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  Prologue




  It was the perfect morning for a murder.




  Up above them the sky was a dark melancholy gray with an undeniable threat of rain. The only movement in the forest was a light rotating wind that came and went like waves on the shore. The wind rattled the branches above, sending brown leaves dancing to the ground.




  Lieutenant General Caraculla felt his hyperia shift restlessly beneath him and he tugged on the reins to steady it. He looked up at the two other warriors he’d entrusted to help him with this grisly task: Grand Duke Molitov von Goth and Duke Bassik.




  They heard a rider coming up the road. Baroness Nessa La Rosh rode up, her eyes a cool shade of violet clouded in fear. “He’s coming.”




  Caraculla nodded and gestured for her to go toward the tree line. She rode into the thick woods and quieted her mount. Only a few moments after, her father Baron La Rosh’s hyperia could be heard galloping up the trail. He emerged into the clearing wearing a white linen shirt with a leather vest over it and black leather riding pants. His wavy black hair was pulled into a tight ponytail and his face wore the cruel expression of a man accustomed to brutality. His skin was a darker green than most AEssyrians, probably the result of spending too much time basking in the twin suns. Caraculla had met the baron before at official functions and festivals but never gave him much thought. But today he nursed a potent and unforgiving hatred for the man, a loathing that could only be satisfied by the baron’s death.




  The baron had almost made it to the far end of the clearing when Caraculla gave the signal to his co-conspirators to strike. Grand Duke Molitov blocked the trail leading out of the clearing and Caraculla and Bassik moved up behind the startled baron.




  “What is this?” the baron asked as he reined his hyperia around, looking for a way out. No one answered him. Instead Caraculla grabbed the baron’s sword arm and pulled him off his mount, throwing him to the ground. The unfortunate man scrambled to get to his feet but Bassik dismounted and kicked him onto his back. Reaching down to the baron’s scabbard, Bassik pulled the weapon free and tossed it into the thicket.




  “What is the meaning of this?” the baron demanded, his voice rising in panic.




  Caraculla tossed a thick rope over a nearby branch. It had a hangman’s noose on the end. Caraculla secured the rope to the tree letting the noose dangle ominously from the branch. “Do you really need to ask?”




  Bassik grabbed the baron by the back of his shirt and dragged him over to the noose. The baron fought, flailing his arms wildly in a desperate attempt to fight off his assailants. Caraculla pulled on the noose, widening its loop.




  “I swear to you, gentlemen, I have no idea what offense I have committed!” the baron protested, digging his heels into the soft earth. “By the Gods, have mercy!”




  Caraculla ignored the man’s pleas. There was no room for mercy in this grim deed. As Bassik held the struggling man still, Molitov secured his hands behind his back. The baron looked into the grand duke’s face with eyes dark with terror. “Why?” he pleaded.




  Nessa emerged from her hiding place. She looked like a ghost, a phantom from a time long past. She was the picture of deep sorrow as the delicate bones of her face pulled the light green skin tight around her cheeks and jaw. Caraculla had never seen a woman look so terrifyingly beautiful.




  “I told them,” she said in a voice as soft as a whisper.




  “What?” the baron said, now struggling with renewed horror.




  “How could you spread such lies about your own father?”




  “What lies would those be, my lord?” Caraculla asked as he placed the noose over the baron’s head and tightened the knot until it was snug around his neck.




  “Whatever she said, it’s not true!” the nobleman wailed.




  Molitov walked up to the baron, tilting his head in curiosity. “You’ve never once asked what this supposed lie is. How would you know what your daughter is referring to if there was no truth to it?”




  The baron squirmed to free his hands from behind his back. “All that ungrateful bitch does is lie!”




  “Enough of this,” Bassik said. “Let’s get on with it.”




  “No!” the baron screamed. “I’ll pay you whatever you want! Don’t do this, I beg of you!”




  Caraculla let the cold hatred in his heart fill him. He glanced at Nessa. “Ready?”




  “I’ve been ready for this for a long time,” she said. Then she walked up to her father and stared at him. “You’ll never again stand in the way of my happiness.” She nodded to Caraculla.




  Before the baron could utter another word, Caraculla spooked the hyperia out from under him. But the creature moved too slowly to effect a clean break and the baron choked and thrashed at the end of the rope. Molitov glanced off, bored, but Bassik gave Caraculla a hard look. “For the Gods’ sake, General, finish him.”




  Caraculla walked up to the baron, avoiding the dying man’s kicking legs. Grabbing him around the waist, he let his weight drop toward the ground hard. A loud snap came from the baron and his body went limp.




  Grand Duke Molitov mounted up, dusting off his pristine black uniform. He gave Caraculla a menacing grin. “We’d better get going or you and the baroness will be missed.”




  Nessa stared at the dangling corpse of her father. “Are you sure he’s dead?”




  Caraculla mounted up and rode over to the baron’s body. Pulling out a double-bladed dagger, he drove it deep into the dead man’s right eye. “If there was any doubt, it’s gone now.” He brought Nessa her mount. “Let’s go before anyone starts wondering where we are.”




  A predatory bird cawed somewhere off in the distance just as the executioners rode off. Everyone would be attending the wedding in a few days. Everyone except, of course, the father of the bride.




  Chapter 1




  The medical clinic waiting room was more crowded than Gypsy Theron had ever seen it. Everywhere she looked were soldiers, merchants and academy cadets like herself. Some chatted quietly among themselves about women and politics; others just lounged patiently reading and snacking on whatever meager offerings they carried with them. The oddest thing of all was that most didn’t even look like they needed any real medical attention.




  There were probably two good reasons for the sudden rise in patients; one was the return of the chief medical officer, her mother Harlan, from her recent kidnapping and subsequent leg surgery. The other was the reputation of Doctor Krull. Like Harlan, Krull was an intelligent and dedicated doctor who would often try unusual remedies for common ailments. Happily for his patients, Krull’s unorthodox methods usually worked.




  Gypsy’s mother, a gifted and accomplished doctor in her own right, had become as popular for her compassion as for her successes. Interestingly enough, many AEssyrian warriors liked going to her for their various male problems because they found it easier to talk to her about them than another male. Gypsy guessed that if a penis was the problem, it would be pretty hard to bring it up with another male. If a man did, he would have to expose his worst weakness to a potential rival. Not fun at all.




  As for Gypsy, she had to see Krull because her mother had asked him to treat her for this damned Primal Fever. Gypsy had protested seeing Krull at first, but Harlan had explained the Kirillian doctor was more familiar with the condition and thus better equipped to treat it. Gypsy thought her mother had passed her off to Krull because she’d just gotten tired of listening to Gypsy beg for a hysterectomy. Her mother’s refusal was ridiculous. After all, what was the big deal if Gypsy never had kids?




  Although it hadn’t reared its annoying head in a few months because General Kharon wasn’t around, she could still feel the Fever lurking in her heart and mind waiting to disrupt her life and career. Oh, what she wouldn’t give to be rid of it! Krull had been working on a serum to treat the worst of the symptoms but so far they’d had limited success. It was almost as though her body would readjust to each serum the moment it was injected.




  A tall male medic came out holding a file and scanning the group. “Gypsy? Gypsy Theron?”




  Gypsy waved her hand in the air and came over. “Yeah. That’s me.” She never understood why the medics always had to yell her name a bunch of times while searching the crowd. Being the only female in a black imperial uniform, one would think she’d be easy to spot.




  The medic turned his back to her and led her to one of the exam rooms. He gestured for her to go inside, then closed the door after her. Then she heard the unmistakable shuffling of her file being dropped into the basket outside. While she waited, she stared out the window watching two peasants arguing over an old hyperia. The poor creature looked like it had seen better days and she felt a fleeting pity for the animal. Many of the hyperia used by the lower classes were worked hard until the day they died under a harness.




  A knock sounded and Krull came in. Krull was dressed in his lab coat, a light gray shirt, dark pants and boots. His dark blond hair was pulled back into a loose ponytail. He was an older Krillian doctor and one of those men who grew more attractive as they aged. Opening her file, he reviewed a few pages, occasionally scribbling a note in the margin. “How are you today, Gypsy?”




  She jumped up on the examining table. “Just great. Could be better, though.” She was referring, of course, to the Primal Fever.




  Krull smiled without looking up. He knew. He got it. “Don’t worry,” he assured her. “We’ll find a way to make you more comfortable.”




  “I’d rather be cured.”




  “Well that is the ultimate goal but it’s going to take some time. This is a very rare affliction and not something most women want cured.” He tossed the file down on the counter and came over to examine her.




  Gypsy smiled. “Well, if you haven’t noticed by now, I’m not most women.”




  His blue eyes sparkled in amusement. “Could you lift up your shirt and unbutton your pants please?”




  “Why don’t we skip all of this nonsense and just remove the problem? I’m not that attached to having kids and probably wouldn’t make a good mother anyway.”




  “We’ve already had this discussion many times and my position is as firm as your mother’s. You are too young to fully understand the implications of removing your uterus. Neither your mother, nor Doctor Jonson, nor myself will perform the surgery so it is pointless to continue bringing it up.”




  As usual, she had managed to irritate Krull without really trying, so Gypsy did as he asked. She leaned back and let him feel her abdomen. His warm hands rested on her bare flesh and the contact made her nipples hard. She did her best to look bored but the truth was he was sexy, even if he wasn’t her type.




  Krull pushed around her abdomen for a few minutes, his face unreadable. Gypsy shifted and brushed her knee against his groin. She was surprised and amused to find he was erect. Interesting that under that cool, calm exterior he found her attractive. Well, maybe just fuckable. For his part, Krull didn’t seem to care that she knew his dirty little secret. Instead, he just carried on with his examination, listening to her heart and probing her glands.




  Finally, he took a step back and picked up her file. He made a few notes. “I’m afraid we’ll have to adjust your medication again.”




  She’d expected as much. They’d been trying to get the right dosage for a few days. “Why am I not surprised?” She didn’t bother to hide the annoyance in her tone.




  Krull stared at her. “Nature is a difficult thing to fight, Gypsy. It always wants to win and will continuously adapt to ensure it does.”




  “I know, my mother already gave me the ‘wonderful world of nature’ lecture.” She sighed. “I just hate being enslaved to this crap. I want to be rid of it so I can get on with my life.”




  “Come back tomorrow morning. I’ll have a new serum waiting at the front desk. Perhaps the urge to mate with Kharon will fade with time. You’re still developing and maturing, maybe you’ll grow out of this,” he offered.




  Gypsy jumped off the table, buttoning her pants back up. “I sure as hell hope so, Doc. I can’t take much more of this. See you in a few more days.”




  Chapter 2




  Kharon.




  His very name awoke a demanding hunger from the depths of her soul. Even her beloved Caraculla couldn’t evoke the kind of consuming emotion General Kharon did. He was her guilty secret: a man she wasn’t in love with but who owned her desire nonetheless. Kharon was the drug habit she couldn’t shake.




  Every waking moment of every day since she’d first had sex with the general was a new adventure in misery. And when school started next semester and he came back, she would lose herself all over again. A willing slave to Kharon’s burning lust. If only Krull could find exactly the right hormonal cocktail to keep the fever at bay.




  There was no other way to say it. Kharon was ruining her life, or at least the life of a warrior she’d been trying to build.




  Gypsy sat in her special dressing room at the arena trying to summon the will to go out and practice. Her new armor, a gift from the Grand Duchess Von Goth, rested on the bench next to her, its shining metal mocking her. What was the use? What kind of future did she have? She couldn’t go on fighting this unwinnable battle. It was driving her crazy just trying. All her heart wanted to do was go to Kharon, give him her body, and bear him children.




  But her head was a different matter. It raged against any thought of domestic bliss. She wanted to be a warrior, damn it! Not some trophy wife of Kharon’s. And what about her lover, Caraculla? Something was happening to them and Gypsy knew it wasn’t good. Things and events were pulling them apart. Oh, he never said as much, but she knew. She could feel it in her gut. Her relationship with him was being destroyed not only by her primal connection to Kharon, but other things were also at work behind the scenes.




  Gypsy knew.




  She’d been hearing snippets of gossip here and there that Caraculla was seeing someone else. He’d even admitted as much. But the truth was that she simply didn’t have enough emotional strength left to confront him. Especially if he told her they were done.




  That would tear her heart out.




  But did she have the right to try and hold him? After all, she was locked in this Primal Fever, a natural abomination that she couldn’t control and there didn’t seem to be any relief in sight. Worst of all, when Kharon returned she would be his again and nothing she did could stop that. As it was, it was a daily battle not to go join him in his kingdom and let the consequences be damned. But then she remembered her father and the enormous faith he’d placed in her. He’d pulled her back from the final destruction of her dream and she would never forget his doing that. Remembering what he’d done for her gave her the will to fight Kharon’s pull even harder and keep forging ahead for one more day. She was not going to let this thing beat her. She had come too far and sacrificed too much to let these chemically induced emotions win out.




  Gypsy decided to skip practice today and go home. She had put on her armor, packed up her stuff, and opened the door to leave when she spotted her father sitting in the bleachers. Gavin reclined with his arms across the neighboring seats watching two young warriors fight. He didn’t look impressed. Spotting her, Gavin gestured for her to come and join him.




  The last thing she wanted to do was talk but he’d seen her so she was stuck. Plopping down on the bench next to him she stretched out, resting her boots on the metal railing. A few moments passed as they watched the two fighters. Even to her untrained eye they looked sloppy. It looked like they were putting on an unconvincing show for whoever might be watching.




  Gesturing to the warriors, Gavin said, “What do you make of them?”




  Gypsy wasn’t in the mood for games. “They suck.”




  “Watch them carefully,” he said, leaning forward and arching his back.




  Trying to ignore her depression, Gypsy studied the two males and one thing caught her attention right away. They were staring at each other more than they were fighting each other. It almost looked…no, it was definitely sexual. She leaned forward. Even their blows were subdued, like foreplay. The whole scene was weird. She wondered if the two males had been together. “They’re attracted to each other.”




  “Have they been together?” Gavin asked. There was no judgment in his tone, just curiosity.




  “How should I know?”




  “They have not,” Gavin said. “But in any relationship one person has more power than the other. Which one has the power here?”




  Gypsy looked at Gavin but he kept his attention on the fighters far below. There was some kind of lesson in this. Great. So much for a quick chat. She glanced down and noticed the shorter of the two was the one to initiate the sparring and was the first one to stop it. “The short one has all the power.”




  “Why?”




  “Because he’s controlling all the action. The other male is just responding, following the shorter male’s lead.”




  “That’s right, Gypsy,” Gavin said. “So it follows that the shorter male will decide if a sexual relationship will begin. He will also decide when it will end.”




  “Yeah,” Gypsy said, rolling the power question around in her mind. The only reason Kharon has this kind of pull over me is because of the Primal Fever. If I could just get rid of it, I’d be free.




  The two males concluded their practice and walked off talking in soft, warm tones. Gypsy was too far up to hear exactly what they were saying but it sounded friendly. “Can I ask you a personal question?”




  “Of course,” Gavin said.




  “Who has the power in your relationship with Mom?” Gypsy thought she knew, she just wanted to hear him admit it. It would be a big truth from him.




  “Your mother does. But then you knew that.”




  “Yes, but that doesn’t make sense. Why does she have the power? After all, you’re the warrior. You’re one of the most powerful men in the empire.”




  Gavin stood up and stretched and for a moment Gypsy thought he wasn’t going to answer her. Then he said, “Because she could leave me tomorrow and I would never recover from the loss. But she would be sad for a while and then move on with her life.”




  “Do you really believe that?”




  “I believe it enough not to test my luck.” He leaned down and kissed her on the top of her head. “Good night, Gypsy.”




  “Good night, Gavin.”




  Chapter 3




  It was night by the time Gypsy left. She watched a few more matches, contemplating the power lesson she’d just learned. Then she took her time riding home and used the solitude to think about the best way to capture the future she wanted. By the time she arrived home at the villa she shared with Caraculla, it was well past midnight.
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