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​Vow of the CHOSEN
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We are Called to serve

We are Honored to protect

We are Obedient to the vow

We are Safeguards of the truth

We are Enablers of life

We are Neutralizers of threats
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Tarthian Empire, Tarth

Tarth City, Top Tier District

Batchelors Four

Sumertsag 77, 4664 Tradestandard date

Waiter Jawk Brighton bowed to the booth full of businessmen. "Have a safe trip, gentlemen. I hope you'll come back to Batchelors again soon." He made no attempt to hide his fangs as he smiled. Ears down and out in respect, he placed a hand over his heart, bowed once more, then took a step back and walked away.

As he turned the corner toward the kitchen, he caught a glimpse of them in the mirrored wall. To a man, all had leaned out and ogled his ass.

Hadn't they seen a Kin before? Or maybe any ass would do. Being the first Kin to work here had brought him plenty of attention last night, and record-breaking tips. And they thought cats were curious! Everyone wanted to see him up close, touch him, and ask questions.

Cool eyes. Can you see in the dark like a cat? Say something in meow. I thought Kin had fur. Do you have claws? Are they sharp? Is it true Kin can't whistle because of their fangs?

But the worst had to be, "Here, kitty, kitty!" followed by laughter.

He blew through the right-side kitchen doors and scanned the staff ID bracelet on his wrist. Up popped a tray at his station, and the hoverbot underneath lassoed itself to his arm. Holding the tray overhead, he swept back out the other side. The time-elapsed-in-kitchen clock over the door read 2.7 seconds.

Beat his trainer's best, and it was day two day on the job. Who was the best, now?

The human-oriented Batchelors Four with its crystal and white tablecloths catered to the upscale gay crowd in the Empire's capitol city. To be seen here, the powerful feigned a gay inclination even if they never acted on it. Whether a proper business lunch, a tycoon-style impress-the-hell-out-of-the-client dinner, a few friendly drinks, or a casual pick-up, business deals rose and fell like the fate of empires in Batchelors' soft-lit booths.

"Who's thirsty?" Jawk bowed to three businessmen sharing a table, all of whom looked up from notes they were making. He parked the hoverbot next to the table. "A Black Mystery for the handsome gentleman in white who seems to be all work tonight." He placed a napkin and the black vodka in front of the man on his left and was rewarded with an immediate smile. "Gin for my friend with the gorgeous ginger-colored hair." He held the gaze of the customer a moment longer than necessary, then served the last drink with a quick flourish of his wrist. "And whiskey straight for a fine-looking gentleman who..." He turned over one hand as if waiting for him to finish the sentence.

"Isn't," his friends finished for him, to laughter all around.

Jawk winked at him. He released the hoverbot, which rose to the ceiling and returned to the kitchen. "Gentlemen, your server's taking a quick break." He pulled a square napkin from his apron pocket and turned it on the table so it formed a diamond. His name was scrawled across one corner. "I'm Jawk. If you want me..." He widened his eyes in a flirty smile. "Oh, pardon. I mean if you desire my services..."

The men broke into chuckles.

Jawk laughed with them. "Just tap this button." He stuck out a claw and touched a glowing button on the table. Batchelors' holographic menu popped up. "I'll come immediately." He patted his chest as if flustered, flashing them another smile. "Oh, well—it might take me a little longer than that..."

More laughter.

Jawk clasped his hands behind him. "Anything else for you, gentlemen? What other appetites may I satisfy tonight?"

He programmed their generous food order into the menu and shut it down before bowing away. He grabbed up an errant hoverbot that hadn't returned to its docking station, then picked up a pitcher and refilled three beers on his way back to the kitchen. His orders were up, and he served the trio of friends before routing to the other side of the club to fill in for another server going on break.

Two tables away, wearing a tuxedo and dark glasses, sat the man he'd come here to spy on.

No way to sugarcoat it. Spying was what it was. It had taken him three solid years undercover, posing as nothing more than a hard-working college student. Which he was, truthfully—he'd busted his ass getting those grades. But he'd gotten into Batchelors, the favorite hangout of Luc Saint-Cyr.

The Harbinger. The Man. Crime lord extraordinaire, whom no law enforcement in the Empire could pin down. And also a legitimate businessman. Hell, the simple power of his name alone was a business. The number one mover and shaker, a tycoon and entrepreneur unlike anything the Tarthian Empire had ever seen or likely would again.

And unknown to all but a tiny handful of people called the Chosen, he was immortal. A Sempervian. He'd amassed generations of wealth and power he could use to his advantage. Taking Luc down would be the story of the year, defeating him the coup of a lifetime.

Jawk's college roommate, Nij, had given him two huge breaks in one. Since Nij was graduating, he needed someone to replace him at Batchelors, and Jawk jumped at the chance. Setting the cherry on top of the ice cream, he asked Jawk off the record if he was open to a threesome with a patron interested in meeting a Kin.

Always cautious, Jawk had wanted clarification. "You mean, you, me, and a client from Batchelors?"

"You, a client, and the client's lover. They're into Dom/slave games. He likes to tie him up and watch. You can't let the bosses find out. They'd fire your ass in a flash. Still, damn good money. I worked one party he threw, and it paid for an entire semester at school. Had spending money left over from tips his friends sent afterward. I shit you not. You into the scene?"

When the client turned out to be Luc Saint-Cyr and his lover, Wulf Gabriel, everything fell into place. After work tonight, Luc was giving Wulf a surprise.

"Jawk, how's it going?" Mr. Vandermeer, one of the owners, held out a tray, which Jawk took. "They keeping you busy out there?"

"Oh, yes, sir. We're packed." Ears forward, he gave a short bow. "This place runs smoother than a hoverbot on oil. Everything's right where you can find it. I'm having no trouble keeping up."

"You're doing a great job. I've heard good comments so far." He patted the side of Jawk's arm. "Keep it up. Glad to have you on board."

"Thank you, sir." He bowed. After he put away the tray, he started stocking the bar near Luc's table.

The Man's ability to slug back whiskey and not get drunk was legendary. He sat alone, swirling his whiskey, watching the crowd. He had the biggest booth, all the way in the back, with a view straight to the door. Six different employees cautioned Jawk his first night never to seat anyone there. It was the Man's and no one else's, no matter how busy they got.

Saint-Cyr was part-owner, and when the Man walked in, he got seated. Now.

The immortal had an impressive presence and an imposing height. Six-five, according to the dossier.

Luc sat up straight as a wistful smile bared his heart, but he steeled himself back into icy control and brushed a hand down his tuxedo jacket. "Finally."

With his Kin hearing, Jawk could hear the man's whisper, despite the noise of the club. He turned toward the commotion at the door.

Wulf Gabriel had arrived.

The Empress herself, showering jewels on one and all, could not have staged a more impressive entrance.

Even the staff, who knew better, flocked around him. Wulf's masculine beauty, strong jaw, and chiseled features had rocketed him to the top of the fashion modeling industry years ago, and time hadn't dulled them. In addition to his physical appeal, he was now the producer for the hottest music groups on the scene today.

The club's two owners shooed everyone back to work and hugged him. Their dossier indicated Wulf had known them for years.

He kissed them both like they'd been lovers, and started across the room toward Luc. Every person along the way stopped him to talk and shake his hand. Wulf cast his lover an apologetic smile and made a kissing motion.

"It never fails," Luc whispered. "Every time we meet in public." The drink stirrer snapped between his hands. He flipped the pieces on the table and drummed his fingers. "Patience, old man, patience."

Jawk's wrist ID buzzed, signaling he was wanted in another area. Tonight was the night. Saint-Cyr better enjoy his freedom. After this, he was a marked man. Jawk pulled himself away from his quarry and hustled toward his new section.

*****
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Tarth City, Top Tier District

Batchelors Four

Luc Saint-Cyr ground his teeth, waiting, while across the room, Wulf chatted with fans and business associates alike with equal grace. Mustn't let jealousy get control. He must let Wulf do what he did so well. His lover had been born to mingle and charm.

Last thing Luc wanted was a repeat of last week's fiasco.

"You're late," Luc snapped, before Wulf could sit down.

"Yeah? Well, you know what?" Wulf had leaned over as if he was going to kiss him, and he froze in that position. "I worked like a fucking slave getting through all the crap you left on your desk so I could get here, and this is the thanks I get? Fuck you." He turned away.

Luc grabbed his hand and smiled up at him. "People are watching us, love."

Wulf glared. "Let them, you S.O.B. I am so sick of your jealousy I could scream."

As Wulf approached, Luc curved his mouth into a smile.

Wulf eased into place in the round booth, and leaned over to accept a brief kiss. "I saw your jealous streak rear its head all the way from the door."

Anger rumbled in Luc's throat, a predator's warning growl. "They take far too many liberties."

"Who, my fans? What you mean is, they take more than ten seconds to shake my hand."

Luc made a low grunt of discontent.

"Let's not argue tonight." Wulf put his head on Luc's shoulder and smoothed his lapel. "You know I love you."

"You know I dislike public shows of affection." Yet he savored the warmth of Wulf's body along his too much to refuse him. The wishful stares from others in the room shot a tingle of satisfaction up his cock. Of all the rich and powerful here tonight, he was the man with Wulf. "Sit up and behave yourself."

"Ooh, you are such a grouch." Wulf leaned back his head and pouted up at him. "Kiss me again. Right here where everyone can see it. Show them I'm yours."

"No." He twitched the shoulder where Wulf rested. "Sit up."

He ignored him and picked at the buttons of Luc's dress shirt. "Please? Claim me. You know you want to." He lifted his head, eyes flashing a dare, then braced a hand on the table's edge, leaned in close and planted a kiss on Luc's mouth.

Luc wrapped one hand behind his head and crushed Wulf's mouth to his. Mid-kiss, he softened his hold and relaxed his mouth, teasing Wulf's lips with tender bites and licks. The awareness of watchers sent a sharp spike of pleasure through him. When the kiss ended, the mussed hair and glazed dazzle in his lover's eyes told him he was number one.

Wulf leaned into his shoulder. "I love a man who knows how to kiss."

He accepted another small peck on the lips. "I aim to please."

"Why the... uh...?" Wulf gestured to his own eyes.

"Dark glasses?" Luc pushed the bridge back up his nose. "I was in the sun all day. My eyes are killing me."

"Ah. Sorry to hear that." He scooted away.

"Come back here." He looped his arm around Wulf's waist and dragged him close, making him laugh. He tangled the dark, silky strands of Wulf's hair around his fingers and rubbed them with his thumb. A clean smell rose to him. He pressed a kiss on his brow. "I love you. I've missed you today. Have you..."

"Sorry, Luc." Wulf pulled away. "There's someone I've been trying to reach all day. Be right back." Without waiting for permission, he slid out of the booth and hastened across the room. He joined a group of men, shook hands with them, and motioned back to Luc.

The men lifted a hand in greeting but didn't bother to smile. Lawyers for his competition rarely did; no one at Pharos had a sense of humor. They listened to Wulf, all of them quiet and attentive. The solicitors laughed, shook hands with him again, and one of them leaned over and kissed him on the cheek.

Wulf returned to the booth.

"What the hell was that about?"

Wulf toyed with Luc's broken drink stirrer. "Tovar Fasra signed a contract with us today. He's our client. Pharos might sue tomorrow, but it's done."

Their closest competitor, Pharos had bungled the management of Tovar's former group. Now that Wind and Thunder was defunct, Tovar was an independent agent. Pharos had made every legal maneuver they could think of to stop him from leaving. To no avail. The young Kin trusted Wulf.

"I was referring to the kiss." He slid his fingers through Wulf's hair, coiling it around his fingers.

"Oh, that. I sent tickets to his mother. He'd been trying to get seats for Tahkee, the Kin opera. I had six."

"It warranted a kiss?"

"No big deal, Luc. He was just being friendly."

Luc tightened his hand into a fist in Wulf's hair. His lover yielded to the coarse embrace. "When others touch you, it incenses me. You're mine. Mine alone."

"I shake hands with people all day at work, Master."

"That's business. This is our personal life."

"Aside from the fact that what I just handled was business, in our personal life, you give me to other men." Wulf angled his head back a little more and met his gaze. His warm brown eyes held no fear. "You watch them use me for their pleasure. You tell them how to pleasure me."

At Wulf's calm acceptance of his will, pride roared inside him with the fierce joy of a lion subduing his mate. "You are mine to give." Luc opened his hand, stroked his fingers through Wulf's hair. "You have no right to surrender yourself to anyone, except as I direct."

Wulf put his head down. "If you don't want me to shake hands with people, I won't."

"No. Of course not. Just try to make it brief, will you? I didn't like seeing him kiss you." He smoothed his jacket. "It made me jealous."

Smiles brimmed in his eyes. "Master, you know I love you."

Luc held his breath, awed by Wulf's beauty. He curled a hand back into Wulf's hair, feeling the texture between fingers and thumb. "You belong to me." He sounded shocked even to himself.

Wulf broke into a huge smile, his cheeks dark with a blush. "Luc, I'm sorry. I shouldn't have left you. I should have waited for tomorrow. From now on, when we meet somewhere like this after work, I'll stay at your side. I live to please you."

He tugged Wulf's hair. "Hah! Imp. You live to keep me off balance and crazy." He leaned over and kissed him, then nuzzled Wulf's ear. "I'd like that, love." He tapped two fingers on the table, the signal to begin their evening of play.

Wulf placed both hands in his lap.

"I've chosen your next lover." He nodded toward the new server across the club. "What would you think of having a Kin?"

"A Kin?" Wulf gave a faint laugh. "Right." When Luc didn't laugh, Wulf glanced at the Kin, then Luc. "Wait. You're serious."

He gestured with his glass.

A member of the feline race served a tray of mixed drinks to a group of businessmen. Human in shape and stance, he had amber furskin and unmistakable cat-like ears almost atop his head. Right now, those ears were forward in respect. Contrasted with the lush backdrop of the club, the raw beauty of the Kin—despite his refined uniform—made him an uncut gem amongst polished diamonds.

Pure, unblemished potential. Luc lifted a finger to summon their human server, gestured to his own whiskey and then Wulf. "The usual."

Wulf folded his hands. "That one has a nice smile."

"Wait until you see his ass."

With a laugh, Wulf checked him out again. "You're right." His eyes sparked with mischief. "He's gorgeous, but I didn't think Kin males liked cock. Too macho."

"So sure, are you?"

"Oh, yeah. I forgot about you and..."

"Never mind the past." He lifted the hand behind Wulf and played with his hair. "So, you don't like Kin?"

"I have nothing against them. I speak the language. I understand the culture. But I never considered bedding one. Never had reason to. I have you, and you're 'animal' enough for anyone."

Luc chuckled, leaned over and kissed him. Wulf yielded his mouth in a kiss full of promise. When Luc pulled back, he had to adjust the fit of his trousers in front.

Wulf flashed him a knowing smile. "So, when did Trink hire a Kin?"

"Yesterday, I think. He was here last night when I came for dinner. Nij was training him, but he's already experienced. They keep moving him all over the place." Luc picked up his whiskey. Its dark-honey depths swam with reflections. "Even among the beauties here, he draws attention." He tasted his drink, set it down. "It's time I initiated you into the ecstasies a Kin-sized cock can provide."

"You taught..." Wulf's words came out in a breathy rush, and he cleared his throat and began again. "You taught me everything there is to know about king-sized cocks."

He rested a hand on Wulf's thigh and gave a light squeeze. "Flatterer. But I said Kin-sized. And all the flattery in the worlds won't keep me from the pleasure of seeing you writhe while a Kin takes you the first time. It's not to be missed." He took another sip.

Wulf's pupils dilated. A blush darkened his cheeks. An appreciative gleam brightened his smile and his shallow breathing sped up.

Luc stroked his fingers down Wulf's smooth face. Such flawless skin. He knew the taste and feel of every inch. He swirled the dregs of his drink.

Their human waiter brought Luc another sour, placed a tall black vodka with a twist of lime in front of Wulf, and activated the holographic dinner menus on the table. He eased out of earshot but not out of sight. The shimmering text floating above the table lit the crushed ice in Wulf's drink. It glowed blue-white. The black vodka seeped down around its edges into the clear liquid at the bottom.

Wulf shut off the program.

"Why do you like those drinks?" Luc sipped his whiskey. "They're eerie."

"Eerie?" Wulf lifted his drink and stared at it. "If you say so. I like Black Mysteries. They remind me of you." He pulled out the lime, popped it in his mouth, and chewed. "Don't give me that look."

He stiffened his spine. "What 'look'?"

"That one." Wulf gave him a pointed stare. "The 'I'm so innocent' number. It won't work on me. I know you too well."

He narrowed his eyes at Wulf, who simply laughed. Luc picked up his drink. "You know how to take all the fun out of a perfectly good sulk." He tossed down the rest of the whiskey in one gulp.

Wulf toyed with the drink stirrer. "So, you want to see me with a Kin?"

"Yes, I do."

Across the room, the Kin waiter laughed.

Luc set down the glass. "Did you see that? He shows everyone his fangs, too. Kin never do that."

"I thought they couldn't laugh out loud."

"Can, yes. They don't. Kin males make a quiet 'huff' sound. They have a fine sense of humor, but on their world... Laughing out loud is taboo. We should vacation there."

"Me, on a world where you can't laugh?" Wulf's laugh sounded more like a snort. "Right. Next time I want to end up a sex slave on a world full of hard-assed warrior women, I'll put 'visit Felidae' at the top of my list."

"It's not so bad in the capitol city. They're used to humans. But Kin males... they're bred with a 'seen and not heard' mentality. It's next to impossible for them to compete in the human world. To find one who laughs like we do... He was reared among humans."

"Let's plan the trip tonight." Wulf poked at his wet glass. "I'll travel in the buff. What do you think?" He turned to Luc as if serious. "Could save a lot of time. They'd send me straight through customs and right into a breeder camp. At least until they figured out I don't get it up for women." He took a long drink of his vodka.

"Females," he corrected. "Male and female are the proper terms for Kin. Man and woman are human terms."

"Oh, pardon me." Wulf laid a hand on his chest. "But I don't get it up for females, either."

Luc leaned toward him. "You have no idea how rare this lad is. It's been twenty years since the Kin were exposed to human culture, and there are still only three businesses owned by Kin males in the entire Empire. Only one of which made it without my help."

"Why do you care?" Wulf dragged a fingertip through a ring of water. "About Kin males, I mean? What do you get out of it?"

As much as Wulf knew about him and his true agenda on this world, why did he have to ask? Luc rubbed a hand across his shorn hair.

"Hey, don't get all huffy. You know what I mean. It's not..." Wulf paused, then sighed. "Luc, I support the way you encourage diversity. I always have. I'm trying to understand your personal motive, that's all."

"Love, Felidae is—no, scratch that. Any world where more than seventy percent of the population has no rights should concern every citizen in the Empire." He sat back, held up both hands. "But forget I said anything. We came here to have fun. Let's enjoy it, shall we?"

Wulf swirled the ice in his glass. "Hey." He nodded toward the right. "Check it out."

Luc turned his head. Across the aisle, the Kin leaned over to take a drink order. Tight black pants hugged the hard, muscular legs of a runner. When he stood, his wide shoulders and taut ass made a V-shape. He bowed to his customers, then stopped before Luc and Wulf's table and dipped his head in a polite nod. "Good evening, gentlemen."

Luc shoved his dark glasses back into place and tilted back his head. He spread his legs, to give his rising cock more room.

The Kin's smile oozed confidence. "While your server is taking a short break, may I get anything for you? An appetizer, perhaps, or another drink?"

"We're good," Wulf interrupted, before Luc could respond. "Thank you." He made a brushing motion with one hand.

The Kin bowed away.

A snarl rose in Luc's throat.

Wulf broke in on his thoughts. "Your Kin is back."

The waiter had returned to the adjacent table with a tray of drinks.

"Those new 'tuxedo' uniforms sure show off their assets, don't they?" Wulf shook his fingers as if burnt. "Thank you, Icia Teoh."

"Your friend designed those?"

Wulf set down his vodka. "Trink wanted a new look for the waiters. I introduced them."

Luc stroked a finger across the lip of his empty glass, dipped the tip of it inside, and dragged it around the rim. Wulf's whimper brought a smile to Luc's mouth. He turned his head to one side.

Wulf squirmed on the seat, his dark blush of anticipation visible.

Luc pushed aside the empty glass.

Within a moment, the Kin waiter had replaced it with a full one, pausing to smile down at him. "If I can get you anything, my name is Jawk." He placed a napkin in front of Luc and turned it at an angle, revealing his name scrawled across the corner. "Just touch this menu." He pressed a glowing dot on the table and a menu popped up.

Wulf reached out and shut it down. "We're good, thanks. Maybe later."

Jawk placed a hand over his heart and bowed as he backed away.

"What a pushy guy."

Luc opened his mouth to speak, but once again Wulf interrupted.

"So, are Kin fangs sharp when they..." He raised one finely arched brow.

"And their tongues are every bit as rough as a cat's. A Kin tongue on your cock is an exquisite torturous bliss. I want you to experience it for yourself."

Wulf's fabulous smile blazed, honey-brown eyes alight. "A Kin might not want me."

Luc cupped his hand beneath Wulf's chin. "You still don't realize how perfect you are, do you? There's not a man here who wouldn't make a fool of himself for one of your smiles."

A belly laugh rang out as he pulled away. "Luc! You're such a liar. But I love you."

"I wouldn't offer you a gift unless I was sure it was safe, clean, and perfect for you. All you have to do is accept."

Wulf slid over until his shoulder touched Luc's. Every sense came alive when Wulf laid a hand on his thigh. "When did you have in mind?"

"I've already invited him." Luc allowed himself a smile as he stroked his glass. "Since you agree, he'll take you tonight."

"Wait a minute." Wulf drew back and frowned. "The rule is I get to see him first and say whether I'm interested. Who is he?"

"You did see him, love." Luc slid the napkin toward him emblazoned with the name Jawk. "He stood right here at our table."

*****
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Tarth City, Top Tier District

Batchelors Four, Employee locker room

"You gonna study with us tonight?" Nij, Jawk's roommate and trainer at Batchelors pulled on street clothes.

"Oh, hell, no!" Jawk slammed his locker door. "Took my last final this morning." He'd changed into a new black tee-shirt, his favorite tan leather jacket, and new Draap jeans, every piece courtesy of a different client. His new pair of LO-G SporTuffs were beyond expensive, but his oldest and most generous benefactor had promised him a pair of the low-grav shoes for perfect grades. "Don't tell me you need another cram session. You know this stuff inside out."

"Are you kidding me? Miss a NETway-sponsored pre-exam cram the night before a ten-hour test?" Nij tucked in his shirt and fastened the buttons. "I'd be an idiot. I'll spend the night in the library. NETway's got headhunters all over the place to see who passes. Wish me luck."

"You don't need luck." Jawk slipped one hand in a pocket, found the debit chip full of tips he'd tucked there earlier. He took it out and clipped it to his bracelet. "You study harder than anyone I know. When you pass your test, those headhunters will swarm you. Isn't that why you dragged me in here to work? So I could replace you?"

"Thanks, man." He pulled out a backpack and snugged the locker shut. "I'm still nervous. What if I forget something?"

"You mean, like...?"

Nij followed his pointing finger down to his bare feet. "Shit!" He jerked open the locker.

"Maybe you do need luck." Jawk shouldered his own bag and headed for the door. Laughing at his roomie's rude finger, he pushed open the exit.

The warm night air rushed into his face, bringing myriad scents of the city. Though he'd been reared among humans and their smells, he was still a Kin, and the layer of smell upon smell assaulted his senses. He sneezed to clear his nostrils.

A long black hoversine sat at the end of the alley, where he'd been told to expect it. The android driver beside it came to attention at his approach. Two beefy human males near the rear door gave Jawk a once-over as a third stepped out of the shadows.

Great. Goons in suits.

"This won't take a moment." The third guard shone a green light over him like a flashlight.

Jawk waited, accustomed to the drill. Rich clients didn't want weapons, spy devices, drugs, or disease. These scanners checked for all of them. Right on cue, a discordant beep sounded when it swept across his backpack.

The goon pointed. "Open that, please."

"It's nothin'." Jawk pulled the bag higher on his shoulder. "The study chips always set it off."

"According to this—" He tapped the green light. "—you have a recording device."

"I do not! Why would I—Oh, wait. Hang on." Jawk dropped the bag and stooped to open it.

All three guards powered up their weapons. Three multi-barreled guns trained on his head.

Jawk froze. "Uh..." He swallowed. "Ffffftt, guys. Take it easy! I don't have a weapon."

"Stand up, hands behind your head."

"But I was..."

"Now." The guard with the light wagged the gun. The other three held guns on him like he was a desperado.

Jawk stood as directed.

The guard snapped open a holster and tossed its contents near the bag. What appeared to be a bunch of sticks rearranged themselves to form a spider-like bot. It climbed up the bag and disappeared inside.

"Wow! None of the robotics I've studied at Tech is that sophisticated. Who manufactures those?"

"No one you need to know about, kid."

"But—" The hum of a gun powering silenced him.

A minute later, the tiny robot popped out with a small green tube between front pincers. The guard retrieved the tube, held down his hand, and the spiderbot folded itself back into sticks on his palm.

He shifted his weight. "Hey, come on. Can I put my hands down, now?"

"Not so fast." The guard held up an old note recorder. "You want to tell me about this?"

He flexed his claws. "No. I was invited."

The guard held the tube between middle finger and thumb. "Unless you want to be invited to jail for violation of privacy, start talking."

"It's a recording device for school, all right? Half the time it doesn't even work. I forgot it was in there. I took my finals at Tarth Tech this morning."

"Congratulations. Then you won't need it anymore." He tossed the device on the ground and crushed it under his boot.

"Hey!" Jawk threw out his hands. "Aw, man! Why'd you do that? Do you know what those notes were worth?" He rubbed his brow. "Oh, ffffftt. My roomy had an authentic NETway DMS350 lecture on there. He's gonna kill me."

"Tough luck, kid." The guard picked up the bag and almost threw it at Jawk before stepping back to bring up his right wrist. "He's clean."

From above in the alley came the sound of weapons holstering into leather. The hair on his neck prickled. He craned his neck, but there was no longer anything to see. No wonder no one got close. The adrenaline rush served to remind him of the real danger he faced tonight.

"You people take this security shit too ffffftting serious." He slung the backpack over his shoulder. "Who's in there? The Empress?"

The guard scoffed as he put away his weapon. "You have no idea."

The driver opened the rear door to the hoversine.

No way Jawk could back out now and accomplish what he'd been sent to do. He ducked his head and climbed into the white leather interior.

​​
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Tarth City, Top Tier District

Wulf Gabriel's hoversine

Wulf resisted the urge to touch the receiver in his left ear. Through sensors in the vehicle, his master could see as well as hear.

"Wulf," Luc's voice said in his ear. "Don't let on I'm here until I tell you."

"Yes, Master." The door opened, and Wulf's jaws tightened in response. He opened his mouth to relieve the pressure and took a deep breath.

Wulf had the time it took for the waiter to settle himself inside to size him up. He was average size for a Kin—over six tradestandard feet tall, with shoulders like a ruckball linebacker. Built like Luc, who, despite his genteel ways and three-piece Ainmar suits packed a solid wall of muscle.

Kin males did not often cut their hair, but this one wore his honey-colored curls short and tapered to his head. A thick shock of them fell between the cat-like ears on top of his head and down into his slitted-pupil cat's-eyes. A few tendrils wisped onto his neck.

Wulf, never at a loss for words, floundered for an opening line. What did a man say to a hustler his master had picked up for the night? "Good evening."

"So far." The waiter offered a flirty smile.

"I was right," Luc commented. "He does show his fangs. Don't worry. Kin bite for two reasons. If they like you, and if they don't." Wulf could hear the smile in his master's words. "Shake hands with him, love. Be friendly. He won't bite unless I tell him to."

A frisson of fear shivered up Wulf's spine, but he extended his right hand in human fashion.

Jawk tossed golden hair out of his eyes and reached over to clasp Wulf's hand. Firm grip; the web between first finger and thumb connected with Wulf's, and he wrapped fingers around his hand, claws well retracted beneath clean nails. Clean shaven. Both ears forward. A good sign.

"Talk to him while I decide what I want you to do."

Wulf hesitated. The façade of Jawk's casual dress bespoke a mind that calculated effect. From the leather and chain bracelet to the buttons attached to the backpack, he dressed to create the image of a hard-working college kid. In truth, he made his real money after hours. It was obvious, if one knew the scene.

Wulf knew. This kid wore a fortune's worth of high fashion.

The black tee-shirt sported the holographic ZTM logo in front—high cost and not a rip-off. His fawn leather jacket was straight off the Kin homeworld. Three "victorious battle" hash lines marked the upper left shoulder. The freshly scuffed white shoes were top of the line SporTuffs and the red horn symbol on the heel meant LO-G, similar to the prototypes Wulf used to model. No matter what their salary, waiters could not afford them. His denim told a story, too. The Draap label on those tattered pants—made that way, not worn—meant even the most well-tipped waiter at Batchelors gave up a month's pay. Or performed services worth it.

The Kin sank into the posh leather seat and stared at Wulf with a fathomless expression. He had deep hazel eyes, brown with flecks of green and gold, cat-like oval pupils and the long lashes all Kin seemed blessed with. Perfect Kin nose, long, narrow, feline, the bridge higher than a human's.

"Damn it, Wulf. Talk to him."

"Thank you for joining us." Wulf pressed himself back against the seat.

The guy glanced around the otherwise empty hoversine. "Um, us?"

"We'll join Mr. Saint-Cyr in another location." He pinched the front crease of his pants into place. "I'm Wulf Gabriel."

"Jawk Brighton."

"Brighton." Wulf frowned. "Not a Kin surname."

He tugged at one pant leg. "No. I was adopted. My father's human."

"Oh, you're a HalfKin. You could pass for a full-blood."

"Wulf," Luc chided in his ear. "What the hell are you doing? Don't insult him."

"Sorry. I—I didn't mean that as an insult."

"No insult to me. I'm full blooded, but my little brother and sisters are all HalfKin. My mother was a Kin breeder who married a human Praetorian."

Wulf rubbed his lower lip. "I thought I knew a lot about Kin customs, but I guess not. Female breeders can marry?"

"No, my father smuggled my mother off Felidae and married her on Ohy. By the time they figured out she was a Kin breeder, she was pregnant, and he claimed asylum for her and their child. When he found out she had a Kin son who'd been taken from her on Felidae, he broke a few more laws to come back and find me. They kicked him out of the Armada, but we were a family."

"Hmm. A romantic. That could be useful." Luc's voice in his head felt as personal as his touch. "What do you think of his mouth? Nice, full lower lip. I want to see his mouth stretched wide around the crown of your shaft. Watch you writhe while his scratchy tongue flicks along the tip."

Wulf's cock lifted and thickened. He moved his legs a bit further apart.

Jawk dragged a hand through his hair. "I can't believe I blurted all that. Sorry." Jawk smelled clean, pure. No artificial scent at all. Kin didn't use scented soaps, but they were fastidious.

Wulf cleared his throat. "People seem to open up to me."

"Yeah." Jawk tilted his head. "I bet. You have a killer smile."

"See?" Luc murmured. "I'm not the only one who says so."

"Thank you," he told both of them.

Jawk pressed both hands into the cushy seat before he peered up and around. "Nice ride."

"One of my perks." Wulf tried seeing the limo through fresh eyes. Privacy glass, white leather, room for ten, private bar. So smooth you couldn't tell you were moving except for the dim outline of lights at the windows. "Mr. Saint-Cyr gives me a new one every year."

Jawk's brows rose, ears straight up. "Why, do they get dirty?"

In Wulf's head, Luc chuckled.

"What can I say? He spoils me."

"I'll bet he does." The hazel eyes narrowed as he took in Wulf from top to toe. "What is it you do for him? And does he need anyone else who can do it? I can be trained."

"This guy has promise. I might enjoy training him to do a few 'personal' things for me. What do you think, Wulf?"

Wulf raised a brow. "Trying to take my job, are you?"

The Kin bared his fangs. "Hell, yeah. I'd say it's a good one."

Luc's dry laugh filled Wulf's mind. "How refreshing. A Kin male who has a sense of humor and isn't afraid to speak up."

Wulf pointed to the backpack he'd placed on the floor. "May I see your bag?"
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