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  Midnight Becomes You




  When gifted psychic Lyric Sage gets a job with the NSA, she finds that the Chief of Operations Lucifer Tanner has a lot more than training on the agenda.




  To all those women




  who strive to break the glass ceiling every day.




  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.

OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
,
y

y

F 4

| [\

f%éLLE?MARQUIS
" STINDSEVBAYER

|





