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SIREN WARRIOR SERIES BOOK 1:

MAIDEN’S CURSE

by

Michelle Marquis & Lindsay Bayer


Chapter 1

Today was the day.

Gypsy Theron reached the weapon master’s shop at dawn, just as she planned. The low early morning fog that left her boots damp had begun to dissipate. She watched from across the road as the old man folded aside the wood panels that fortified his shop front. He seemed intent upon his work, mesmerizing her with his easy grace as he set his merchandise out for sale. His long gray robes were clean and pressed but hung heavily off his gaunt frame. The gray was a poor choice for him, making his green skin look ashen and dusty with age. His weathered face was deeply carved with heavy lines and his body moved with the stiffness of arthritis.

When he had finished setting up for the day, Gypsy moved forward and greeted him. “Good morning, old father,” she said.

He squinted at her and leaned against a thick wooden post that held the roof up. “A good morning to you as well, young miss,” he said, returning her greeting with a suspicious grin. “How may I serve the general’s daughter? Come to purchase a new weapon for your father?”

“No,” she corrected, running her finger gently along the blade of a battle-axe set out for display. “This weapon is for me.”

The weapon master stared at her, his mouth set in a thin line. He picked up a leg sheath with a small knife buried within. “A dagger, perhaps?” he offered. “Definitely suitable protection for a young lady.”

Gypsy turned to face the man. “I don’t need a dagger. What I need is a battle-worthy sword for the tournament this morning.”

The old man cast his eyes to the ground. She knew he thought she was insane. They all did. To look at her, he would have every reason to think so, for she looked every inch the humanoid her mother was. She was no obvious match for a six-foot-plus AEssyrian warrior. But the warrior’s life was what she’d chosen, even if she did have to break all the known rules of womanly conduct.

A few thin clouds veiled the twin suns for a few moments, then passed quickly away as they stood there in silence. When the weapon master looked up to meet her gaze again, his eyes were clouded in shame. He looked as if she’d undressed herself in public.

Clearing his throat, he said, “I have a few blades that might meet your needs.” He moved deeper into the store, his boots scraping heavily on the wood planks. He came to a wall where three short swords hung. Two of the blades were straight and one was curved.

Gypsy chewed her bottom lip. Her sword knowledge was seriously sparse. She had tried to learn as much as she could by reading the books in her father’s library, but most of them were somewhat dated. She didn’t recognize any of the swords in the shop and thus knew nothing about them. She decided it was better not to ask, he probably would mislead her anyway. Certainly one blade was as good as another.

Two grizzled soldiers stalked into the shop and gave her a curious glance. I’d better not take too long or I’ll look like a novice.

Finally, she pointed at the curved short sword. “That one,” she said. “I’ll take that one.”

* * * *

The main gates to the arena were massive wooden doors that dwarfed the guards before them. They were usually open to allow for visitor access, but they were now closed, indicating the tournament had begun. Gypsy approached the posted guards, her stomach twisting nervously.

Walking up cautiously, she approached the shorter of the two guards—a warrior of about six-foot-two with a scarred lip and a corporal’s insignia on his uniform. He eyed her suspiciously.

Gypsy arched her back, trying to look taller. “I need to get inside,” she said in her most commanding voice. “I’m a contestant.”

The corporal’s face settled into an angry scowl. “What is this, a joke?”

Gypsy cursed under her breath for getting here late. If she’d arrived a few minutes earlier, she would have blended in with the crowd and avoided this annoying interrogation. “No, it’s not a joke,” she said coolly. “Check your list. I’m on there as one of the combatants.”

The corporal snorted and shot a look at his companion. The other man shrugged and they both opened the gates. Squeezing her sword tightly, Gypsy slipped inside and melted into the crowded darkness.


Chapter 2

The ready rooms beneath the arena were packed with young warriors hungry to prove their fighting skill. The smell of nervous sweat hung in the air as men took any spot they could to get ready. Some sat on the floor reinforcing their heavy boots and securing their shin armor, others stood with their arms out while friends secured their chest armor. Drake Trolis didn’t need to join in all the fuss. He’d come to the tournament armored up and ready to go.

He placed his hand on the hilt of his saber and watched the latest match through the entryway. Because of his weight, he was in a more senior class and had at least another hour to wait before his match came. As he stood waiting, he caught an unusual scent. He turned around and drew it in with a deep breath through his nose. It was sweet and earthy and he yearned to find it. Female. A small kernel of lust pulled at his gut, arousing and awakening him.

Then he spotted her.

She was humanoid and he immediately knew who she was. Indeed, everyone did and everyone was reacting the same way. Sitting on the floor by a chest of discarded armor, she swore softly as she rummaged through it, trying to find anything that would fit her small frame. Her black pants were snug and tucked neatly into her boots and she wore a long-sleeve light cloth shirt a few sizes too big for her. A tense hush quieted the noise and clatter of the men getting ready as all eyes turned to the woman.

Her name was Gypsy Theron and she was tall for a human. Well, technically she was a half-breed. Standing somewhere around five-foot-nine, she had dark brown hair that hung in long waves down the middle of her back and the golden eyes of her father. She was a stunning beauty, her AEssyrian blood gifting her with a body of lean muscle and long graceful limbs. The daughter of a famous general, she was a good catch for any man hoping for a career in the military. Unfortunately, she was considered brazen, willful and very crazy. At nineteen—while most young woman were dating like crazy to find a good husband—she was here hoping to qualify by fighting the most dangerous men in the empire. A normal woman wouldn’t have been caught dead here.

Drake stalked over to her. She was so intent on getting ready she didn’t hear him coming. He crouched down next to her and picked up her sword.

“You’re going into the arena with this?” he asked.

Gypsy tried to snatch it back, but he held it just out of her reach. She got up off the ground and glared at him. “Give it back.”

Drake instantly hated her. What he wouldn’t give to teach her some respect in private. “Take it from me.”

In a flash of speed, Gypsy pulled a knife from her boot and pushed it between the joints of his codpiece. A rush of hot rage filled him, but he remained cautious. He had no doubt she’d hurt him.

“Gypsy Theron!” a voice called from the arena entrance. “Your match!”

“Give it back now or your breeding days are over,” she said through clinched teeth.

Drake slowly held the weapon out to her. She reached for it and he dropped it on the ground. Keeping her knife at his groin, she knelt and picked it up. She came up, slipped the knife in the holster, and backed toward the arena.

“That thing will break with the first solid blow you get,” he called after her.

* * * *

Gypsy emerged into the hot morning sun to the roar of the crowd. Standing before her was Thog, the smallest warrior in the competition. He wasn’t small to her though. Standing at six-foot, he was easily two hundred and fifty pounds. His hair was long, stringy and black, hanging loose just past his shoulders. He advanced to the middle of the arena to join her and wore the same piecemeal armor she had on. At least his equipment isn’t better than mine.

The referee rattled off the rules and stepped back. Thog touched his blade to hers then lunged in for an attack. Gypsy blocked the first blow but immediately knew something was wrong with her weapon. As Drake had warned, the steel was weak and began taking dings with every blow that struck it. Gypsy panicked and stumbled back, working her sword from side to side to ward off the punishing attack. A horizontal chop bent her blade badly and embarrassment burned her cheeks. Her first match and she was going to lose because her sword was crap. It hardly seemed fair. It was one thing to be defeated fairly but this…this just sucked.


Chapter 3

General Gavin Theron climbed the brown stone steps of the arena to his reserved seating. He stopped for a moment and glanced behind him to make sure he hadn’t lost his wife, Harlan in the crowd. He had pulled her out of her clinic duty for this and she was none too happy. Still wearing her bright blue scrubs and crisp white lab coat, she was easy to find in this crowd. It also helped that she was one of only a handful of humanoids scattered throughout the stands.

“Come on, darling,” he said impatiently. “The first set of matches has already begun.”

Harlan was momentarily trapped behind a group of old gentlemen trying to decide on a place to sit. She gave him an annoyed glare. “You go ahead. I’ll be there in a minute.”

The men turned around and, noticing her, made a gap for her to pass. She smiled at them and rushed up the steps to catch up to Gavin. Finally at their reserved seating, Harlan and Gavin settled into their seats. Gavin looked down at the arena floor. A lot of promising young men had come of age for military service this spring, and he was eager to see how they fought. He stared down, unable to process what he was seeing.

Gavin stood up. By the gods…

Gypsy was down there, and not doing too well. Her weapon had broken in two and she was doing everything she could to dodge her opponent’s savage attack.

“What’s wrong?” Harlan asked, setting her jacket down on the seat next to her.

“Gypsy’s in the match.”

Harlan stood up and stared down. “Don’t be ridiculous.” She stared at the arena and her face paled. “What the hell is going on! Is that why you brought me here?”

“I swear I had no knowledge of this. Surely you know I wouldn’t be a party to something like this.”

Gavin and Harlan cringed as Gypsy dodged another vicious blow that almost cost her head.

“Oh my God, Gavin, get her out of there!” Harlan yelled.

“I can’t. If I interfere, she’ll be a laughingstock. Right now she only looks like a crazy fool.”

“I don’t give a crap what she looks like! You get her the hell out of there before she gets killed!” Harlan screamed at him.

Gavin quickly swept his gaze over the reserved military seating one row below them. “Where the devil is Caraculla?”

He finally spotted him, sitting just a few rows down. The colonel wasn’t looking at the arena, preferring instead to kiss his girlfriend of the day. Gavin tried to yell down to him, but the roar of the crowd drowned him out. Picking up a small rock, Gavin threw it at him to get his attention. It bounced off the back of his neck. Caraculla glared in the general’s direction, then seeing who wanted him, climbed the steps to join them.

“What the hell is wrong with you?” he said, rubbing the back of his neck.

“Gypsy is in the arena fighting,” Gavin replied.

Caraculla looked down and frowned. “What is she doing fighting? She’s going to get maimed or killed down there.”

“Go tell the referee to call the match off. He should listen because she no longer has a weapon to defend herself,” Gavin said, pushing Caraculla toward the steps. “When you’ve got her, bring her to my office for a little chat. And hurry up!”

Gavin turned to Harlan, but before he could say anything, she was up and following Caraculla down the stairs.


Chapter 4

Gypsy came into her father’s office, escorted by his bulldog, Colonel Caraculla. Her father’s office felt small and cramped with files stacked high on tables, the floor, his desk, everywhere there could have been open space. Gavin may have been a gifted soldier but he wasn’t known for his administrative skills. Unfortunately, his people skills were even worse and most secretaries were unable to stand him for more than a few months. The air which normally smelled like cigar smoke, now held the strong stench of mint oil. It smelled awful. She sighed, not even trying to hide her annoyance. She was tired, humiliated, and not in the mood for one of his long-winded lectures.

Gavin was lying on his belly on top of a folding table, being rubbed down by an attractive young woman. Her father had persistent back problems from his many years of combat, and often sought all kinds of remedies. Gypsy wondered if her mother had any idea one of his treatments involved such a pretty woman. She doubted it would surprise her.

Gavin waved the masseuse away and got up off the table, stiffly. He pulled his uniform tunic on, but left it unbuttoned. “Have you lost your fucking mind? Do you realize you could have been killed in the arena today? What were you thinking?”

Gypsy bristled. She hated being sworn at by him. It made her feel dirty. “No, I haven’t lost my mind. Of course, I realize I could have been killed. That’s the point of tournaments. I was trying to gain some points to qualify,” she replied flatly.

“You can’t qualify. First, you’re a female—no female has ever qualified. Second, you have no training. All you’re going to accomplish is to get yourself slaughtered,” he said angrily.

Caraculla went to a corner chair and removed some files stacked on the seat. He eased himself down as though he didn’t want to attract attention. “Your father’s right. You can’t just go into the arena and hope to qualify without any training.”

She turned on him. A flash of heat warmed her neck and face. “So train me or mind your own damn business.” It came out much nastier than she had intended.

Gavin shook his head and took a seat behind his desk. “That,” he said, “is out of the question.”

“What? Training me, or minding his own damn business?” she said.

“Both,” he replied.

“Why? Just because I’m a woman? There are no rules against women competing.”

Caraculla glanced at Gavin, who stood up and pointed at Gypsy. “There doesn’t need to be any rules. Women, you included, simply don’t have the strength to compete. Those matches are brutal and long, and most women are smart enough to realize they wouldn’t stand a chance.”

This was pointless. They were never going to support her in this, so why even try reasoning with them? She didn’t need them anyway. Gypsy took on her most pleasant tone. She was eager to get out of here and confront the thieving craftsman. “Is that all?” she said to Gavin.

“No, it isn’t,” he said. “Where did you get that useless weapon?”

“I saved up and bought it,” she replied.

Caraculla shook his head. “Whoever you bought it from cheated the hell out of you.”

Gypsy scowled at the colonel. “No kidding. Was I not holding it when it broke? I’ll deal with it myself,” she said. He was only here to aggravate her and back up his master, Gavin. She pointed to where he sat on his chair. “Why is he still in here? Don’t you have some other monkey errand you can send him on?”

Gavin shrugged. “There’s no need to be pissed at him, he’s just trying to help you, Gypsy.”

“I don’t need his help or yours,” she said, staring at Gavin. She could feel Caraculla glaring, and a happy thrill filled her. There, how does that feel?

Her father stood up, arching his back. It cracked a few times. She hoped it hurt. “Now listen, Gypsy, you’ve terrified your mother and endangered yourself recklessly. I’m placing you on restriction until I’m confident you won’t do anything foolish like that again.”

Gypsy opened her mouth to protest, but Gavin held up his hand.

“I also want you to go by the clinic and apologize to your mother for scaring the crap out of her, and promise her you won’t do it again. Are we agreed?”

“Sure. Fine. Whatever,” she said.

“Colonel Caraculla will escort you there,” Gavin added.

“I can find my way to the clinic on my own. I don’t need a babysitter!”

Caraculla stood up. “I’d love to escort her, but I can’t, Gavin,” he said. “I have a match myself in a few minutes.”

Gypsy seethed at the hint of smugness she detected in his voice. She bit her bottom lip before something vile escaped from it.

Gavin studied Gypsy for a moment. Then he said, “Go straight to the clinic and then straight home. Do you understand me?”

Gypsy turned her back on him and headed for the door. “I don’t think I’ll ever understand you,” she said.


Chapter 5

Since this was going to be her last chance at freedom for a while, Gypsy took her time getting to her mother’s medical clinic. The five-minute bell for the next match sounded throughout the city, and Gypsy scrambled up the steps of a nearby rooftop to watch. It was early afternoon and the twin suns blazed. This was the time when the most experienced fighters had their matches. The intense heat and humidity of the afternoon added additional challenges to the combatants. Sometimes it stormed which, strangely enough, brought out an even larger crowd. Matches weren’t called for anything elemental.

When Gypsy was a little girl, she loved watching the fights at the arena. Tournament nights she’d sneak out of her room, up to a rooftop and watch the men compete, fighting for a coveted slot at the military academy. It was terrifying and thrilling all at the same time. She’d seen all the great ones, her father included. But he didn’t usually fight anymore. He was at the top of the food chain and had nothing to prove to anyone. She’d also seen the tragedy of men die. But what a death they’d had! The whole empire attended their funerals and they were remembered with respect and honor. It was inevitable that one day she’d dream of being among them.

Out onto the arena floor stalked Caraculla, the handsome young Razorback who had climbed the ranks faster than anyone of his race. It was unusual for a Razorback male to pursue a military career as most were fairly docile, unlike their AEssyrian cousins. The Razorbacks were a matriarchal society ruled by a dominant queen who made sure the males stayed in their place. Males who showed too much aggression were usually exiled or sought lives in the AEssyrian Empire, as Caraculla had.

As Gypsy watched the match, she was reminded how skilled the colonel was. Within seconds, he had his opponent struggling to fend him off as he pressed his advantage with punishing blows. As Gypsy studied him fight, she couldn’t help but admire Caraculla’s hard, rugged beauty. Every muscle seemed to move with feline grace as he effortlessly drove his enemy back. Reality slipped away and she imagined herself in her room with him. In her fantasy, she was in a white robe and wore nothing underneath. He was advancing on her, a dangerous warrior glint in his eyes, his long dark auburn hair around his broad shoulders, except for the two braided scarlet locks at his temple—nature’s warning of his venomous abilities. A current of sexual hunger took her deeper into the hidden recesses of her soul. She closed her eyes and smiled as she stood before him in her room, his lips touching hers with a crushing, demanding kiss. For a moment, she let go and lost herself in his seduction.

Running her fingers into his hair, she reveled in its silken texture. His kisses were becoming more insistent, demanding more than she was willing to give. He picked her up and laid her on the bed, his heavy body on top of hers, both frightening and exciting her. She wanted him with every fiber of her being. Then the crowd cheered and pulled her from her thoughts. She looked down at the arena and watched Caraculla raise his sword in triumph.

He had won.

Gypsy envied him. What a great moment that must be. Someday, no matter what I have to do, that’s going to be me.


Chapter 6

Harlan sat in her office trying to concentrate on the patient file at hand, but just couldn’t. What could Gypsy have been thinking, going into the arena like that? Combat was a dangerous prospect for even the most well trained soldiers, and in all the years Harlan had lived here she’d never seen a human compete, let alone a woman. The thought of her daughter being battered to death sent an icy terror through her. There was a soft knock on the door.

“Who is it?” Harlan said, not welcoming an interruption.

The door cracked open and Gypsy poked her head in. “It’s me, Mom. Gavin made me come to apologize.”

Ever since Gypsy could speak, she had called her father by his first name. Harlan had tried to teach her to call him dad or father, but she always came back to Gavin. Gavin thought it was cute when she was a child, it annoyed him when she was a teenager, and now that she was a young woman, he was just used to it. Harlan stared at her daughter standing in the doorway and fought to hold her temper under wraps. Like her father, Gypsy responded poorly to aggression in any form. “Come in and sit down,” Harlan said.

Gypsy came in and sat. Harlan took a moment to scan her for any sign of injury and found none. “Are you really sorry or are you just humoring your father?”

Gypsy shrugged and chewed her thumbnail. “I’m sorry I scared you, but I’m not sorry I tried to compete.”

Harlan’s heart sped up. “So what are you saying, that you’re going to try again?”

“The first chance I get,” she said, as she stood up.

“Gypsy!” Harlan said, getting to her feet. “Don’t you realize you could have been killed today? Those men in the arena study for years to fight. What makes you think you can just waltz in there and win a match? Please don’t do that again.”

The moment the words left Harlan’s lips, she knew she’d wasted her breath. Her daughter was so much like her father—headstrong, aggressive and bold. A feeling of hopelessness took hold of Harlan as she worried for Gypsy’s future. Perhaps Gavin had been right. Perhaps she should have let him arrange a marriage for her. Maybe that would have been enough of a distraction.

But Harlan knew she was fooling herself. Gypsy would never have accepted an arranged marriage, even if the man were the most handsome in the empire.

“I’ll tell you what,” Gypsy said, “I can’t promise I won’t compete again, but I will promise to try and get some kind of training for the next time.”

Harlan wanted to scream. “Competing against these AEssyrian warriors is suicide! Please, Gypsy—”

Gypsy held up her hands to ward off her mother’s protest. She paced the room. “Okay, all right! If I promise, will that make you happy?”

“Very.”

“Interesting that nobody gives a shit what makes me happy, though.”

“Now, Gypsy, that’s not fair.”

“Why can’t I just be who I am? Why do I always have to conform to what you and Gavin want me to be?” Harlan opened her mouth to speak, but Gypsy wasn’t listening.

“I’m sick of everyone trying to control my future,” she said, storming for the door.

Harlan felt a sudden surge of panic. Her daughter had a tendency to act first and worry about the consequences later. “Where are you going? Your father wants you home.”

“Don’t worry,” Gypsy tossed back, going out into the hall, “I won’t disappoint my big asshole jailer. I’m going home.”


Chapter 7

After coming home and doing all the grunt work her father gave her, he finally allowed her some private time in her room. Gypsy traded her battle clothes for some loose-fitting gray pants and a thin, dark blue T-shirt. She dressed quietly and turned off her light. She could hear her parents having a tense discussion in their bedroom, and she quietly padded down the stairs in her bare feet, shoes in hand. Gavin would kill her if he caught her, but she just had to get out of here for a while. A group of her friends usually hung out at Hollow’s Ford, and she was curious what the buzz was about her arena appearance. Since it was only a short distance from her house, she walked and enjoyed the mild evening temperature.

The minute she arrived at the Ford, she knew something was wrong. Everyone was there—Angel, her best friend, Stella Brock, a few of the noble’s sons she didn’t know the names of, and Gregor Savion, the son of a once-exiled Razorback grand duke. They all stared at her like she’d killed someone.

A delighted squeal erupted from the crowd, and Angel rushed for her, slamming into Gypsy for a friendly embrace. Angel pulled back and smiled. “By the gods, Gypsy! Everyone is talking about you! Nobody can believe you went into the arena!”

Gypsy suddenly felt like coming here might not have been such a good idea. AEssyrian men didn’t approve of women fighting, and her being human probably didn’t help matters. “I was just trying to rank.”

The group of young men chuckled and went back to their conversation. They think I’m an idiot. I shouldn’t have come.

“Whatever your reason was, I think you were very brave,” Angel said.

“Thanks, Angel,” Gypsy said, now wanting to leave more than ever.

“I think it was pretty brave too,” a voice said.

Both women looked up to see Gregor strolling up to them. Angel gave him a dazzling smile. “You Razorbacks like women who fight, don’t you?”

He met Gypsy’s eyes and she felt her cheeks warm. He was achingly handsome and all she could think about was kissing him on those full, sensual lips.

“We don’t just like women who fight, we like strong women,” he corrected.

“Gypsy’s a strong woman,” Angel offered. Gypsy shot her a warning look.

“She is indeed,” Gregor said.

Gypsy was vaguely aware of Angel sneaking off to leave her alone with Gregor. She made a mental note to scold Angel when she saw her again for playing matchmaker.

Gypsy folded her arms across her chest. “You’re Grand Duke Savion’s son, aren’t you?”

Gregor sat down on a fallen tree and gestured for her to sit. “Yes, I am. And you’re General Theron’s daughter.” Gypsy sat, keeping her distance from him. There was some bad blood between their fathers and she still didn’t know if this was some kind of cruel trick to embarrass her. “Yeah, that’s me.”

“I meant what I said. I think you were very brave for trying to make rank. Too bad your weapon broke.”

She plucked a few pieces of bark off the tree. “Someone in the preparation area tried to warn me it was crap, but I didn’t listen. I feel pretty stupid.”

“We all make mistakes, especially when we’re driven by passion.”

Gypsy smiled. At least he was doing a good job of pretending to understand her. “I assume you got your ranking at the tournament.”

“Yes, I did, but don’t worry. You still have two more chances this year. You still might make it.”

“Yeah, but if I don’t make rank this year, I’ll never have a chance at the military academy.”

“Is that what you want? To be a soldier like your father?”

Gypsy ran her hand over the bare spot where she’d stripped the bark. “Yes, but that’s not what he wants me to be.”

“I would think he’d be very supportive.”

“Well, he’s not, because I’m female. There’s never been a female in the military academy and he certainly doesn’t want his boy’s club soiled by me. It doesn’t matter. He doesn’t believe I can make it, anyway.”

Gregor reached out, moved a lock of hair from her face, and draped it behind her ear. “In the Razorback Queendom, they call that the Maiden’s Curse.”

“What do you mean?” Gypsy asked.

“The queen is openly critical of how the AEssyrians treat their women. She thinks it’s criminal. I’m surprised you haven’t heard talk of her views before. She speaks out every chance she gets.”

The misery of the afternoon was starting to fade. “No, I hadn’t.”

“What do you believe in your heart? Do you believe you can make it?”

“I don’t know anymore,” she said, getting up. “Listen, I’ve got to go before I get caught not being where I’m supposed to be.”

“Meet me here tomorrow. I’d like a chance to talk to you alone.”

Gypsy smiled at him. “We’ll see, but I’m not promising anything. My little tournament stunt has got me on restriction until I’m dead or longer.”


Chapter 8

Gavin was the most graceful man Gypsy had ever seen with a weapon. Alone and naked to the waist in their villa’s courtyard he seemed somehow complete, like the last practitioner of a long forgotten religion. He and his sword were a single entity and as she watched him work with such skill and focus, she both envied, and admired him.

When she was a small child, he’d lost an eye during a campaign in the jungle. What should have been a career ending injury only made him more determined to get back to his previous skill level. He trained for hours every day, having to relearn even the most basic fighting skills. Her mother had helped him with vision exercises to retrain his one eye to work as two. His frustration level was intense, and didn’t help his already surly personality. Gypsy remembered avoiding him a lot during that time. It had taken years for him to recapture his proficiency, but he’d done it and some said he fought even better.

A person would think a man with one eye blind would exhibit a more cautious fighting style. Not her father. He fought with the endurance and ferocity of men a fraction of his age. The black eyepatch he wore should have been a beacon of weakness to his opponents. But it only increased the brutality of his appearance, and made him more intimidating.

Sometimes—although she hated to admit it even to herself—she longed to have a better relationship with him. But she knew that was never going to be. Her father was a difficult man to get close to, especially if you were one of his children. She would have to settle for the thin truce they always exercised when they were together, and try never to hope for anything more.

Gypsy stood in the shadows for a few seconds, then ventured over to a stone bench to sit. She was annoyed at herself for being so quiet, as if she had no right to be here and interrupt him.

He stopped and looked at her, not with the warmth of a father, but with the scrutiny of an adult being annoyed by a small child. “Did you apologize to your mother like I asked you to?” he asked.

“Yes,” Gypsy replied, fighting to keep the sarcasm out of her tone.

Gavin lowered his saber and picked up a towel to wipe the sweat from his neck and chest. “I trust you won’t be trying that stunt again.”

Gypsy rubbed her palms on her pant legs. “I am going to try that stunt again. I have two more chances to qualify, and next time I’ll be better prepared.”

“Have you lost your fucking mind?” Gavin snarled. “It’s going to take a lot more than a few more months of practice to get you ready for the caliber of fighters in the arena, my dear. And even if by some miracle you did have the training, you’ll never match the men in size and strength.”

“I don’t need size and strength. I have speed and agility,” she said, feeling her anger bite deep, but keeping her voice calm.

“Your speed and agility isn’t going to amount to shit if one of them gets a hold of you or one of their weapons makes contact with your flesh.” Gavin laughed.

He was baiting her, taunting her for a fight, but she wasn’t in the mood. She knew this conversation was going to have to end soon, before she got herself in more trouble.

“So what should I do? Should I just keep my mouth shut and get married to the man you chose for me?”

“Well, that would be my choice, yes.”

Gypsy stood up from the bench. “You can forget it! I’m going to make it all the way to the military academy in spite of you.”

Gavin sheathed his weapon and gave a low menacing chuckle. “If you manage that, my dear, I certainly would be impressed. But be realistic, Gypsy. No one is going to give you the training you need because you’re a girl. You have no weapons, no armor worth a damn, and at the rate you’re going, you’ll never qualify by the deadline.”

Gypsy felt like she was loosing ground by the minute. “Why won’t you train me?”

“Because that’s not the life I want for you. I have no desire to see you beaten up in the arena match after match, trying for a dream that can never be yours,” he said.

“You’ve trained men without half the talent and determination I have,” she retorted.

Gavin laughed. “You think quite a lot of yourself.” Reaching into his saddle, he pulled out an extra saber and tossed it to her. It hit the ground with a loud thump. His hyperia jumped at the noise. “Here,” he said, with an evil gleam in his eye, “let’s see how good you are.”

She wanted to fight him, but she knew this was just his way of amusing himself.

“Forget it. I’m not in the mood to be humiliated,” Gypsy said.

He watched her with his golden eye, like a cat watching its prey. Gypsy hated him. “Some other time then,” he conceded.


Chapter 9

The new armor was splendid. Caraculla turned in the mirror, admiring the polished silver cuirass he wore. Although not the type of man in the custom of purchasing new equipment every time he got a raise, battle hardware was different. It was always taking a beating and the armor smiths were constantly coming up with lighter and harder armor to feed the army’s appetite. For a high-ranking soldier in the empire, it was expected he’d keep up with the trends.

Caraculla lifted his saber and noted that the armor rose uncomfortably high on his neck. “It’s still a little bulky,” he said to the smith.

“I see that, sir, and I will make adjustments,” the old man said, waiting for Caraculla to lift off the cuirass.

“When will the rest of the armor be ready?” Caraculla asked.

“Another week or so, sir.”

The door to Caraculla’s office opened and Gavin stepped in. The smith bowed his head in respect. Gavin strolled over to the shiny new cuirass. He stroked his hand along the muscle sculpture on the breastplate. “Very nice,” he said. “This your work, smith?”

“That’s correct, sir,” the man said, keeping his head low.

“Perhaps I’ll stop by your shop later today to see what else you have on hand,” Gavin said, taking a seat across Caraculla’s desk.

“I would be honored, Excellency,” the smith replied. Then glancing at Caraculla, he added, “I’ll bring the adjusted armor in a few days, lord.”

Caraculla nodded and saw the man to the door. He closed it and sat at his desk, watching Gavin. Although Caraculla’s office was not as large and dark as Gavin’s, it still held a masculine charm, with several sculptures and murals depicting eras in Razorback history.

“It’s kind of early for you to be in here shooting the breeze,” Caraculla said, amused.

Gavin propped his boots up on the edge of Caraculla’s desk. He hated when the general did that. It left nasty scars on the wood’s surface, but then every desk in the empire bore the marks of Gavin’s spurs. “I need your thoughts on a subject.”

“I’m flattered,” Caraculla said. “What subject?”

“My daughter.”

Caraculla grinned. “That’s an interesting subject, indeed.” Gavin would never admit it, but his daughter was just like him. Her recent stunt in the arena proved she wasn’t like any of the AEssyrian women his general was used to dealing with. The more Gavin tried to bully her into becoming a good and obedient daughter, the more she resisted him. She was as beautiful as she was mysterious, and she always stirred deep feelings inside Caraculla every time he encountered her.

“I’m worried about her trying to get into the arena again,” Gavin said so low Caraculla thought he might be talking to himself.

“I don’t think she’ll try, I think she’ll do it,” Caraculla said. “She’s pretty headstrong. If she wants to make rank this year, she’s going to have to go into the arena again.”

Gavin sighed. “You know her. What do you think I should do?”

“First of all, I barely know her, and second, I don’t know that there’s anything you can do.”

“Perhaps I could send her away. The distraction would buy me some time. By the time she came back, it would be too late to gather enough points to make rank. She’ll never get into the military academy.”

A sudden feeling of dread came over Caraculla. So this wasn’t just a personal goal, Gypsy wanted an invitation to attend the military academy in a few years. “Short of locking her in a cell, I don’t think she’ll go anywhere you suggest. Even if you force her to go, she’ll just come back in time to compete.”

“Unless I can interest her in something else.”

Caraculla leaned back in his chair and rocked it slightly. “What about sending her to the Razorback Queendom? Maybe life in a new place will change her perspective. They have tons of opportunities for women there. She’s bound to find something that interests her.”

Gavin rolled the idea around in his head for a moment. “That’s brilliant. I’ll suggest it to her. Her mother won’t be thrilled, but I can handle her. Now for that other matter.”

“What other matter, sir?”

“Your promotion, of course,” Gavin said with a sly grin. “I have been thinking of promoting you to lieutenant general.”

Caraculla’s heart was beating so fast he could barely breathe. This was what he’d been working for his entire career. “I’m honored, sir.”

“Don’t thank me too soon,” Gavin said, getting up. “You’ll have to go through a year of mentoring with me, and I’ll be testing you all the way. I’ll also expect to see good matches in the arena, am I understood?”

“Yes, Excellency.”

“Right now I’ve got to go and find Gypsy. We’ll discuss this later.”

Caraculla stood up as Gavin left the room. Finally, I’ll achieve what I’ve always wanted.


Chapter 10

The hardy smell of freshly cut meat met his senses as Gavin came into the villa. He made his way into the kitchen and wrapped his arms around his wife, Harlan, who was laying out a plate for him. She was as beautiful as the first time he’d seen her, with long silky black hair and bright emerald eyes. She could heat his lust like no other woman he’d been with. At five-foot-seven-inches, and one hundred and forty pounds, she was the small one in the family, but as nature often has it, she was the one in charge. Harlan threaded his tumultuous soul with serenity. With his every breath, he wanted to touch her and make her happy. Unfortunately, right now he knew Gypsy was making her very unhappy. Their daughter often placed strains on their marriage with her wild antics, which he blamed on Harlan’s allowances for personal freedom, but he always yielded to her decisions. He had no doubt Harlan was the better parent.

The meat was just as he liked it, thinly sliced, raw and soaked in blood. As was her human custom, Harlan had cooked her own serving. “Is Gypsy here?” he whispered in Harlan’s ear.

She turned around in his arms and kissed him. “Of course, she said you grounded her.”

Gavin chuckled darkly. “That doesn’t mean she listened.”

“Very true. Let me rephrase that. The last time I saw her, she was in her bedroom because you grounded her.”

Gavin gave his wife one more kiss and stalked toward Gypsy’s room. He was about to open the door when he hesitated. He knocked instead and waited. Gavin had been working harder on respecting his daughter’s privacy, and waiting to be invited in was a difficult step in the right direction.

“What, Gavin?” she said without opening the door.

“I’d like to come in and talk to you.”

“We’ve already talked today. I don’t have anything else to say to you.”

Gavin frowned and felt his temper escaping his control. “Open the fucking door,” he snarled.

“Why don’t you try the handle? It’s not locked, remember, another one of your ridiculous rules,” Gypsy said through the door.

Gavin took another moment before opening the door, because if he walked in now, he would smack her for sure, and Harlan would get pissed. He certainly didn’t want to incur the wrath of both of the women in his life. One was bad enough. Slowly he turned the handle, pushed the door open and stood in the threshold.

This was already going poorly. He was half-tempted to get Harlan in here to suggest the trip. “I just have a suggestion. How would you feel about taking a trip to the Razorback Queendom for a few months?”

His daughter’s eyes blazed at him. She wasn’t falling for it. “A few months? Like say, just long enough to miss the next two tournaments?”

“There are a lot of careers there open to women. Why not take a little time off and see if there’s something else out there that might interest you?”

“No, there isn’t.”

“So you don’t want to go?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“Because I know what I want. Just because you don’t want it for me, doesn’t mean that I’m going to give up. This is just a way to distract me until the season is over. Well, Gavin, it’s not going to work. I’m staying and I’m going to compete no matter what you try to do.”

Gavin glared at her. “You seem very confident of that.”

“What are you going to do, chain me to the bed?”

“Perhaps I’ll request that the emperor prohibit women from entering the military academy. That would derail your little quest, and all your future arena humiliations would then be for nothing,” Gavin snarled at her.

“Oh, they wouldn’t be for nothing, because I’ll just pursue a career as a mercenary and then you won’t ever have to see me, or be embarrassed by me again,” Gypsy said, her voice trembling.

He folded his arms across his chest. He needed to leave now, perhaps after she’d cooled down she might reconsider the trip, but if he made her too angry, she’d dismiss it to spite him. “Make no mistake, Gypsy. I’ll do whatever I have to do to keep you from getting killed. Now before you say another word, why don’t you just think about it? It’s a great opportunity and I think you’d enjoy the culture.”

She leaned back on the bed with her hands behind her head. “Oh yeah,” she said sarcastically. “I am so enamored with cultural diversity. Don’t bother me with this crap, Gavin, I’m not going and if you try to make me, you’ll regret it.”


Chapter 11

Gypsy couldn’t wait for everyone to go to sleep. Lying in her bed, she listened carefully to her father’s late-night ritual just before he went to bed. Her mother usually went to bed long before her father did. He’d read military history for a while, then when he was sure everyone was asleep, he’d break out the bottle and consort with the demons that lived in his memories.

Gavin’s memories of war were a terrible thing to behold.

She must have been twelve when she’d first seen the effects of them. Her father had been drinking until late that night. He’d staggered to bed sometime past one in the morning. Gypsy drifted off into a light sleep, her thoughts hopping from one thing to another. Sometime before dawn, just after she had taken a bathroom break, her night was shattered by the soul-crushing sound of her father screaming. She’d heard his nightmares before, but this one must have been made worse because of his drinking. She could still recall the pitch of his screams, and it chilled her blood. Jumping up out of bed, she raced across the hall to where her parents’ bedroom was and quietly pushed the door open.

Her father was kneeling on the floor, his face in his hands, weeping like his heart had been torn from his chest. He spoke in AEssyrian, something he rarely did when at home with them, and his voice sounded so tortured and broken it brought tears to her eyes. Her mother moved toward Gavin, speaking to him softly, reassuring him everything was all right. Her mother knelt down next to him and placed her hand on his shoulder. Gypsy was frightened for her mother and wanted to warn her to get away, but then something strange happened. Her father’s body softened and he collapsed forward, his great head coming to rest on her mother’s lap. He placed his thick powerful arms around her mother’s waist and squeezed her. Gypsy had never seen this side of their relationship, this quiet and compelling expression of love between them, and she was deeply moved by it.

Silent tears escaped her eyes. She wept for her father’s past, of the pain and suffering he’d experienced in his career, the friends he’d buried long before their time. But she wept too for her mother, who loved this man with a passion Gypsy feared she would never know.

During all this, neither of her parents had known she was there. Deciding to leave them to what was left of the night, she backed away from the open door, her heart beating like a wild bird in her chest. As she returned to her room she felt guilty, as if she’d taken something from them she could never return, but she also felt more joyful and perhaps understood them just a little bit better than before.

* * * *

She heard Gavin walking to the bathroom just past her door and it snapped her back to the task at hand—getting out undetected. He coughed a few times, then returned to the living room where he began putting his bottles and books away before going to bed himself. Gypsy always waited out these quiet drunken rituals, having learned the hard way that her father was a really unpleasant drunk. Anyone who came downstairs for a drink of water or a midnight snack was fair game for a spirited argument, and she knew he’d like nothing better than to start in on her again.

After several moments of puttering around, she heard him stagger off to bed a little after midnight. Now was her chance. She slipped out of bed and pulled on a pair of soft black pants and a loose white blouse. She glanced in the mirror and noticed her hair hung in wild wavy locks. She smoothed them with her hand in a feeble attempt to tame them, then just gave up. Gypsy was not accustomed to fussing over her appearance and the urge to do so felt strange. Once satisfied she looked decent, she crept downstairs and slipped out the servant’s entrance.

* * * *

The night was beautiful. The three AEssyrian moons, all different sizes, illuminated her way as if she were a magician and the light was a spell she’d cast. She wondered if Gregor had been serious when he’d invited her to meet him at the Ford. Hopefully, this wasn’t a cruel joke. She guessed she had nothing to lose. Having Gregor show interest in her was both frightening and titillating, especially because he had no love for Gavin, who had kicked the crap out of his father in a combat match. She was surprised he even wanted to speak to her. But her mother saved Gregor’s life when he was a toddler, and he was always gracious whenever he saw her.

As Gypsy walked down the path, she thought about her troubles relating to men and wondered how her personality difficulties would ruin this. Most men would initially become interested in her because of who her father was, but once she failed to meet their expectations as to what a proper woman should act like, they usually never came back. It didn’t bother her really, she had her sights on other horizons, all they did was waste her time. This would be different, maybe not good, but different.

She arrived at the clearing fully expecting to be alone, but he was there. He was sitting by a small fire, snapping larger twigs into smaller ones and tossing them on the flames. Gypsy walked over cautiously and stopped.

He smiled up at her. “I’m glad you came.”

She sat down and stared into the flames. “So,” she said, feeling tense. “What did you want to talk about?”

Gregor reclined on his side, propping himself up with an elbow. He toyed with a small leaf on a stick. “Nothing in particular, I just wanted to get to know you. How did your parents take you competing in the arena?”

Gypsy glanced at him and lifted her brow. “Just like you’d expect, they freaked. Especially Gavin, he’s really pissed.”

“You call your father by his first name?”

She shrugged. It never occurred to her to call him anything else. Dad seemed too intimate, and didn’t fit their relationship. “Sure. I’ve always called him that.”

“Do you call your mom by her first name, too?” Gregor asked.

“No, she’s always Mom,” Gypsy said, smiling. She dared to look Gregor in the face and was shocked by how attractive he was. The flickering light from the fire cast a healthy glow over his green skin, and his amber eyes shone with a warm amusement. She knew from the rumor mill he was very popular with the ladies, and judging by how he looked now, she could see why. There was a calm sexuality about him, a relaxed hunger, that made her skin long for his touch.

Gypsy hated the sudden lull in the conversation, and racked her brain to fill it. “How come you don’t have a girlfriend?”

He shrugged and dragged the tiny leaf along the flesh of her arm. “I did,” he said casually, “I don’t anymore. What about you? Why don’t you have a boyfriend?”

“Most men think I’m weird.”

Gregor laughed warmly. “I don’t think you’re weird,” he said. “I just think you’re misunderstood.” He reached out and took her hand, softly kissing the delicate skin on her wrist.

A rush of heat raced into her cheeks and Gypsy’s body was charged with energy. Gregor sat up and pulled her against him, burying his face in her neck. He smelled so good against her that any urge to resist him melted away. Closing her eyes, she ran her lips along his throat and pushed her fingers into his thick dark hair. He moaned into her ear, his kisses growing hotter and more aggressive. Gregor pushed up her shirt and pulled one of her breasts into his mouth. Gypsy gasped as pleasure raced through her senses.

Unable to wait any longer, Gregor fumbled with her pants, finally getting them unbuttoned and peeling them off. He rolled on top of her, hastily taking off his shirt and pushing her legs open with his thighs.

Gypsy was nervous, and having never had sex before, she had no idea what to expect. Gregor was feverish with lust and before she knew what was happening, he was inside her. The pain was a shock. In all her scenarios of sex she’d never expected it to hurt this much. She tried to talk to him, to tell him to slow down, but he was lost to her, buried in the haze of his own lust.

After a few brief and uncomfortable minutes, he groaned and got off. He dressed and kissed her roughly. “Come and find me at the Spring Festival tomorrow, promise?”

Gypsy buttoned her pants up, feeling confused and awkward. Was this what sex was all about? Why did anyone bother? She grinned at him hoping he couldn’t tell there was anything wrong. “Sure,” she said. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”


Chapter 12

The Spring Festival was one of the most attended events in the empire. Everyone was there—the royals in all their expensive clothing, making sure all the right people saw them, the merchants with samples of their crafts to drum up customers, even the emperor himself attended. Colorful banners hung from all the tallest trees and the smell of freshly cut meat drifted through the air, making Gypsy’s mouth water. She had dressed in loose gray sweatpants and a large sweater, to conceal her competition clothes underneath.
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