s good to be home again, if even for a short while.
I’m not sure I’d like to move back, though.”

“That’s because you haven’t
seen the family home, cara. And once you and Mama get together, I
shall have to drag you away screaming.”

“Or, more likely, you’ll
have to run and hide.”

“It has been years since I
ran from a woman, even Mama.”

“Yeah, well you haven’t
seen the two of us together, yet.”






****












Chapter 4


Damiano’s family sent two cars for them
the next morning-- one for her and Dam, and the other for their
three friends. According to her mate, the estate was about a two
hour drive to the northeast of Rome.

Once out of the city, the countryside
was beautiful, but the roads were very winding through the
mountains. It was a good thing she didn’t get car sick, because
sections of the road would have done her in.

Damiano’s excitement at being home was
contagious. He kept her entertained with information about the
places they passed, some of which contained stories she wondered if
his mother knew about.

“Dam, this is so beautiful,
how could you leave?” she asked.

“Opportunity. I was invited
into Interpol after I finished university. I accepted the position
and found myself traveling to many new worlds. Some of them I’d
never even heard of. And then my uncle died, leaving the family
properties on Gambler’s Folly without a family
overseer.”

“Like the Stella
d’Oro?”

“Yes. And Interpol wanted
someone on the inside to help them with their work. I suited both
halves of this arrangement and the family didn’t mind. As I’ve told
you, our business was always legal, but I rub shoulders with the
other side and have been accepted as one of them.”

“I suppose everyone thinks
like I did—that if you are in the syndicate, you are
crooked.”

“Exactly. Even those in the
business. So, I have a good income from the family business, a
salary from the agency, and I can be the now-captured playboy of
Gambler’s Folly and have fun while I work.”

“Isn’t that a fine line to
walk, Damiano, between the agency and the syndicate?”

“Only if I slip and fall,”
he confided.

A little more than two hours of driving
brought them to a paved driveway off to the right. Karianna’s mouth
dropped open as she viewed the vineyards off to one side of the
drive. Around a curve, the vista changed to olive groves in the
distance, with the mountains as a backdrop.

“Cara, you need to breathe,
though it is a wonderful sight. No?”

“And this belongs to your
family?” she asked.

“I think it’s more that our
family belongs to the land.”

Finally, around another graceful curve
of the drive, she could see the manor house. Sunbaked stone blended
into the countryside and gave it a welcoming feeling. As they
approached, she saw people gathering at the entrance.

“Now, cara, do not be
nervous. Everyone is anxious to meet you, the woman who has stolen
my heart. Be patient with them. They’re old country and have their
little ways.”

“I’ll do my best,
Dam.”

With a not so quick kiss, he made the
driver wait for him to unfold out of the car. Karianna waited
nervously until the driver came around and held the door for her.
She was shaking so much, she wasn’t sure she would have made it out
of the car if Damiano hadn’t offered his hand.

Looping her arm through his, she tried
not to hold him back as he strode toward the group waiting for
them. One woman detached herself from the crowd and hurried toward
them, arms extended in welcome.

“Mama!” Damiano said,
moving his arm from Kari’s. “It has been too long. “

“Indeed it has. And see
what trouble you get into when you’re not where I can keep an eye
on you?”

His mother clasped him to her as if she
would never let him go. Taller than Karianna had expected, the
older woman carried both the few extra pounds and her years with
grace. Salt and pepper hair was neatly pulled back from a face
which had seen some sun through the years.

“Now, Mama, do not begin
again. How could I resist the woman who was my bond-mate? Kari,
meet my mother, Signora Caterina Maria Leone.”

“How do you do, Signora?”
Karianna said, as she reached to shake the woman’s hand.

Ignoring her hand, the woman threw her
arms around her neck before kissing her on both cheeks.

“Married to my son, you
call me Mama. You are family now. There are no
formalities.”

“Yes, ma’am—Mama,” she
corrected. “It is so good to be out of the car.”

“Damiano, bring your mate
into the house. Lunch will be ready in a few minutes, so we can
have something to drink while we wait. Your father is already in
the courtyard.”

The door she had seen from the car
opened into the house, which was built around a concealed
courtyard. The musical trickle from the tiered fountain was calming
and relaxing. Mounds of jewel-toned flowers brightened the space
and perfumed the area under a vine-covered pergola, which shaded a
beautiful tile and wrought iron table nearby.

As she was taking in the view, Karianna
heard someone call out.

“Damiano! Come
stai?”

“Papa! Benissimo! And you?
You’re looking well.”

Damiano and his father hugged each
other tightly for a moment. Signore Leone wasn’t quite as tall as
his son, but had the same build and charisma. It was obvious they
were related.

“And is this your mate?
Karianna isn’t it?” his father asked.

“Yes, Papa. Kari come and
meet my father, Giovanni.”

The older man hugged her gently, kissed
both her cheeks, and said, “I see my son still has good taste in
women. I hope you’re making him behave.”

“Papa! This is my mate
you’re talking to. She has no need to make me behave. I have eyes
for no other.”

“It’s nice to meet you,
Signore Leone,” Karianna ventured.

“Oh, no, no, no. I’m called
Papa by everyone in the family, and by some who are not family. You
must call me Papa if you’re to be my daughter.”

“Thank you. I’ll do that.”
She was getting more nervous by the minute. It wasn’t so much what
his family said, it was the intensity with which they said
it.

“Come, sit down and have
some lemonade. It’s fresh, not the kind from the market,” his
father invited.

Soon they were joined by Marco, Paulo,
and Dante, who also found seats in the shade and sipped lemonade.
The drink was wonderfully refreshing, not like the lemonade she
remembered. This tasted like real lemons, with just a hint of sugar
to take out the bite.

His mother joined them, bringing with
her a basket of fresh bread with butter. Helping herself to some of
the lemonade, she dropped onto a cushioned chair, took a long sip
of her drink, and then looked at Damiano and Karianna with a
sparkle in her dark eyes.

“So, I’ve spoken to the
bishop and have the cathedral reserved two weeks from Sabato, for a
three o’clock wedding.”

Damiano choked on his drink. It was the
first time Karianna had ever seen him caught unawares.

“In two weeks from Sabato?
But tomorrow is Sabato. How can we get ready in two
weeks?”

“What’s to get ready? You
need to go in and get your marriage license. Your mate needs a gown
and you need a new tuxedo. I’ve asked about flowers and we can talk
to the florist tomorrow about colors and those sorts of things. I
thought traditional music would be best, with the wedding in the
cathedral. I know you probably didn’t want a big fuss, but there is
family and we have a lot of friends.”

“Who is officiating, if I
may ask?” Damiano said a little tersely.

“Don’t have an attitude
with me,” his mother cautioned. “If I left these things to you,
we’d be six months getting ready. Father Mateo will officiate, of
course.”

“Bene. I suppose I need to
go in for confession between now and then.”

“Yes, you should. It has
been too long, with living out there on Gambler’s Folly. Is there
even a church there?”

“I haven’t seen one, Mama,
which is one reason we signed a marriage contract instead of having
a wedding.”

“And Karianna, what do you
think? You haven’t said a word,” his mother asked.

“I’m overwhelmed and trying
to catch up with everything. Is Father Mateo your local
priest?”

“Dam can tell you about
Father Mateo. He is special to our family.”

“Other than getting to
confession before the wedding, I need to find a gown. Where can we
go shopping?” Karianna asked.

“It’s no problem. You and I
can go out tomorrow, after we talk to the florist. If you like, we
can take our niece, Angela. She is more your age and might have a
better idea of what is in fashion.”

“Dam?” Karianna
asked.

“It will be fine, cara.
Angela is sweet, in her own way, and I think the two of you would
have a great time. Let her help.”

“All right. What time to I
need to be ready in the morning?”

“Don’t worry about it now.
Lunch is ready. Let’s go eat and enjoy the afternoon.”


****

 


It was good to be home, Damiano
thought, as he enjoyed lunch with his family and friends. Kari was
beginning to relax. He knew how daunting his family could be to
newcomers, but she would be fine by this evening.

The three men in the group were tucking
right in to lunch. And if there was one thing his family could do,
it was food. Mama was a fantastic cook and she’d trained everyone
who came into her kitchen, despite any previous training they’d
had. It was her kitchen and they would do things her
way.

“So, you ladies are going
shopping tomorrow. What did you have planned for us?” Damiano
asked.

“You should go to see
Father Mateo. Besides confession, the two of you should catch up on
what’s been happening on that world of yours.”

“Mama, I don’t own
Gambler’s Folly, only a significant part of it.”

“You know what I mean,
Damiano. If you can do that in the morning, maybe all of you could
go and find something to wear for the wedding. Your tuxedo is
several years old and I don’t know if any of the rest of your party
has anything appropriate. I assume they are in the wedding
party.”

“Yes, Mama. They are my
best friends and colleagues, of course they are in the
wedding.”

“And we have to find
suitable attendants for Karianna, too.”

He could tell from Kari’s face that she
hadn’t even thought about attendants for the wedding. Undoubtedly,
she had figured on having a little time to get things arranged, as
he had.

As he watched, her face grew pale and
her hands began to shake.

“Kari? Are you all
right?”

“I don’t know. I feel a
little light-headed,” she answered.

“Cara, come here,” he said
as he put his arm around her. “It’s fine. You’ll be all right. I
think it has been too much to take in all at once. Maybe some tea
to calm your nerves.”

His mother snapped her fingers at one
of the staff, gave quick instructions and sent them off at a
run.

“We will have something
soon,” she said. “Something soothing and relaxing.”

She was right. In just a minute or two,
the girl came back with a small teapot and a cup. From the scent,
Dam knew it was one of his mother’s herbal remedies.

“Now, there is honey to
sweeten it, if you want. It brings out the mint. The herbs should
be restorative and relaxing. You have had quite an adventure
lately.”

“Yes, Mama,” Kari managed,
sipping cautiously at the tea. “Could life with Damiano be anything
else?”

“He has his moments,” his
mother muttered.

“Cara
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