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  Prologue


  Leviathan’s castle was built on a rock plateau high above the raging sea. Caraculla wasn’t much for sea travel. It wasn’t just because he didn’t know how to swim, but also because he had a healthy respect for the enormous sea creatures that dwelled beneath the surface. He never understood why his friend Harlan Theron loved her coastal residence Fossix by the Sea so much.


  When Harlan’s daughter Gypsy was a child, Caraculla would watch her from the safety of the home’s stone balcony. The child would frolic happily with her mother on the white sands and often go swimming in the surf. The mere thought of swimming without any concern for what lurked below the water made him shudder. But Harlan’s love for the water was so infectious she even persuaded her husband, General Gavin Theron, a man who merely tolerated the coastal residence, to have a renewed appreciation for it.


  As Caraculla sat at the bow of the fishing ship, The Elenora, he gripped the wooden bench so hard his knuckles ached. His visions of Gypsy as a child soon brought the memories of her face flooding back to him. In his mind, she aged through to adulthood and he relived some of their happier times.


  Oh, Gypsy, how could I have been such a fool? Why did I ever ask you to put our marriage aside?


  At the recollection, his heart wrenched so hard in his chest he feared he might be dying. But after a few moments it faded and Caraculla realized he could never be that lucky. No, there would be no easy death for him. He was the sole architect and engineer of his own misery, a prisoner who had constructed his own prison but could never complete the gallows.


  Well, he and that evil son of a whore Gavin.


  Demonic fury filled him and it took Caraculla a long time to get his emotions under control. Exile him! After all he and the general had been through together? How typical of that heartless bastard to cast him aside because he had become inconvenient. Gavin was infamous for shit like that, if a man was no longer of any use he had no qualms about throwing him away like so much garbage. Well this was one cast-off who wasn’t going to disappear into obscurity quietly. No, Caraculla wanted revenge. Revenge on Gavin for not fighting Kharon’s forced marriage to Gypsy, for sticking him out on the frontier, for punishing him when he tried to take back what was rightfully his, and for being abandoned when he needed his general most.


  A seaman with dark green skin and a heavily wrinkled face came over and bowed his head. “We’re just coming to the dock, Colonel.” He pointed to a wooden pier that jutted out from the scabrous shoreline, its huge gray pillars worn smooth from enduring a continuance of ocean assaults and caresses. Caraculla worried the thing might break away if a boat secured itself to the side.


  “I thought this castle was accessible by land,” Caraculla said.


  The seaman nodded as though it were a standard question asked by all those he ferried for the first time. “Only at low tide, Colonel. All other times it’s surrounded by the sea.”


  “A brilliant defense, except I can’t help but wonder where the king would keep his army.”


  The seaman pointed to a large fort on the shore. “There.”


  Caraculla squinted, mentally calculating how many men a fort like that could hold. It didn’t impress him. “I take it the castle is reliant on the fort for its food and supplies.”


  The seaman chuckled a sound as dry as parchment paper. “That would be a question only a military man like you could answer. All I know is the sea.”


  * * * *


  If Caraculla didn’t know better, he’d have guessed King Leviathan was expecting another royal guest for dinner. But when the king limped toward him with a broad welcoming smile, he knew the huge banquet table was set for him. Leviathan grabbed his hand and pumped it hard.


  “I’m so delighted you could join us for dinner, Colonel.”


  Caraculla bowed his head. “I’m flattered you invited me, your Highness. Your generosity overwhelms me.”


  “Nonsense. A man of your renowned talents and reputation deserves only the best.” Leviathan turned to a stunning beauty who had just walked up behind him. She wore a long ivory dress embroidered in gold, her hair braided with strands of gold and silver intertwined.


  Caraculla glanced into her stunning violet eyes and imagined what her body would look like writhing beneath his violent lust.


  Leviathan seemed pleased by Caraculla’s interest. “This is my eldest daughter, Helga. She is quite a fan of yours and is devoted to your every pleasure.”


  Helga’s face lit up with the most suggestive smile. She held out a golden box and opened the lid so Caraculla could see the contents. A syringe and several vials of brown liquid lay cushioned in dark purple. “I understand you are a male of more refined pleasures, my lord. May I offer you some comfort?”


  He wasn’t a lord but he let the title go without correcting her. The only thing that interested him was the golden box and the gorgeous woman holding it. It had been decades since he’d indulged in drugs but not a day went by that he didn’t miss it. Narcotics worked far better than alcohol at taking the edge off his demons. It was Gavin who’d made him give them up to salvage his career. But things were different now. His Imperial career was already in pieces. It didn’t much matter what he did.


  Helga closed the box. Her full lips dipped into a worried frown. “I’m sorry, my lord. I hope I didn’t offend you.” She placed a thin hand over the box top.


  The spell was broken. Caraculla placed his hand over hers to reassure her. “Don’t worry. You haven’t offended me.” He took the box and put his arm around her shoulders. “Let’s eat, talk, and then we’ll sample what’s in your pretty little box.”


  Leviathan stepped back from the banquet table and dipped low in a theatrical bow. “I think that sounds like a splendid idea, Colonel.”


  Chapter 1


  Gypsy emerged from the bedroom dressed in her brand new black Imperial uniform. With its gold piping along the collar and cuffs, it was quite an improvement over the dreary gray cadet jacket and pants. The new uniform had been delivered this morning for her graduation from the Military Academy. It still looked kind of plain without any service ribbons yet, but all that would come in time. Not only was she the first woman to ever graduate the Academy, she was also one of the few cadets to be awarded the rank of lieutenant junior grade instead of ensign. The bump in rank had come from her two successful missions including the capture and return of her husband Commander Kharon while he was under Titan’s spell. Naturally, there were some who attributed her rank to favoritism on the part of her father. Only a few knew that he had been her biggest adversary when she’d embarked on this career.


  Pausing at the top of the stairs, she took one last look at herself in the hallway mirror. It still amazed her that she’d made it this far. Now with her pending graduation and a war looming in the near future, she was both excited and anxious. Living with Kharon these past few months had also been an adventure all its own. She no longer questioned her feelings for him even if she was still getting used to him. She loved him more than she thought possible and sometimes she felt ashamed that she didn’t show it enough.


  It had been different with Caraculla.


  He had been part of her life from the beginning. Because she’d known him so long, she bypassed all of the usual apprehension and awkwardness when she moved in and became his lover. Kharon was a whole different world. Her initial resistance to living with him was partly because she barely knew him. But because of his persistence, it hadn’t taken Kharon long to wear her down and finally she agreed to move in.


  Gypsy was sure the first few weeks were hell for him and sometimes she wondered if he ever regretted marrying her. True to her Theron nature she was defensive, suspicious and emotionally guarded all the time. But Kharon seemed determined to make this work and through his bottomless patience he eased her transition into a willing partner. Now that she had finally attained some comfort in their cohabitation the very real possibility of being separated from him for a long period of time leeched some of the happiness from her good spirits.


  She roughly combed out her wavy locks and stared at her reflection. A pretty, slightly human-looking girl with a pale complexion and vibrant green eyes stared back. What a contrast she was to the muscular, heavily armored, green-skinned AEssyrians she shared this world with. But even if she looked human at first glance, she felt every ounce of her half-breed alien blood. If only she looked as fearsome as she felt maybe her career might have come a little easier.


  Once satisfied with her appearance she trotted down to the bottom of the steps and prowled up to her husband. Feeling a momentary bout of insecurity she subconsciously folded her arms and chewed her lower lip. “Well? What do you think?”


  He watched her from the leather couch by the fireplace, his mismatched eyes gleaming with pride. “I think I’ve never seen a more beautiful woman.”


  Gypsy felt her cheeks warm. She laughed. “That’s not exactly what I was looking for. I’m supposed to be fierce and intimidating.”


  “All right then, I’m trembling in fear at the very sight of you. Please don’t unleash your wrath upon me. Better?”


  “Maybe a little less deadpan,” she scolded.


  Kharon stood up and came toward her. Gypsy felt her emotional guard slip away and immediately allowed the connection between them. It was like a surge of adrenaline that was both emotional and sexual at once. Her husband wrapped his arms around her and squeezed. Complete joy filled her. As much as she knew her parents loved her, this was different. He was part of her; an extension of her soul. Kharon was very affectionate. It fascinated her that he never seemed embarrassed or afraid to show his feelings for her.


  Like her, Caraculla had been much more guarded, always waiting for some form of emotional assault. It was odd that thoughts of Caraculla didn’t evoke the same passion it used to. All she wanted now was Kharon and it felt right. Gypsy sighed and hugged him back, resting her head against his chest. He nuzzled her ear. “I love you very much, Gypsy, and I’m very proud of you.”


  Coming from an accomplished male like Kharon, that was quite a compliment. But then he always had a way of making her feel special. She thought back to her volatile relationship with Caraculla and could clearly see what her father had seen. Caraculla hadn’t been ready for marriage. He had too many personal demons to slay before he could commit to anyone. Between her father and Caraculla she’d always had to keep her emotional fortress in good repair and sometimes those old habits strained her relationship with Kharon. But she was always thankful for his passive endurance and his ability not to take her distrustful nature and occasional dark moods personally. She was a product of her genetics and her upbringing.


  Gypsy still loved Caraculla and always would, but her feelings toward Kharon were purer and held an aura of stability that never ceased to be of comfort. She trusted Kharon completely despite their troubled beginning. That was the one major pitfall in her feelings toward Caraculla. She didn’t trust him, especially with her emotions, which he had carelessly trampled on more than one occasion.


  Kharon took her by the hand and led her out to their saddled hyperia. The early morning suns were still on the rise, not having had a chance to burn the fog from the ground.


  The ride to the military complex was nerve wracking. Gypsy worried a thread loose from the bottom of her new jacket and began wrapping and unwrapping it around her index finger. She barely paid any attention to her mount and allowed it to follow alongside her husband’s. She was afraid her graduation was too good to be true. Every time she was about to pass a milestone in her career something threatened to derail it. Could it be that after all this time and struggle she was finally going to get her commission? It just didn’t seem possible.


  Kharon rode next to her in silence. Without looking at her he reached for her hand and took it, slicing off the worried thread with his nail. “Try and relax before you unravel your entire uniform. You’ve earned this, Gypsy. It’s yours.”


  She gave him a tense smile but his calm confidence did make her feel a little better. He was an emotional rock and she was beginning to rely on his strength to help ground her. “Thanks.” She urged her mount forward.


  The sight of the Imperial grounds made her stomach drop at the memory of her father Gavin being beaten and strung up not so long ago. That had been the first time she’d realized that no matter how much power a person wielded, bad things can still happen to them. She just hoped that Gavin’s decision to retire had been the right one.


  Gypsy and Kharon dismounted and, after securing their mounts to a tie line, merged into a huge crowd of graduating officers and their families. She immediately spied her mother Harlan followed by her brother Desmond and his wife Scarlet.


  “Gypsy!” Harlan ran up and wrapped her arms around her giving her a tight squeeze. Desmond did the same, picking her up a foot off the ground. When she started to struggle he dropped her and smirked. Then to Gypsy’s great surprise, Gavin stalked out of the crowd and kissed her on the cheek. After what he’d been through with the emperor, she was shocked he’d decided to come. But then no one could accuse her father of being afraid of anything. Gavin and Kharon shook hands warmly.


  Gypsy smiled at her father. “I’m really glad you came. I would have understood if you’d chosen not to.”


  “Nonsense. I wouldn’t have missed it for anything. After all I’ve watched all my sons graduate from this Academy, why not my daughter?” He glanced at Desmond. “Well almost all my sons save one.”


  “Screw off, Gavin,” Desmond growled.


  “It’s time to grab our seats. Let’s go, boys,” Harlan said, gently pushing her husband toward the stands. “We’ll meet you both back here after the ceremony.”


  “Okay, Mom!” Gypsy shouted over the noise of the crowd.


  Her parents disappeared into the sea of bodies. Gypsy was just about to head toward the stage when she felt an inexplicable rage burn through her. The anger seeped through her veins and infused itself in her emotions igniting her own fury but she didn’t know who to direct it to. Closing her eyes she realized that it wasn’t her rage but Kharon’s. The bizarre emotional sensation froze her where she stood and frankly scared the crap out of her.


  Gypsy turned around to see her husband and a noble having a very tense conversation, but she was too far away to hear what they were saying. It was about her. She could sense that much from her intrusion into Kharon’s emotions.


  The noble was a bull male like her husband. He had light green skin, a square face, heavy jowls and small cruel eyes. She squinted at his royal insignia and recognized it as a count. Someone bumped her from behind and she whirled around with her hand on the hilt of her saber.


  “Easy, killer, it’s just me,” her friend Makkai said with a mischievous grin.


  Gypsy gestured to the count who was walking away from Kharon. Both males looked really pissed. “Who’s that?”


  Makkai squinted. “Count Vadeem. He’s a high-ranking asshole and not a big fan of yours. He was an uncle of Drake Trolis.”


  “What do you think all that was about?”


  Makkai laughed and his arctic blue eyes sparkled. “Probably how Kharon was corrupting you and shaming himself as your husband. He likes to prattle on about how ‘women shouldn’t be in the military’ and ‘you’re an abomination who will single-handedly bring down AEssyrian society’. Vadeem was one of those who made sure you weren’t on the Academy picks list. He’s had a hard-on for you for a long time.”


  “If he has something to say about me, why doesn’t he just say it to me directly?”


  “Because he’s not going to lower himself to speak to you, a woman. And since technically you’re Kharon’s property through marriage, he’s going to address the issue with your husband and master.”


  “That’s a bunch of crap. If he has a problem with me then he can take it up with me and leave Kharon out of it.” Gypsy started off after Vadeem.


  Makkai groaned and grabbed her arm. “Sometimes your naivety astounds me. This is between Vadeem and Kharon. You have enough on your plate.” He pulled her by the sleeve. “Besides, even though you’re an independent warrior woman, it’s still Kharon’s job to defend you and your wifely duty to let him. When someone insults you, they’ve insulted Kharon as well. So let him handle Vadeem.”


  Gypsy wanted to argue, but she knew Makkai was right. She couldn’t battle everyone who hated her or she’d be fighting morning, noon, and night. A sergeant called her and Makkai up to the stage to take their seats. Gypsy glanced back at Kharon. He gave her a warm smile and nodded.


  She went up the steps and embraced her hard-won future.


  Chapter 2


  The arena match took place immediately after the graduation when the suns were blazing and the air was thick and damp. No lunch or after-ceremony drinks for her, oh no. Commander Kharon and Count Vadeem wanted to settle their disagreement right now and it was going to be nasty. Gypsy was grateful Kharon had her back but she just wished the fight didn’t have to take place on the happiest day in her life. Why can’t anything ever go normally for me?


  The place was packed. Almost everyone had seen the nasty confrontation between Kharon and the count and no one wanted to miss the fireworks. Like all nobles, Count Vadeem had a champion to fight his battles for him. His champion was another large bull male named Astor. Gypsy knew him from around the arena as a good fighter who pretty much stayed to himself.


  Gypsy paced by the entrance waiting for her family to show up. The first ones to come in were Desmond and Scarlet. She followed them up to her father’s reserved seating and sat. Her brother had the nerve to look happy about all this.


  “What’s so amusing?” she sniped at him.


  He smirked. “Nothing. I’m not a big fan of Astor and I’ll be happy to see someone hand him his ass.”


  “Why don’t you like him?” Scarlet asked.


  “Because he’s an arrogant son of a bitch who beats his wives.”


  Scarlet grimaced.


  Desmond shrugged. “Not that a wife doesn’t need to be beaten occasionally but he’s still an asshole.”


  “You should stop talking now before you spend a sexless night alone,” Scarlet said, glaring at him.


  Gypsy continued to pace in agitation as Gavin and Harlan joined them. Her father frowned down at the arena. “You should go wish your husband good luck.”


  Gypsy stopped and hesitated. “Why’s he doing this? I mean, I can fight my own battles. I think I’ve proven that already.”


  “Indeed you can,” Gavin said. “But this isn’t exactly about you. This is about your husband defending your reputation and his from slander. But this fight is more than just that. This fight is about him supporting you and your chosen career. It’s his duty and shows he’s willing to die to protect you. He’s doing something for you few other husbands would. Let him do it and be grateful.”


  Gypsy hadn’t thought of it that way. She walked down the arena steps afraid for him. She didn’t want to see Kharon maimed or hurt because of her.


  She found him in the ready room in full battle armor with two medium-sized meteor hammers coiled on his hips, fussing with a side strap to his chest armor. She moved up beside him and took the leather strap. With nimble fingers she threaded it through the metal slots and buckled it for him.


  “I really wish this wasn’t happening,” she said. “This is supposed to be a happy day and now this stupid prick has to go and ruin it for us. I’m worried you’ll get hurt and it’s making me sick.”


  Kharon pulled her into his arms and kissed her. She slipped her arms up around his thick neck and kissed him back in fearful desperation. He pulled back from the kiss. “Don’t worry about me. It will be over just as quickly as it began.”


  “Thank you for doing this. Please be careful.”


  He gently pulled her arms from around his neck. “I will. Go back and sit with your family.” She stroked his cheek and he kissed her hand. “I’ll be fine, Gypsy, go.”


  * * * *


  Kharon walked into the arena to the wild roar of the crowd. He pulled his saber and held it high saluting them. The audience ate it up. They cheered and stomped their feet loud enough for the whole stadium to shake.


  Off to the side, Count Vadeem was talking and laughing with his champion Astor. They behaved as though they thought Kharon wasn’t much of a threat and the match was already won, or at least that was the impression they wanted to make. But Gypsy could tell from the stiff set of Astor’s shoulders that he was more nervous than he let on. After all, her husband was a grand master, one of only seven in all the known kingdoms.


  The gong sounded, indicating both combatants were to enter the center and face off. Gypsy leaned forward, suddenly noticing the moisture on her palms. She was surprised she was so nervous. Like her father, Kharon seemed invincible, but no man really was. Anything could happen in the arena and she remembered with vivid clarity what had happened to both men when Caraculla and Kharon had faced off a few years ago.


  Astor wore dark green armor detailed in gold. On his chest was a carved likeness of the fabled Sea Witch, Estrilla. He carried less bulk than her husband but was easily as tall with dark auburn hair and gray eyes. The younger male’s face was broad with sharp angles, a thick prominent brow and thin lips. He looked like a bully and Gypsy felt an instant dislike for him.


  The two combatants circled with their eyes locked on each other. Both brandished heavy broadswords, weapons forged for the specific purpose of inflicting the most damage possible. Astor attacked first and swung his weapon toward Kharon’s head but the commander deflected and shocked everyone by kicking Astor in the chest and knocking him to the arena floor. To have an opponent down that fast meant Astor was distracted, which didn’t bode well for his success.


  The crowd chanted Kharon’s name and shouted their approval. Gypsy’s stomach churned and she just wanted this to be over.


  But Astor wasn’t going to give up the fight that easily. He rolled away and got to his feet. He charged Kharon, raining down a series of vicious blows. On the defensive now, Kharon deflected well, but Gypsy could see he wasn’t as skilled a swordsman as Astor. Kharon got cut twice, once on the back of the hand and another time along the jaw. The two males broke off to regroup and Gypsy took several deep calming breaths. Come on, Kharon. Don’t let this jerk cut you up!


  The fight went on for what seemed like an eternity with Kharon taking more than his share of blows. Worse still, she worried her husband might actually lose. For the first time she could truly appreciate the terror she put her parents through every time she entered the arena.


  Astor pressed his advantage keeping Kharon on the defensive. Spotting an opening, Astor body slammed the commander and knocked him to the ground then punched him in the face several times. Kharon threw him off but Gypsy could see her husband was suffering. Rivulets of blood ran from his nose and mouth, coating his teeth.


  The crowd had turned against Kharon and were now chanting Astor’s name. The champion lifted his sword, laughing. He glared at her. “Where is your champion now, whore?” he shouted to Gypsy over the din of the audience. “Eating my dirt! Soon his severed head will adorn the entrance of my villa!”


  But while Astor whipped the masses into a frenzy he didn’t notice Kharon get up and sheath his sword. Astor’s victory party was premature. Gypsy’s throat tightened and she sucked in her bottom lip. A wicked darkness came over Kharon, a demonic wrath that began to milk the energy from the very air around them. She could feel the controlled rage growing within him as he focused all of it on his attack.


  The commander removed the two medium spiked balls with long chains from each hip and began swinging them in circles above his head like propellers. Seeing the threat, Astor rushed forward to shorten the distance between them. If he could get close enough, the meteor balls would be useless. No matter how hard Astor tried, he just couldn’t get past the ball’s blurry revolutions. Every time he advanced, Kharon launched a ball that almost slammed Astor in the face. Having the skill to wield two was brilliant. Kharon could launch a ball at his opponent without leaving himself vulnerable. Now Astor was at a definite disadvantage and Kharon was toying with him. He let one ball slam into the center of Astor’s armor, its spikes tearing nasty holes in the chestplate and ruining the image of the Sea Witch.


  Astor lifted his sword to throw like a lance. It was the move that had almost killed Kharon during his match with Caraculla. But the commander had learned his lesson and was ready this time.


  As Astor’s arm raised high in the air, Kharon launched one of the balls. The thing arced, swinging around Astor’s wrist until the spiked ball embedded into the flesh of his upper arm. Astor made a strange, pained snarl and tried to pry the ball from his skin but it was already too late. The other ball came in from the other side and wrapped tightly around his throat.


  The bloodthirsty audience suddenly fell silent.


  With deadly precision, Kharon yanked both chains hard and simultaneously removed his opponent’s head and right arm. Astor’s body shuddered, then crumpled onto the black sand as his head rolled toward Kharon. It stopped by the commander’s left boot.


  Everything had happened so fast, no one was sure what they’d seen. Energized by Kharon's win, the crowd erupted into frantic yelling and applause.


  Gypsy sat stunned. She’d never seen anything like that in her life. What Kharon didn’t have in swordsmanship he had in spades with the meteor hammer. It was nothing short of amazing.


  Everyone was flooding onto the arena floor, congratulating Kharon on his win. The commander’s gaze went past the crowd. He stared up into the bleachers and his gaze connected with hers as she came running down the steps. Gypsy could feel his pain and the savage desire that coursed through his veins. And strangely enough, she felt exactly the same way.


  He reached down, picked up Astor’s head, and held it up for her to see. “A wedding gift for my wife Gypsy,” he bellowed, “the finest warrior in the empire!”


  No one dared disagree with him.


  * * * *


  Kharon had never been in love before. He’d never even been close. Over the years he’d heard males go on about their women but he thought them sentimental fools. Love was a fantasy for young couples who needed another name for their lust. He hadn’t believed it possible to feel such deep emotion for any female.


  But all that was before he’d met Gypsy. From the first time he’d taken in her scent, he’d been a man possessed. He always thought about her, from the time he woke up in the morning until he shut his eyes at night. Like her, he had initially fought the force pulling him to her in his own desperate need to maintain control. It was only after he’d spent so much time with her during the few months of her captivity that he realized he would be happy to surrender any control just to be with her. She was a part of him, no less essential than the blood in his veins, and he would protect her no matter what.


  Gypsy was worth dying for.


  She wasn’t just any female. She was an anomaly, a woman destined for greatness and he was honored the gods saw fit to let him be a part of that destiny, no matter how minor. That was why Caraculla had failed as her lover, because he just couldn’t accept that one day in the not-too-distant future Gypsy would be better than him. Kharon had accepted and made peace with that truth when he’d agreed to take her as his wife.


  Foolishly, he’d underestimated her fortitude and assumed the marriage would be accepted on his terms. He couldn’t have made a bigger error—and it almost cost him everything. All the things he’d been afraid to give up for her were now gone and he was truly contented for the first time in his life.


  It didn’t make things easier, though. Because the Emperor Megolyth didn’t trust him he’d received his orders to stay in the empire instead of go to war. Just knowing she was going into battle without him was torture but he had to let her go. Like a weapon forged in fire, she, too, had to find her strength in war. He couldn’t protect her but he knew the gods would. They obviously had plans for her.


  He went into their villa sore and tired but pleased by his win. It hadn’t been his best, but he was alive, his opponent was dead and their marriage honored in front of all. What more could a warrior want than that?


  Gypsy followed close behind him pulsing with an energy that was white-hot desire. She was so sweet and young he fell in love with her all over again and could barely remember the time before he’d met her.


  Kharon hung his meteor hammers on the weapon wall in the stone foyer and grinned when he felt her hands unbuckling the straps of his armor. After she helped him take it off she disappeared into the kitchen, returning with a wet cloth and a pensive look on her face. He stripped off his tunic and collapsed into his favorite leather chair. Gypsy climbed into his lap backward gently dabbing at the blood on his jaw. When he’d had enough, he gently pushed her hand away and took her face in his hands.


  For a long moment he just stared at her, memorizing her lovely face and bright golden eyes. “By the gods, you are beautiful. I wonder why you don’t stop men in the streets. Do they have eyes to see you or are they blinded by your uniform?”


  “Maybe I’m too human-looking for them.” She pushed forward trying to claim his lips but he held her still. “Let me go,” she whispered.


  Kharon wrapped his fist around her long hair so he could keep her still and thwart any escape attempt. “Do you still want me to put our marriage aside?”


  “No. I thought we were past all of that now.” Her eyes blazed with lust and he opened himself up to her.


  “Sometimes I just want to hear it so I can be sure.” He felt a charge, a spike of desire like none he’d ever known. It came over him like a wave crashing on the rocks. He closed his eyes and allowed it to conquer and delight him.


  A connection was forged between them. He opened his eyes to see panic in hers. She tried to wriggle free of his grip but he didn’t let go. The ghostly image of the cut on his jaw appeared on her, and then it faded away. Kharon opened his soul wide and let down every defense he had. He wanted to explore this as long as she’d let him.


  Then he heard her voice inside him asking him to let her go. He found things within her: rich love; decadent lust, but there was fear too. Fear of what this connection meant. Trying to soothe her, he let her see all his inner thoughts: his belief that she was destined for a legendary life and career; his undying devotion; his bottomless love. She struggled harder and he let her go. Gypsy stumbled off his lap looking shaken.


  “What was that? How did you get inside my head?”


  “You spend so much time fighting it, we may never know.”


  “It feels weird and I don’t like it when you try to control me.” Her words were angry but he could sense she was in fact terrified, unsure if this was a good or bad thing.


  Kharon laughed. “You forget that this is all new to me as well. Make no mistake, Gypsy, you are the one with all the control.” He got up and went upstairs toward their bedroom. Every muscle in his body ached and there was a profound sadness in his heart. Her rejection was a burden he didn’t want to deal with right now. Perhaps she didn’t love him after all. Maybe she never would. Then he felt her move silently up behind him.


  Her soft hands touched his lower back caressing up his spine. Kharon turned around, seized her wrists and pulled her against his chest. He grabbed her jaw as an infernal lust tore through his loins. He moved down and stopped just short of kissing her. “Tell me you love me.”


  “I love you.”


  “Beautiful liar.”


  “You know I won’t ever say it if I don’t mean it.”


  “Fair enough, then prove it. Let down your defenses even if only for a moment. Show me that you’re not afraid of our love.”


  Her tongue nervously flickered over her lips and she sighed. “It’s not our love I’m afraid of. It’s this other thing I don’t understand. Every time I think I have a grip on the fever, it does something new to scare me. I wish everything could just be normal.”


  A tear escaped her eye and Kharon licked it off her cheek. Picking her up, he placed her on the bed and ran hot kisses down her face and neck. He reached up and grabbed a leather tie holding the drapes back and tore it down. Kharon stripped her clothes off and tied her arms behind her back. Gypsy stiffened a little but allowed him to secure her.


  “Why do you like to bind me so much?” she whispered as her breath caught in her throat.


  “Because it’s the only way I’m conceded a small amount of control…even if it’s only temporary.”


  He used his mouth and hands to bring her to life. He roamed her body, touching, kissing, caressing. With every new landscape explored, his lovely wife gasped and squealed. He played her flesh like a musical instrument, finding sweet delicate notes to stroke the flames of his own need. Her scent built into a rich perfume inviting him to indulge in her liquid heat. Lost in his own raging lust Kharon rolled her onto her belly and stroked his tongue along her pink slit. He tickled and teased until something quite unexpected happened.


  Gypsy let go of her tension and opened her mind up to him. Like a great steel gate opening for a conquering army, she let her defenses down and allowed him to come in. He knew this was a huge step for her and he was moved by how much trust it took. Kharon eased into her thoughts and pulled her into his. He slid his cock into her body and let her taste the spiced suffering her body caused him. The sex dissolved into a delirium of exotic pleasure and unspeakable power.


  Chapter 3


  “Okay,” Harlan said, rushing around getting ready for work, “there’s fresh breast milk in the cooling unit and extra bottles under the sink. Remember to check the temperature when you warm up the milk, you don’t want to burn her mouth. Don’t let the baby sit out in the sun too long. Don’t smoke your cigars around her even if you’re outside and please don’t drink too much. Lanna’s not coming today so you’re on your own.”


  Gavin lounged on the couch wearing only the soft, brown pants he usually wore at bedtime and watched her. He looked amused. Since he was officially retired now, she was sure he didn’t plan on wearing anything else today. Harlan knew he would spend his retirement buck naked if she’d let him. She just hoped she didn’t come home and find him drunk off his ass. That would piss her off and she’d be forced to pick a fight with him.


  “I know how to take care of a baby, Harlan.”


  She grunted. “Oh, really? And exactly which baby did you take care of? You’ve probably held Missy more than any of your other children combined, so don’t act like you’re suddenly an expert at childcare. Are you sure you don’t want me to take her with me or get a nanny to help you?”


  “No,” he said firmly. “I want my daughter to stay home with me. Stop worrying and threatening to bring strange women into our home. I haven’t survived over eight hundred years by being an idiot. I can certainly care for one small baby for a few hours.”


  “I didn’t say you were an idiot. I’m just not convinced you know what you’ve gotten yourself into. Babies are very labor intensive.”


  “Where is Lanna today? Why isn’t she coming to clean up?”


  “Because she has some business to attend to with her sons before this war starts. Now, are you sure you’re going to be all right?”


  “Harlan, if I have any problems I will send a message or bring Missy to the clinic. Now off to work with you and leave us be.”


  Missy, who was sleeping in a blanket next to him, stirred and coughed out a few sobs. Harlan rushed forward but Gavin held his hand up to stop her. He got up off the couch, picked Missy up, and held her against his chest, slightly bouncing her. “What’s the matter, darling? Are you hungry?” he said sweetly to the child. He carried her to Harlan and handed her over. “Do you want me to fetch a bottle or do you want to feed her yourself?”
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