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Prologue

The dream began nicely enough. Desmond Theron lazily flew over the lush green forests and tranquil valleys of AEssyria with only calming thoughts in his head. He traveled peacefully, leisurely drifting through the delicate shadowlands in the region between awake and asleep. Disjointed images came and went, none of them having any meaning in themselves. Then, as dreams are prone to do, there were no longer random images passing through his mind; he was in a place. Desmond recognized the event as a royal function, a banquet perhaps, surrounded by friends and soldiers he knew. The banquet was being held in a great hall he’d never been in before but felt familiar nevertheless. Everything was decorated in cool blues and silver giving the hall a cold, impersonal feel. Maybe it was some kind of Winter Festival. Across the room his girlfriend Scarlet was dancing with a soldier Desmond didn’t recognize. It was odd because he was pretty sure the man was Kirillian but try as he might he couldn’t get a look at the soldier’s face because every time the man came close, his face was always a blur. But there was an unmistakable stench in the air, like a sweaty tunic left out in the rain to grow mold.

The most disturbing thing about the man wasn’t his aroma but the uniform he wore. It bore a striking resemblance to Desmond’s own and even bore the unmistakable insignias of a master sergeant. Desmond knew he was the only Kirillian to hold the rank of master sergeant so he tried to read the gold stitching on the name plate but it was written in a language that was neither Kirillian nor AEssyrian.

He focused on Scarlet who was mesmerizing in a long, tiered, strapless, black dress, her wavy blood-red hair cascading over her shoulders like a winter shawl. For the most part she seemed to be only tolerating her rancid dance partner. She avoided his eyes and went through the motions of the dance but her movements were lethargic and uncoordinated. Her lovely face was slim and pale and it looked like she was going to collapse at any moment. The fright of seeing her like that created a thick knot in Desmond’s throat.

He had to get her away from this malevolent stranger.

Desmond pushed through the crowd to get to Scarlet and the bizarre man. All around him people tried to prevent his progress. It started out as just coincidental obstructions. Soldiers meandered in front of him and formed tight conversation circles that Desmond had to circumvent to reach his final destination. As he became more forceful pushing past people their interference became more aggressive. They clawed at his arms and snatched at his uniform until several of the buttons had been ripped off, but still he fought to get closer. When he was only a few feet away the throng of people started getting thicker. Finally, when Desmond couldn’t squirm another inch, he yelled out, “Hey!” to the man dancing with Scarlet.

The soldier stopped with his back to Desmond. The stink got thicker, like rotting garbage on a humid day.

The dream soldier held a now limp Scarlet in his arms and with the practiced care of an undertaker, eased her to the floor. Desmond fought against the crush of the people but nothing he did seemed to matter. Then just as he thought they would overwhelm him, they suddenly all moved back. He ignored them and walked up to the dream soldier who was now standing over Scarlet. Desmond placed his hand on the man’s shoulder and the soldier turned around.

The first thing Desmond thought when he looked into the soldier’s face was that he had lost his sanity. For the soldier’s face wasn’t that of a stranger, it was his own with a horrifying twist. It leered at him with the savage visage of an escaped lunatic and smiled with a mouthful of tiny sharp teeth.

Desmond felt the blood drain from his face. He stumbled back and shuddered. He didn’t want any part of his body touching that horrible monster. Somewhere in the dark recesses of Desmond’s soul his mind started unraveling. A soundless scream inside his brain grew louder and louder, drowning out every sane and rational thought. Desmond strained against the horror of the dream, trying as hard as he could to wake himself up but none of his usual tricks were working.

Gotta wake up…gotta wake up…gotta wake up…

The yelling in his head was deafening, but each rising decibel brought the name up to the forefront. I should have known it was too easy. Desmond summoned all his will and like a drowning man surfacing for the last time, he broke from the dream. Sitting up in bed drenched in an icy sweat he opened his eyes and there he was.

Desmond spit the name out like a curse. “Titan.”

His grandfather stood at the foot of the bed dressed all in black. The very air around him felt heavy and sticky like old glue. The wizard gave him a demon’s smile. “The banquet has come to an end. It’s now time to pay the check.”

Desmond frowned at Titan. “I’m ready.”

Titan threw his head back and laughed. It was light, mirthful and full of vile corruption. “No you’re not. No one ever is.” Titan took a step back to reveal a full-length mirror. In it was the doppelganger from Desmond’s nightmare, the thing that looked somewhat like him. Eerily it smiled showing many rows of razor-like teeth. Then it walked up to the glass, grabbed the mirror frame and stepped out of the reflection. Desmond glanced at Scarlet sleeping next to him and felt his stomach wrench. How was he ever going to explain this horror show to her? How was he ever going to keep her safe? Desmond’s stomach lurched and twisted so tightly he thought he was going to purge.

Titan took a few steps back letting the furthest corner of the room immerse him in darkness. “I’ll leave the two of you to get acquainted. Good luck, Desmond.”

“Screw you, Titan.”

Black velvet laughter tumbled over his nerves and the whole room seemed to grow darker. Hatred fired Desmond’s mind. Of course! Just as his life was starting to turn around, Titan has to tear it apart. It was more than he could stomach. He leapt from the bed and grabbed his saber, hoping he could kill the evil bastard before the wizard could melt into the night. But just as he reached the spot where Titan had been, the old relic was gone. Desmond glanced around the room but didn’t see his evil twin anywhere either. A gust of foul-smelling wind blew in from the open window as the rain beat against the stone sill.

Desmond wanted to believe the wizard had taken his abomination with him but that wasn’t likely. No, Titan had found a new plaything and would use this new spell to torment him until Desmond did just what the bastard wanted him to do—kill himself. Then his collection of Gavin’s dead sons, who dared pursue a military career, would be complete.


Chapter 1

The Razorback woman moved with an amazing mixture of strength and grace. Her name was Kahlee and she was quite tall, probably about six foot five with muted jade skin and the lean muscles of a dancer. Her face was on the cuter side of pretty with a small nose and full, pouty lips that reminded Gypsy of a doll. Her long brown hair was pulled back into a severe braid that sat high up on her head lying in several tight coils. Interlaced throughout the coils were the shocking red locks that grew from her temples denoting her ability to spit venom. It was nature’s way of saying “don’t touch”. Most surprising of all was that she wore bronze colored armor that didn’t even cover all of her torso but gapped at her midriff showing a generous amount of flesh. On her hips were sheathed two short-bladed sabers that didn’t look too scary from this distance.

Gypsy Theron pulled off her damp cloak, and shook it a few times spraying the seats next to her with water. Then she settled into the arena bleachers to take in the show. She watched as her father, General Gavin Theron, talked to the woman out in the middle of the black sand floor of the arena. Her father had just passed the three month mark since his back surgery and Gypsy was surprised to see him still leaning on a shiny black cane. She wondered if he really needed it or was just using it out of insecurity. AEssyrians notoriously mistrusted technology and Gypsy was sure Gavin’s new titanium spine was messing with his head.

Gypsy had been sneaking into the arena late at night to watch her father practice alone. But even now he still refused to spar with anyone, even Caraculla. She was starting to worry that the emotional stress of having inorganic parts was too much for him. She wondered if he would ever get back to his former fighting skill level. Gavin’s movements were slow and cautious but Gypsy didn’t get the impression he was still in pain because they had a fluidity that she’d never seen before. Personally she thought his perceived weakness was all in his head. But that was an opinion she wisely kept to herself.

Fidgeting nearby was her half-brother Desmond and her Razorback ex-husband Caraculla. Both warriors were decked out in full battle armor looking tense and bored respectively. Desmond appeared especially edgy and wasn’t talking and joking with Caraculla as he usually did. He kept staring off into the opposing bleachers and Gypsy wondered if Gavin had said or done something to piss him off. She squinted off across the way but as far as she could tell they were the only ones in the stands. What the hell does he keep looking at?

Down below, Gavin nodded to the Razorback woman and stalked out of the arena. He spotted Gypsy in the bleachers and made his way up the stairs toward her. Her father sat next to Gypsy and stared down at the arena floor.

Gavin gave her a suspicious glance. “I thought you had duty.”

“I swapped with Makkai. Who’s that?”

“Your mother’s new bodyguard.”

Gypsy turned in her seat to give her father an exaggerated look then smirked. “You chose a woman to protect Mom?”

Gavin rested his hands on the dragon head of his cane then pointed to the arena floor with it. “Be quiet and watch.”

Caraculla and Desmond approached the Razorback woman from different angles. Kahlee drew both sabers in a flash and whirled them with startling speed. She kept her weapons moving at all times, making sure to maintain a distance from both warriors. The first one who tried to attack was Caraculla. He lunged forward, his saber coming down several times to connect with Kahlee’s weapons but he just couldn’t seem to get close to her. Desmond was next. Taking advantage of Caraculla as a distraction, he came alarmingly close to cutting the Razorback but she punished him for being too bold by delivering a light cut across Desmond’s forearm. He swore and stepped back just as Caraculla moved in. The Razorback male snarled and stepped in a little too close. He too got a cut in the face for his trouble.

Gypsy was amazed. The woman had managed to tag two of the best swordsmen in the empire in less than five minutes. Gavin called the men off. Kahlee walked to the edge of the arena and looked up at her father. He applauded slowly as if mocking her but Gypsy knew he was impressed.

Kahlee ignored his bad manners. She gestured to the arena with one of her sabers. “What about you?”

Gavin smiled but there was nothing warm or friendly in it. “What about me?”

“Would you like to spar? I’ve heard a lot about you. I’d like to see for myself.”

The general stiffened. “I’m recovering from back surgery.”

Kahlee glanced at Gypsy then returned her gaze to Gavin. A strange tension charged the air between them. Then the Razorback woman nodded once. “Okay. Some other time then.”

Gavin took out a cigar and lit it. “Do you want the job?”

Kahlee shifted her weight from one foot to the other. “Guarding your wife?”

“Yes.”

“That depends,” she said with a mischievous grin.

Her father blew out a thick stream of smoke. He was definitely annoyed with the woman. “On what?”

“On what’s in it for me in the long run.”

Gavin chewed the end of his cigar to the other side of his mouth. “Be more specific.”

“Okay. If I do a good job, I want a commission in the army. And just in case you’re planning to send me to some hellhole like Loss, I want everything in writing signed by both you and the emperor.”

Off to the woman’s left, Caraculla was staring at Gavin like he expected him to explode at any moment. But no matter what her father was thinking, he didn’t tip his hand.

The heavy silence between them was suddenly interrupted by Desmond. “Are we done here?”

Her father glanced at the cut on Desmond’s arm and shrugged. “I would think so.”

Without waiting for a dismissal Desmond turned and walked out of the arena with his saber still in hand. Stopping in the doorway he gave a final glance into the darkened bleachers on the opposite side of the arena. Then he left, slamming the battered metal double doors behind him. Everyone watched him leave sharing the same mild curiosity.

Gavin plucked the cigar out of his mouth and turned his attention back to Khalee. “You’re very confident.”

“I’m the best in the Queendom. That’s why you invited me here for this little audition.”

“And if I refuse to promise you a commission?” Gavin asked.

“Then I’ll just go back home.” She sheathed her weapons and shrugged. It seemed like she’d made up her mind about his proposal. “You want to date and I want a marriage,” Kahlee mumbled. She started heading out.

Gavin stood up. “Stop.” He made his way down the steps and met Kahlee at the bottom. “I’ll give you what you want but I want something in return.”

Kahlee searched his face. “Name it.”

“I want you to get on your knees and swear loyalty to me.”

The woman bristled. “Why can’t you just take my word? Why do I have to debase myself like a slave?”

Gavin puffed on his cigar. He looked amused. “The oath of loyalty is required of all soldiers in the empire, officers and enlisted. My own daughter,” he pointed up toward Gypsy with the tip of his cane, “has had to, as you say, debase herself like a slave. If you can’t do it, you’ll never make it in the army. So perhaps you should give some serious thought to whether or not this is something you really want.”

Kahlee dropped her head in a curt nod. “Are you still offering me the job of guarding your wife?”

“Yes,” Gavin said with a triumphant gleam in his eye.

“Then I accept.”

Gavin smiled and this time it was genuine. “Somehow I knew you would.”


Chapter 2

Doctor Harlan Theron was outside her clinic taking a much needed break from the day’s caseload. She sat on the short stone wall with her knees pulled up to her chest sipping a nice tall ice water and thinking that she should have opted for shorts and a T-shirt under her lab coat rather than jeans and a blouse. The twin suns blazed relentlessly above having temporarily broken free of the overbearing clouds. Although she was not a big fan of the merciless suns she despised the rainy season even more. For two to three months a year it rained almost constantly with varying severity. It was downright depressing. A person could innocently walk outside into a light drizzle and within a few minutes be drowning in a monsoon. The only good thing about it was that it brought the normal temperature of sweltering down to pleasantly warm. Of course she was one of the only people who saw this as a positive change.

Harlan was the bane of all the other employees because of her insistence that the temperature inside the medical facility stay at a constant seventy-five degrees. Of course, with the exception of her and the Kirillian Doctor Krull, all of the employees and patients were AEssyrian. They felt most comfortable in temperatures right around one hundred degrees. But Harlan insisted seventy-five was necessary to keep the thermophilic bacteria at bay and since she was chief of staff, what she said went. She would have kept the temperature even lower if she thought she wouldn’t have had a revolt on her hands.

As she settled back to watch the peasants ramble up and down the street a large shadow settled over her from behind. Looking over her shoulder she smiled when she saw Krull walk up and stand next to her.

“Harlan, do you have a moment?” he asked in that soft-spoken way of his. “I have something I’d like to show you.”

It would have been nice to stay outside in the elusive afternoon suns a few minutes longer, but Krull rarely bothered her over something trivial. “Sure.” She held her glass out to Krull who took it as she jumped off the wall. Taking back her drink she followed him inside and down the hall, curious over what he had to show her.

Krull led her into the medication room and locked the door behind them. For a second, Harlan grew intensely uncomfortable. It wasn’t wise to be in a locked space with any male on this planet but then she quickly shrugged it off. This was Krull, not an AEssyrian male who got funny ideas every time an erection stirred. She was safe enough. I’ve been living on this planet way too long. Even though she trusted Krull, she maintained her distance. “What was it you wanted to show me?”

Krull dimmed the lights and turned on the holographic imager. A life-size 3D image of an AEssyrian spine appeared illuminated before them. It rotated in a slow circle with the nerves and veins detailed in different colors. The sight was fascinating. “Is this Gavin’s?”

“Yes. One of the surgeons on the Kirillian medical tender was kind enough to transmit this down so we could follow up on his care. I know how edgy AEssyrians get about replacement parts so I wanted to keep this kind of quiet.”

Harlan walked around the image astounded. The spine was a perfect replica of an AEssyrian’s right down to the location of the nerve endings. She’d seen prosthesis before but this was truly an intricate work of art. Chewing her bottom lip, she said, “This is one of the most amazing things I’ve ever seen. I sure wouldn’t mind spending some time as an observer on one of those ships instead of a patient.”

“How is your leg since your surgery?”

With unhindered flexibility Harlan lifted her leg up on the edge of the counter and pulled her pant leg up. “You practically need a microscope to see the scar. There’s no pain, no stiffness…it’s like my leg was never injured, let alone both bones snapped in two.”

Krull nodded. “Their work is peerless, especially the orthopedic section. I think they were excited to do the general’s back. They don’t get many AEssyrians and it gave them an opportunity to gain some valuable experience.”

Harlan frowned. “Which leads me to a question: It has been three months since the surgery. Why is Gavin still walking with a cane?”

Krull draped a lock of long blond hair behind his ear. “Is he still in pain?”

“I’m sure he’s not. He hasn’t asked me to fill a prescription for pain meds in over two weeks. He must be feeling better. Of course he won’t tell me other than to say he’s fine.”

“Is he walking with a limp?” Krull asked.

Harlan stared at the holographic spine. She’d have to read up more on Kirillian medical technology. “No.”

“Are the two of you being intimate?”

She glanced at Krull. “No.”

“Will he allow you to examine him?”

Harlan laughed at that one. Gavin let her examine him? Fat chance of that. But she knew he was still suffering from erectile issues because he hadn’t touched her in months. Oh sure, they’d been intimate with kissing, petting and he was great at oral sex, but there was no penetration. He wouldn’t allow her to look at or even touch his cock. That wasn’t at all like Gavin. For him intercourse was the dessert at the end of the meal. He was a two or three times a day kind of guy so abstinence was definitely not normal. “Are you serious? My husband allow me to examine him for impotency? You have a better chance of him becoming a vegetarian.”

“But he’s eating and drinking normally?”

“Yes, there’s no problem there.”

Krull frowned deep in thought. “It’s probably psychological and he’ll have to work it out by himself. But it would be helpful if he’d come in and let me run some tests. Do you think you could convince him to at least do that?”

“I could try but I’m not promising anything. He’s pretty sticky about the whole situation.”

Krull turned off the hologram and brought the lights back up. He unlocked the door and opened it a crack to cut down on the office gossip. “I wouldn’t worry too much about Gavin if I were you. He’s a survivor. He knows he won’t be able to keep his position as general if he can’t fight. I expect he’s already working his way through these post-op feelings he’s having.”

Harlan sighed. “I just wish he’d talk to me about it.”

Krull grinned. “That is something he may never do. This runs to the core of how a man sees himself. It’s painful and very personal. Just give him time. There’s no physical reason why he can’t get an erection. It will come back, you’ll see. He just needs to get used to how his body feels now that he has that new spine.”

“I know you’re probably right. Anyway thanks for your help in all this, Krull, you’ve been a great friend.”

“It’s my pleasure,” he said, following her out into the crowded waiting room.


Chapter 3

The Military Academy cafeteria was crowded with cadets trying to grab a bite before their next class. Scarred wooden tables were filled up and almost as quickly vacated; some conversations grew loud and boisterous while others were whispered in tense voices. This school was the hotbed of AEssyrian power and the emperor’s crowning jewel. From this Academy a whole host of legendary officers would expand an empire that had never been seen before on AEssyria. What’s more, this empire would not only last and grow, but it would be held together under one banner: Emperor Megolyth’s. And most exciting of all, Gypsy was an intimate part of it. But to think she had almost lost her shot because of that cursed Primal Fever.

It was only here in this noisy bustling place that Gypsy realized how fortunate she was to have escaped General Kharon. The thought of being his captive wife made her nauseous. The terror of it still haunted her especially now that General Kharon was here somewhere in the empire throwing away his career to be with her. So he says. But she knew her father was skeptical. The whole damn mess was making her nuts. Why won’t he just go home and leave me alone? How am I ever going to convince him to put this damn marriage aside?

“Aren’t you hungry?” Makkai said, staring at her from across the table with those arctic blue eyes. They were the haunting eyes of his real father, Kharon, and now they never failed to make her shudder. She often wondered if he knew his true paternity. Surely he’d heard the rumors. Oh well, it wasn’t really her place to pry. If Makkai did know he chose not to acknowledge it.

“Not really. I’ve got a lot on my mind,” she confessed, pushing the plate aside.

Makkai didn’t hesitate. He grabbed the plate and scraped the uneaten strips of spiced boar onto his own. “You’ve always got a lot on your mind. I don’t think I’ve ever met anyone with such a complicated life.” He laughed as he wolfed down a few bites and said something else with his mouth full.

Gypsy scowled. Why did all males have to act like food was a scarce resource? She watched him for half a second wondering if he was going choke. “What?”

Makkai wiped his mouth and the white napkin came away smeared with blood from his meal. “I said don’t look now but your fan club is coming.”

She turned around to see Nole Prius stomping down the center aisle with his pet Ortis trotting along behind. They both had mean, ugly smiles. Not a good sign for her.

They stopped by the table and Nole folded his arms. He’d gotten bigger but definitely not better looking. And then there was that flinching tick he had, ugh. “Hey, Theron.”

Gypsy glared at him. “What the hell do you want, Mole?”

Nole raised his voice to make sure he would be heard by everyone in the immediate area. “Just stopped by to say hi and ask how your husband, General Kharon, is doing? I heard he gave you an ‘A’ in fellatio, but you only got a ‘B’ in anal sex.”

She didn’t want to fight Nole, but he was quickly making that impossible. There was no way Gypsy was going to let this go. “Really?” Gypsy retorted with a sarcastic grin. “You’re right, Mole. I should have paid closer attention to you since you got both an ‘A’ in recipient sodomy and in performing fellatio. It’s too bad Ortis only gave you a ‘D’ for fucking him since rumor has it you’re severely lacking adequate equipment. Maybe you can pick up a few pointers at the brothel on how to compensate. Unfortunately that would mean spending even more time on your knees than you do now. But everyone improves with practice.”

Ortis let his mouth fall open like his jaw had been broken. He recovered quickly enough though. “Fucking bitch!”

Nole reached out to snatch Gypsy but she was too fast for him. She ducked under his arms and turned around, backing up just enough to pull her saber. Both Nole and Ortis pulled their weapons and started shouting insults. Cadets from every corner of the cafeteria made a crowded circle around them and added to the chaos and melee.

From the back of the cafeteria one of the cooks jumped up on a table and banged a metal spoon against one of the trays. “No fighting in here! You know the rules! Take this crap outside!”

Nole and Ortis either didn’t hear the cook or simply didn’t care. Gypsy, however, backed out the side door that led to the large stone courtyard. It wasn’t that she feared the cook but she was rather concerned about getting in trouble with the emperor again. A public fight Megolyth wouldn’t care about, destruction of school property was quite another matter. Thankfully the usually heavy afternoon rains had retreated to some intermittent drizzling. Despite the lack of sunshine the heat was evident in the steam that rose from the gray walls surrounding them.

Nole and Ortis burst through the door shortly thereafter and rushed her with everything they had. How nice. Two against one. I hate these guys. Gypsy let her training and instinct take over, deflecting blow after blow and successfully keeping both males at bay. For once Makkai was still around and didn’t hesitate to back her up. He stepped in, slamming his boot into Ortis’ side and driving him away from the fight with some blade work of his own. Successfully he separated Ortis from Nole.

Without his pet to cheer him on, Nole lost some of his bravado. Still as uncoordinated as last year, he swung his saber wildly as if he hoped to strike a blow just by luck. It was then that Gypsy realized Nole may be able to fist fight, but he sure as hell wasn’t as well trained as she was. Now it was time to prove that point. Seizing an opening Gypsy went on the attack. She stepped into Nole and crashed her weapon into his as hard as she could. To everyone’s astonishment, including hers, Nole dropped it. Gypsy pointed the tip of her blade at his throat and pressed, stopping just shy of cutting him. “That,” she said, glaring at him, “is a kill.”

Makkai chuckled evilly. “Sure looks like one to me.”
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