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  Prologue


  After five days of narrow mountain roads and cold, relentless rain, Sylis Moore had finally reached the royal palace of the high three. The entire kingdom was nestled in a remote AEssyrian mountain range called the Bukolans. The palace itself sat atop a mountainous plateau and was the perfect refuge because it was almost impossible to access with an invading army. Silas had to admit, its beauty rivaled some of the most magnificent places he’d seen on Kirillia. Almost all of the gray-white stone passageways were aligned with tall crystal windows overlooking snow-capped mountains. Every room was awash in natural light and heralded a breathtaking view.


  Sylis glanced up and down the hall, trying to shake the intense feeling of isolation that threatened to overwhelm him. It was a great honor to be invited here because AEssyrians tended to be a bit xenophobic and rarely liked dealing with aliens who didn’t already live among them. As a Kirillian businessman, Sylis would probably be viewed with some suspicion, so he had every intention of being especially honest with these powerful men. A deal here would be very lucrative and could mean many more in the future.


  The double doors creaked open and a minor noble came out. He was dressed in dark blue robes detailed with silver piping. The noble bowed and Sylis followed his example. “The high three will see you now, sir.”


  Sylis walked into the audience room and approached the three golden thrones. They were all carved with great beasts and studded in jewels. Each was on equal level with the others so no lord was higher than his brother. Each high lord wore a midnight blue ceremonial uniform with embroidered gold accents. They looked more like gods than lords. Sylis went down on one knee and bowed his head as was customary when speaking to royalty.


  “You may rise,” the middle lord said. He stood up and Sylis was impressed by how tall and imposing he looked. “I am High Lord Chang,” he gestured to his right and then his left, “this is High Lord Kohl, and High Lord Oden. They are my brothers and co-rulers of this realm.”


  Sylis stood up, wincing at the arthritic pain in his knee. He wasn’t such a young man anymore. “It is my honor to serve you, Great Lords.”


  High Lord Chang resumed his seat. “We understand you have an excellent selection of foreign female slaves. Have you brought images for us to examine?”


  “Yes, Great Lords.”


  “What race of foreign women can you acquire, sir?” High Lord Kohl asked.


  Sylis swallowed. Do not over promise and be honest. “Almost any, Great Lord, but I must confess Asguardians are very popular because of their gentle nature. Their women make compliant concubines and wonderful mothers. The next most popular is human. Their women tend to be quite beautiful and are rumored to be very passionate once properly…educated in obedience.”


  “Do you have any human women in your inventory?” High Lord Oden asked.


  Sylis lowered his eyes. “Regrettably no, Great Lord. There is one non-free human female on Kirillia. Although I might be able to acquire her, she’s quite unsuitable.”


  High Lord Chang leaned forward. “We are intrigued. Why unsuitable?”


  “She is currently being held in a Kirillian prison and charged with multiple murders, Great Lord. She is reported to have mercilessly killed her mother, father, and brother in cold blood. Her brother was only a young child. More recent reports state that she also killed one of her jailers for trying to rape her. Rumor has it she stabbed him through the eye with some wire from her bed that she manipulated into a weapon. It’s quite a pity because she is a stunning beauty. If one were to purchase her, not only would the price be very high, but special precautions would have to be made to ensure the safety of the purchaser.”


  High Lord Oden sat back on his throne with an evil grin. “Fascinating.”


  “May we see a picture of this human woman?” High Lord Kohl asked.


  Sylis removed a small three dimensional image projector from his pocket. He held the black, triangular stage in the palm of his hand and moved a finger over the sensor. A scale version of the woman’s image appeared before them like a large wax statue hanging in midair. The high three examined the replica for several minutes. Then High Lord Chang exchanged looks with his brothers and all nodded they were done. “Thank you, Mister Moore. You may recall the image to your projector.”


  “The woman is, as you said, unsuitable for us,” Chang said. “But we have another use for her. Our cousin, Emperor Megolyth, is quite an admirer of human women. Tongues are wagging that our cousin has cast his eye on one of the lovely young human doctors in his employ. Her lover, who interestingly enough is a Kirillian half-breed, has successfully thwarted the emperor’s passions for now, but we believe our cousin will eventually take her as his concubine if not intercepted. Already his general, Gavin Theron, has been making inquiries about a human substitute to entertain his master.”


  High Lord Kohl frowned. “Why should the general care, my lord? Does he want another human bride to occupy his bed?”


  “No, he is assisting his son, who is the doctor’s champion and lover,” Chang replied. “This young prisoner, flawed as she is, would make a wonderful gift for our cousin. But he cannot know of our generosity for if he did, he would surely refuse. Therefore, we will pay for the woman’s release and encourage you to put her before the general as a possible solution to his problem.”


  Sylis was confused. Why would anyone want this woman for a relative? “Forgive me, Great Lord, but once I tell the general the unfortunate woman’s history, I doubt he’ll want her for his emperor.”


  High Lord Oden gave him a demon’s smile. “You are not going to tell the general about her sordid past, sir. It is only for you to convince him to purchase her.”


  High Lord Chang slowly descended the stone steps and walked around Sylis making his skin crawl. Sylis couldn’t help but feel like the only source of meat at an overcrowded banquet. “You see, sir, we are most disappointed in our cousin the emperor for a number of transgressions, not the least of which is his killing of our uncle by marriage, High Lord Halcion. The deceased high lord was most generous with his tribute to us and he is greatly missed. Emperor Megolyth found our request for tribute a source of amusement. The woman will be revenge on our cousin for his carelessness with our feelings.”


  Sylis bowed his head in understanding. “Yes, Great Lord.”


  High Lord Kohl stood up and glared down at Sylis. “We are counting on your discretion and resourcefulness in this matter, sir. Do not disappoint us.” The last command was said with each word drawn out.


  “I understand, Great Lords.”


  “Now what do you need from us?” Great Lord Chang asked.


  “Money to bribe the prison guards, money to purge her records, and money to encourage the local slavers to send General Theron my way, Great Lord.”


  High Lord Oden threw a purse of gold credits at Sylis’ feet. “Will that be enough?”


  Sylis emptied the contents out into his palm. It was more than enough. He could do all he needed plus have enough left over to handsomely reward himself for his trouble. “Yes, Great Lords. This will be perfect. You are most generous. I will inform you when the transaction is complete.”


  High Lord Chang nodded grimly. “We are counting on it, Mister Moore. We are counting on it.”


  Chapter 1


  “You’re in luck,” the madam said. “They just got here.”


  Captain Raith portioned out several credits into the woman’s hand and stuffed the rest back in the breast pocket of his tunic. After a brief examination she gave a satisfied nod and slid her hand in his. Leading him through the smoky social den, past a group of other patrons, she brought him into a back room, then up the familiar winding staircase. Although the brothel made most of its money off straight prostitution, it also collected impressive revenues from side interests. One of those interests, or kinks as some people liked to call them, was voyeurism. Raith was a frequent voyeur in the brothel but rarely entertained the working women afterward. He had only one female obsession and that was Doctor Scarlet Jonson.


  Doctor Jonson was the most exquisite creature Raith had ever laid eyes on, and he hated Desmond Theron for taking her away from him. Doctor Jonson should have been his, but an unfortunate misunderstanding at their first meeting had cast him as a villain in her eyes and Desmond Theron as a hero. But Raith was patient and he would wait for another opportunity. Besides, he had another secret love that was even more unobtainable, one he barely dared admit even to himself, and that was the general’s wife, Harlan Theron.


  Now there was a stunner. Raith had never met a man who didn’t agree she was a beauty with few equals and one didn’t even have to prefer human women to think so. Closing his eyes, he could just imagine her voluptuous body just begging to be ravished by the right male. Unfortunately that male would never be him. But there was a silver lining to his sinful longing and that was her husband Gavin. The general was proud of his woman and notorious for his somewhat perverse sexual appetites. Where other males wouldn’t have dared bring their wife to a brothel because of the possibility of being watched, the general reveled in it. Raith didn’t blame him; if he had a woman who looked like Harlan, he’d want to show her off too. But Harlan was a smart and modest woman and she rarely came here. She knew what went on behind the brothel walls and wasn’t too fond of being put on display. But she sometimes did it to please her husband. So when Raith got word that Gavin had brought her here tonight, he rushed right over.


  Quietly, Raith entered the dark closet-sized room and was overwhelmed by the stuffy smell of stale sweat. Because it was essentially a hidden compartment, the room was not climate controlled. This inconvenience kept men from lingering too long after their private climax. The thick, black carpet exhibited a worn trail from the solitary chair and side table to the door. There was just enough room for both furnishings and a small walk space around them. The wall opposite the door was bare except for a two-and-a-half foot rectangular opening situated at eye level when sitting in the chair. The opening was paned in dark glass that was disguised as a scenic picture on the bedroom side. A faded image of mountains was just barely visible through Raith’s side of the glass, but it didn’t interfere with the view.


  Even as he settled into the plush chair, Raith trembled with fear. The general was a dangerous male to cross and if he ever caught Raith, he would probably fly into a jealous rage and kill him. But before Raith could worry about being discovered, Gavin entered the bedroom, followed by Harlan. Neither could see him behind the two-way glass so Raith settled in to watch the show.


  The general began by touching his hands to either side of Harlan’s face. He paused to gaze at her, and then he placed gentle kisses along her forehead and brow. Harlan closed her eyes, her long, dark lashes fluttering with delight at the ever sweet contact. She lifted her lips and Gavin rewarded her by placing a feather-light kiss on her mouth. Her lovely green eyes opened and she smiled at her husband knowing he was teasing her. Then Gavin grabbed her by the jaw and kissed her with a raw passion that made Raith’s heart ache. Never in his life had he seen a male so consumed with love for a woman. It was impossible not to watch Harlan under Gavin’s erotic spell and not fall in love with her. She was nothing less than a goddess and Raith burned with jealousy that Gavin could enjoy her, while all Raith could do was watch.


  Gavin stopped kissing Harlan long enough to strip off her lab coat, T-shirt and violet, sateen bra. Then the general unstrapped his cuirass and removed it along with the tunic underneath. His bare torso was a wall of muscle showcasing his massive pectorals and defined abdominals. He was an imposing bull male who wore the scars of years of battle with pride.


  Raith both loved and hated his general.


  He loved him because Gavin was everything Raith was not: brave; bold; and confident. And he hated him because Gavin had everything Raith wanted in life: a beautiful wife; a legendary career; and more money than he could spend in his lifetime. Somehow, Raith knew he would find a way to be as successful as the general. He would just have to be as ruthless as Gavin in getting what he wanted.


  Gavin dragged smoking hot kisses down Harlan’s lovely, pale neck. They looked so beautiful together, perfect opposites in every way. She was a startling beauty with long black hair, emerald green eyes, and a strong, solid body, while Gavin was a savage, hulking AEssyrian warlord. Harlan’s creamy white skin looked fragile and radiant against Gavin’s olive green flesh, but somehow the two of them appeared to belong together like characters in a child’s fairy tale.


  Harlan’s hands caressed their way down her husband’s chest, pausing to twist and pinch his nipples. Gavin moaned and murmured her name. His voice was soft and reverent, like a man praying to the gods in the temple. Harlan took one of his nipples in her mouth, sucking and playfully nipping it as the general ran his fingers through her silky dark hair. Harlan left Gavin’s nipples to drag her mouth further down her husband’s body. She had just reached the border of his pants when suddenly a shutter came down blocking the two-way glass.


  Raith came out and found the madam. He was missing everything! She seemed to be expecting him.


  “What’s going on? I can’t see anything!” he said. It was hard to keep his temper under wraps.


  The madam shrugged, looking bored. “The general doesn’t mind being watched but his wife does. So he pays us in advance to give them some privacy after the first ten minutes.”


  “That’s bullshit,” Raith seethed.


  “If you don’t like it, you can always take it up with the general. I’m sure he’d be sympathetic.”


  Raith stormed out to the annoying sound of the madam laughing behind him.


  * * * *


  Harlan stretched out beneath Gavin adoring the feel of his heavy body over hers. His lips caressed her jaw, her neck, and the delicate flesh around her eyes. His hand roamed down her belly to the yielding center of her sex and explored the tender flesh with his fingers. He moaned deeply, finding what Harlan knew he would, the very wet evidence of her savage desire.


  Then he lifted her legs and held them back as he penetrated her. His first few strokes were strong and insistent, allowing him to move completely inside her. Where sometimes Harlan found his size uncomfortable at first, tonight he glided in easily and the friction sent tiny shivers of desperate bliss all through her. Harlan gripped onto his back and whimpered.


  “Are you all right, my love?” he rumbled in her ear.


  “Oh yes,” she said. Her voice was barely above a whisper.


  Gavin picked up speed, pounding into her with carnal delight while Harlan lost herself in his passionate rhythm. She wrapped her legs tightly around his hips and squeezed his buttocks as her pleasure built into a dizzying fever.


  Gavin paused for a moment for the first of several releases. The loss of friction made Harlan’s pleasure drop down a notch.


  “Don’t stop,” she said through clenched teeth, “please.”


  “Sorry, dear,” he said, picking up the pace again.


  Then, like a switch turned on in her brain, the pleasure flooded back, spiked with a new intensity. Harlan bucked her hips upward, moaning and panting like a coupling beast. Gavin arched his back, pushing the swollen ridges of his cock against her clit. A moment of numbness came over her, and then the climax exploded. The epicenter was her clit, but the orgasm branched out and shook every pleasure center in her pussy. Harlan leaned her head back, gulping in air like she’d been underwater. The orgasm went on longer than any she’d ever had, and when it finally ebbed away, she was exhausted.


  Gavin huge cock remained inside her body as he caressed kisses along her neck. “You are so beautiful, darling, and your scent is so rich.”


  Harlan squirmed beneath him. Even though her body was trembling with fatigue, she wanted another orgasm like the last one. “Again.”


  Gavin stopped kissing her and stared into her eyes. “Don’t you want to rest for a moment?”


  “No,” she said, barely recognizing her own voice. “Again.”


  Gavin placed a soft kiss on her lips. “All right, beloved. Again it is.”


  Chapter 2


  Only on a backward planet like AEssyria would a doctor have to wait in line at the Imperial Registrar’s Office to file an amendment to a death certificate. Scarlet had no idea why this had to be done in person and couldn’t be handled by courier. She folded her arms and shifted her weight from one foot to another. The large wood-paneled room was buzzing with pods of activity and reminded her of traffic court back on Earth. Ahead of her, a junior officer was arguing with one of the clerks about why his marriage should be put aside. From what Scarlet could gather, he sorely wanted to get rid of the wife but the deduction in pay to support her until her remarriage was intolerable. Scarlet sighed and resigned herself to her wait.


  “We’ve got another one,” a young female clerk said from behind two tall filing cabinets. The clerk’s voice had a joyful note to it, like she was in on a private joke.


  Her supervisor came over. “Gypsy Theron again?”


  The clerk came out with a neatly printed form and handed it to the supervisor. “Yup, third AEssyrian marriage request this week. We should hang a sign outside that says Gypsy Theron is already married.”


  The supervisor took the paper and studied it. She shook her head, making her muted green jowls shake like gelatin. “Poor girl. If she only knew how many of her father’s enemies were trying to seize her in marriage, she’d probably grow cold with fright.”


  The clerk giggled. “I don’t think she’s afraid of anything. Least of all, men.”


  “That’s because she’s young and doesn’t yet understand how much some of these males hate her. Thank the Gods her father had the foresight to convince General Kharon to take her in marriage. If he hadn’t, who knows what vile person might have slithered out of the woodwork to lay claim to her?”


  “Next!” the clerk at the counter shouted. Scarlet was so engrossed in eavesdropping that when she glanced up she was surprised to realize the girl was yelling at her.


  Scarlet moved up to the counter and signed the amended death certificate in front of her. Then she handed it to the clerk with a mumbled sorry.


  “May I see your residency identification please?”


  Scarlet opened her leather shoulder bag and began to rummage. “Do you get a lot of human women trying to impersonate Imperial doctors?”


  “I’m only following our procedures, Miss. Residency identification is required on all imperial document transactions,” the clerk responded politely, but her tone was laced with annoyance.


  Finally Scarlet dug out her paperwork and placed it on the counter. “Here you go,” she said with an exaggerated smile.


  The young woman reviewed the paper, stamped it with the royal seal then eyed her up and down. “You’re the emperor’s new concubine, aren’t you?”


  Scarlet squinted at her. “Um, no. I’m a doctor at the clinic. My boyfriend is Desmond Theron.”


  As she turned to leave she heard the woman call out behind her, “Well, I hope you’re not planning to marry him, Miss,” the clerk said with a smug grin, “because the emperor has put an indefinite hold on your status here.”


  “What? What the hell does that mean?” she said, whirling back around.


  “It means you can’t get married or leave the planet unless the emperor allows it.” She pulled out a bright blue file folder with Scarlet’s name inked across the tab in black letters. The file had a big, red Restricted stamped across the cover.


  “This has got to be some kind of mistake,” Scarlet said, reaching for the file.


  The clerk tucked it back under the counter. “I’m sorry, Doctor. I can’t let you handle it.”


  “This is nuts! I am no one’s concubine. Do you get that? I demand to see that file!”


  Two huge guards came in but the clerk signaled them to wait. “This is a matter to discuss with the emperor, ma’am, not me. I’m sure you can request an audience with him to discuss your status here.”


  Scarlet imagined wrapping her hands around the clerk’s scrawny neck and squeezing the life out of her. Instead she took a deep breath. “I’ll do that. Thanks for the help.” Then she turned around and stormed out of the Registrar’s Office. Why are government employees assholes on every planet?


  * * * *


  Harlan sat in the dark, blissful, solitude of the medical library watching a holographic photoplay of the newest advances in biological reengineering. This subject was especially interesting because of Gavin’s amazing recovery from his total spinal replacement. With every passing day, her husband grew stronger and more virile which was amazing, given how debilitated he was before the surgery. Absently she massaged the fingers and palm of her right hand flexing and extending her fingers. Both of her hands were sore but the right one was a little worse. It wasn’t too surprising since she had spent the entire morning performing surgery on one patient.


  A young warrior had been obligated to champion his nobleman benefactor who was involved in a property dispute. Unfortunately, not only had he almost lost his life but Harlan wasn’t sure if the repairs she’d made to his left lower leg would be enough to save it in the long run. His career had barely begun before it was over, and since he’d lost the challenge, he’d also lost his military sponsor. A warrior’s life was a hard one and for the millionth time, Harlan worried about Gypsy's future. Sometimes she even wondered about her own, especially as she got a little older. Sure, she looked like she was in her mid to late-thirties, but lately some of her aches and pains made her feel closer to her true age of fifty-seven. Harlan suspected she was getting a little arthritis in her hands but it really only affected her when a surgical procedure went on for more than two hours, so she kept it to herself.


  As the afternoon stretched on, Harlan curled up tighter in the leather wing chair and pulled the knit throw covering her legs up higher. For one of the few times in the last twenty-five years she was cold. Sipping her tea she intently watched the show having a little trouble staying awake. Maybe she could grab a short nap when this was over. Harlan had left a note on the door with specific instructions that she was not to be disturbed unless it was an emergency. But ten minutes into the second presentation, Scarlet marched in and switched on all the lights. The library was illuminated like a church at Christmas.


  Harlan mumbled the Kirillian command that turned off the imager. She placed her cup on the end table and leaned back in her chair interlacing her fingers in her lap like an impatient parent. It didn’t surprise her that Scarlet had ignored the note on the door. She didn’t seem to think stuff like that applied to her, when in fact she was the main person the note was directed at.


  “The emperor has put some kind of administrative hold on me!” she shouted, throwing her arms in the air as she paced.


  “I’m surprised that shocks you,” Harlan replied.


  “We have to get him to take it off.”


  “And how would you propose we do that? Threaten him, maybe?” Harlan rubbed the back of her neck. “Besides, Desmond knows about it. The emperor sent him a copy of the notice. I’m sure he and Gavin are working on it. They’re supposed to leave for Kirillia tomorrow to purchase a new distraction for his royal bratness.”


  Scarlet leaned in close and pointed a finger at Harlan. “I am not his goddamn concubine, Harlan, no matter what he thinks. I demand to be given back my freedom.”


  Harlan felt intense fatigue creep through her and was in no mood for Scarlet’s demands. She stood up. “Listen, Scarlet, I know how violated you feel, but the fact remains that you are responsible for all of this.” Scarlet’s mouth fell open but Harlan kept on. “You were the one who went to the emperor and basically asked him to just forget all the money he’d paid you and allow you to waltz off the planet.”


  “Well, I never thought he would”


  “You never thought he would what?” Harlan’s anger was rising faster than she could control it. “You went there on your own, without even consulting me, forgot to kneel, acted like a spoiled child and almost got raped for your trouble. Don’t you realize that you’ve put both your own and Desmond’s life in danger? If the emperor gets pissed off enough, he’ll just throw Desmond in jail, arrest and rape you, and then kill you both. Do you get that, Scarlet?”


  For once, Scarlet looked shocked. “You really think he would do something like that?” Her voice was small and no longer laced with hysteria.


  “I don’t think, I know he would. This isn’t a game, this is real, and the stakes are high. Didn’t you do any research on the empire before accepting this job? This place is not going to adapt to you and your whims. So do me a favor, do your job, keep your mouth shut, and maybe your boyfriend and my husband can get you out of this unscathed. Okay?” Harlan got up to go back to work.


  “There’s something else I wanted to tell you about.”


  “What’s that?”


  “Well, I thought you should know that I overheard two clerks saying it was Gavin who persuaded General Kharon to marry Gypsy against her will. He didn’t come up with it all on his own.”


  Harlan nodded grimly. Another revelation of deceit that doesn’t surprise me.


  “I’m sorry, Harlan,” Scarlet said.


  “Don’t be sorry, I can handle Gavin. As for the rest of it, just think before you act, or better yet, ask me or Krull before you do anything out of the ordinary here. That’s all I want from you.”


  I will, from now on. I promise.”


  “I mean it, Scarlet. You haven’t been here long enough to understand all of the cultural subtleties. Stop charging around this empire like you’re calling the shots, because you’re not. Your crappy attitude is going to get you in worse trouble if you don’t check it. Fortunately, you have a strong, well-connected boyfriend who can beat just about anyone in combat, not to mention that he loves you very much. But now your stupidity has put him at odds with the most powerful man in the empire and his fighting skill won’t mean shit if Megolyth gets tired of this game and just takes what he wants.”


  Scarlet frowned as her lips trembled. “I’m sorry I’ve made such a fucking mess of things. I feel so helpless here and you’re right, I didn’t do any research on this planet other than to read a brief synopsis in a reference book. If it wasn’t for meeting Desmond, coming here would have been the worst mistake in life.”


  “I’m sorry you feel that way. Once things have settled down and Megolyth gets bored, you can probably save up some money and eventually buy your way out of the contract. You’re probably better suited to work in the Razorback Queendom. I know a lot of people over there and can probably get you a job when the time comes…if that’s what you want to do,” Harlan said as she closed her eyes for a moment. The fatigue was swallowing her body whole, and she could feel herself wanting to nod off. Why am I so damn tired?


  “Are you all right, Harlan? You look exhausted.”


  “Of course, I’m exhausted. Between you, Gypsy and Khalee, I feel like I have three teenage daughters. Now, please go away so I can finish watching my lecture.”


  “When I end up leaving here, do you think Desmond will come with me?”


  Harlan sighed. This was not territory that she wanted to speculate on. “I can’t answer that, Scarlet. You need to discuss that with him.”


  Chapter 3


  Harlan left work early and went down to the arena to find Gavin. She wanted to be furious at him for instigating Gypsy’s marriage to Kharon but she just couldn’t muster the energy. Except for his recent troubles, Kharon was a good mate for Gypsy and Harlan believed he did love her just as deeply as he claimed.


  She climbed to one of the top bleachers and watched as Gavin led Gypsy and a few other cadets in a series of new practice maneuvers. Gavin would know from where Harlan was sitting that she wanted to talk, because this was their conference spot. She had also left work early, something she rarely did.


  Gypsy looked strong and fit; a far cry from the scrappy little girl Harlan remembered. It made her sad to think her daughter had grown up so fast.


  Gavin dismissed the class and took a moment to speak to Gypsy in private. Harlan watched her daughter nod and smile at him before walking off the floor and out of the double metal doors. Harlan was grateful for Gypsy and Gavin’s repaired relationship. It was nice to see her daughter smile when she was around him. It was certainly in sharp contrast to her teenage years when all they did was fight. There were times when she didn’t know if their marriage would survive all of the aggressive confrontations. Gavin stalked across the arena sand toward her and then came up the bleachers. He took the steps three at a time and when he arrived he wasn’t even winded. He was finally adjusting to his spine replacement.


  He kissed her softly. “Hello, darling,” he said, taking a seat next to her. The scent of fresh sweat caressed her nose and sparked a sudden carnal hunger. There was no denying Gavin was one sexy beast.


  “Tell me why I shouldn’t be furious at you for convincing Kharon to marry Gypsy without her knowledge?”


  Gavin leaned back and rested his elbows on the seat behind him. “Because I wanted her off the market before another male did exactly what Kharon was able to do. As much as you think of her as your little girl, Harlan, she is a woman now, and a beautiful one at that. She is also a prize for anyone wanting to get back at me for whatever wrongs I’ve committed against them or their kin. Kharon is older and an experienced military man. He can guide and protect her if anything should happen to me. He will also allow her to pursue her military career. If another male had gotten a hold of her that would have been the end of that and you know it.”


  Harlan frowned. “Then why didn’t you just have Caraculla stay married to her?”


  Gavin sighed and absently caressed the back of her neck with his fingertips. “I think Caraculla has more than proved that he is not ready for the commitment of marriage and frankly, dear, he’s wrong for her. No matter what he says, he isn’t going to be able to handle the pressure associated with his wife being a warrior. That’s especially true if her successes surpass his, and mark my words, Harlan, they will. As much as I love Caraculla, he lacks maturity and has a few character flaws that concern me. I’ve spent so many years enabling and cloaking his sins that I’ve almost lost sight of what makes a good leader. Kharon is at the top of the food chain. He has nothing more to prove and unlike Caraculla, he has given up everything for Gypsy and he barely knows her. That tells me that he’s in this for the long haul and there isn’t much she could do to make him run.”


  “Well, you should have told her,” Harlan said without much conviction. She’d already lost this one. The logic behind his actions was irrefutable.


  “How could I? She would have refused. You know how adamant she was about not getting married. But as much as she wants to be independent, she is simply not ready for that yet. She’d be pressed into arena matches daily. There are warriors desperate to humiliate her in battle just to make an example of her. Gypsy’s good but she can’t fight three or four warriors a day. With Kharon as her husband, no one dares fuck with her. They know Kharon would want revenge and they’d be stuck facing a grand master in the arena.”


  Harlan sighed, defeated. At least he wasn’t trying to sabotage their daughter’s career again. He was doing what he should be doing—he was looking out for her.


  “Am I forgiven?”


  “I suppose.”


  “Then will you come with me to the whorehouse and play some more games?”


  Harlan’s sex moistened and her flesh ached for his savage kisses. How could she say no? “Under one condition.”


  “Anything. Name it.”


  “You have to tell Gypsy what you did, because if she finds out like I did, she’ll go on the warpath. But if you tell her yourself, you can hopefully make her understand why you did it before she has time to stew.”


  “I will, I promise.”


  Harlan poked a finger at his chest. “I’m going to ask her about it, Gavin, so don’t blow me off.”


  Gavin stood up and took her by the hand. He kissed her palm and grinned. “I give you my most solemn oath, my love. I will tell her all about Kharon just before she leaves to rescue him, fair enough?”


  “No. You need to tell her now. You boys are leaving for Kirillia soon and I don’t want this slipping through the cracks. I have to stop back by my office anyway so I will meet you at Madam Neese’s in two hours. That should give you plenty of time to confess to your meddling.”


  Her husband let go of her hand and folded his arms across his chest, clearly unhappy. Not wanting to afford him time to protest, Harlan got up, kissed him, and trotted down the steps. “You’d better hurry if you want to catch up with her. I’ll see you in two hours,” she called back over her shoulder. “Oh and, Gavin? Try not to lose your temper when she starts yelling at you. She has every right to be pissed.”


  * * * *


  Gypsy sat atop her hyperia as it lazily meandered toward the city outskirts. She had decided to grab an early dinner after her training session and was in no mood for the limited menu of the Academy cafeteria. Sometimes living away from home sucked.


  It was late afternoon and the twin suns had started their descent to the horizon. Her thoughts were consumed with her upcoming rescue mission and the challenges of kidnapping a three hundred and twenty-five pound warrior. She was grateful that Khalee had been assigned to assist but less than thrilled that Scarlet was also going to be accompanying them. The tempestuous doctor was going to flip out when she heard the news.


  The clacking of her hyperia’s footfalls on the dusty road was soon accompanied by the faint sound of another’s approaching at a much faster gait. Gypsy palmed the hilt of her saber and twisted backward in her saddle without drawing it. When she saw her father loping up the road toward her, she reined her mount to a stop and waited for him. The seriousness of his expression told her that he wasn’t pursuing her to join him for a drink. She sure hoped she hadn’t forgotten to complete some obscure task.


  “Did I forget to do something?” she called out when he was almost upon her.


  “No, dear, I need a word with you.” Gavin pulled his hyperia to a stop and fixed her with his golden eye.


  “Do you want to talk here or the bar?”


  “Here is preferable.”


  She glanced up and down the road. “With no one around. Why do I get the feeling this isn’t going to be a happy conversation?” Gypsy folded her arms and waited for whatever dressing down she was going to get for whatever transgression she’d committed.


  “I need to tell you that it was I who convinced Kharon to take you in AEssyrian marriage.” Gavin was never one for beating around the bush. If he had something to tell a person, he just said it. No apology. No explanation. All that would come when her rage ebbed.


  Gypsy’s hands shook slightly as she absorbed the impact of his words. Her mouth twisted into an angry snarl. “Are you fucking crazy? Why would you do such a thing to me? I trusted you!” she yelled, now understanding why he chose to speak with her in solitude.


  “I did it for your protection. I—”


  “Fuck you, Gavin! I don’t need or want your protection. If you’re so hell-bent on hatching plots with Kharon to control my life, then go fucking rescue him yourself! I’m through with all of this shit.” Gypsy reined her hyperia around, squeezing her spurs into its sides. The animal bolted forward into a gallop.


  “Stop your animal now!” Gavin bellowed after her.


  Since she had become one of Gavin’s trainees, following his orders had become ingrained in her like a subconscious instinct. Her father’s commanding voice set off a chain reaction of reflexes. There was nothing else she could do but obey. Jerking back on the reins quickly caused her mount to slide to a stop. Dust billowed up around her as she steadied her now irritated hyperia. Once the animal had calmed, she sat still, her eyes fixed straight ahead down the road. She heard his hyperia walk up next to her, but didn’t turn to face him. The rage growing inside of her threatened everything she’d worked so hard for. If she gave it the freedom it wanted, she would physically attack her father and her career would be done in the blink of an eye. There would be no coming back from it. Gypsy’s reactions to things were continually scrutinized by everyone, her instructors, the nobles, her peers, the emperor, and most of all, her father. Everything is a fucking test.


  “Are you ready to listen to me?” The calm tones of his voice were edged in anger. Much like her, he responded to aggression with fury, and she knew he was sitting on his temper as well. I need to stay civil, no matter what he says.


  “Say what you want. I’m listening,” she said, folding her arms and continuing to stare ahead. So raw was her anger, she couldn’t look her father in the eye.


  “I understand you’re angry at me and I don’t blame you, but I stand by what I did and I’ll tell you why. When you married Caraculla, all protection that you are entitled to under the law shifted from me to your husband. And that was perfect until he convinced you to put him aside.”


  Now she was ready to face him. Turning in her saddle, she said, “You told me it was a wise decision. You said I couldn’t be married while attending the Academy and now you’re saying it was wrong. That’s so like you to change your position when it suits you.”


  “I underestimated Caraculla’s persuasiveness. It was obvious you wanted to stay married to him. I knew you both loved each other so I never thought putting him aside would ever come to pass…but I was wrong. The problem, dear, is when you ended the marriage, you ended his protection, and you don’t revert back under mine. I tried to convince Megolyth to place you back under my protection but he wouldn’t change an entire law for one person.”


  “So what’s the big deal? I can protect myself. I don’t need a husband to fight my battles.”


  “That’s not the issue. Kharon did what any other AEssyrian male could have done. Do you understand what I’m saying? Something had to be done before it became common knowledge that you were no longer married. I needed to find a male worthy of you who would support your career and Kharon is that male. Believe me, Gypsy, this was not an attempt to control your life. I was trying to protect you from being snapped up by someone who would destroy you.”


  Gypsy looked down at her hands as they busily played with her hyperia’s gray spiky mane. “I still don’t understand why this was necessary. A woman doesn’t have to marry any petitioners if someone champions her in the arena or if, in my case, they can defeat the petitioner themselves.”


  “You have absolutely no idea how many males submit marriage paperwork for you because it still isn’t well know that you are Kharon’s wife. You can’t fight three to four males on a daily basis. You’re bound to lose sooner or later and the gods only know what you’d be stuck with. But more importantly, this union will allow you to advance much farther than would otherwise be possible. In addition to battling the men who would try to claim you in marriage, you would also be fending off continuous advances by those you serve over and under. You would become a prize, a conquest. This marriage to Kharon will prevent that from happening because most males won’t screw with him or his wife. You don’t need any unnecessary distractions. By making you unavailable, an enormous complication has been removed from your life. Kharon is a good male for you. He’s madly in love with you and you share a very special connection that most would kill for. Give him a chance.”


  She stared down the road with her mouth pulled into a tense line then a after a few moments passed, she nodded. “Are there really that many males trying to marry me every day?”


  “That’s only on a slow day. I imagine the imperial clerks will be disappointed when everyone knows that Kharon is your husband. The matrimonial quests have become a constant source of amusement for them. You should go talk to them sometime. They’ve got stories to tell.”


  “I assume Mom knows all of this.”


  “Bloody right, she knows. If she hadn’t found out and forced me to confess to you I would still have been considered an innocent in this marital conspiracy. Kharon would have taken my secret to the grave. But not your mother, she is forever forcing me to do the right thing under threat of abstinence.” Gavin grinned and reached his large hand behind her neck pulling her over for a kiss on the forehead. “Are we all better now, or do I still have to go rescue your husband myself?”


  Although her anger was not gone completely it had abated enough for her to get back to the task at hand. “I guess I’ll go. But you need to promise me that you’ll tell me when you’re planning on interfering in my life. Even if you think I won’t agree with you.”


  Gavin looked down for a moment and then turned his head toward her. “I can’t guarantee that, but I promise I’ll try. Be in my office at first light tomorrow. Make sure Khalee and Scarlet are with you.”


  Chapter 4


  Gavin handed Gypsy an equipment list, a detailed map to Kharon’s kingdom, and her orders. “Your mission is simple. Make your way to General Kharon’s kingdom, capture him without getting caught yourselves, and bring him back here as fast as you can. If he’s already on the march that will make this recovery much harder but I still expect you to be successful. Any questions?”


  Scarlet raised her hand. “Um, I have one, General. Why do I have to go?”


  Gavin settled back in his chair and stared at her. It creaked loudly under his weight. He lit up a cigar and blew a stream of smoke in her face. She waved it away and gave him a pinched look. “For two reasons, Doctor Jonson. First is that we need to get you away from the emperor for a little while. Out of sight, out of mind, so to speak. Desmond and I are going to find him a new toy at the Kirillian slave markets. If we are successful, by the time you come back he won’t even remember your name. Second, it is your responsibility to keep General Kharon sedated so he doesn’t rip anyone’s head off and escape.”
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