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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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Trigger warnings appear in the top menu on the author's website.

KayelleAllen.com

After you read this story, will you dare to enter the Empire?

Look for your entry ticket at the end.
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​Chapter One
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Tarthian Empire, Tarth

Tarth City, Kelthian District

Batchelors

Sumertsag 18, 4659 Tradestandard date

Six android cooks looked up as Wulf Gabriel entered the restaurant's back door. He waved in greeting and angled through the black-tiled kitchen, around the cluster of steel stoves and counters.

The human Chef Yvan was finishing one of the cheesecake masterpieces Batchelors had made famous. As he topped it with the last curl of dark Tyran bittersweet, Wulf snatched the sweet, barely escaping a slap when the man swatted at his hand. Wulf blew the tall blond Yvan a sassy kiss, and danced out of the way as the inner doors swung open.

Two uniformed human waiters slammed through it. One grabbed a tray, slid orders onto it, and swept back out. The other grabbed an ice bucket with wine and followed him.

Yvan added another curl of chocolate and stepped back from the dessert. "What do you think?" He made a sweeping gesture. "Isn't that beautiful?"

Wulf sucked a chocolate smear off his fingertip. "Perfect."

Yvan bowed. "Got a hot date tonight?" He motioned to one of the droid cooks to remove the cheesecake.

Sighing, Wulf folded his arms. "Too tired. Photo shoot started before dawn and here it is long past dinner."

"Sounds like my life." Yvan washed his hands. "You hungry?"

"I'm good. Ate one of those energy bars on the walk over here."

"How you gonna get energy from somethin' made of sugar?" Yvan opened one of the commercial refrigerators and pulled out a covered plate. He set it in front of Wulf, handed him a fork and a napkin and, with a flourish, removed the cover. "Eat."

Slices of lean roast beef, a small bowl of salad and a handful of asparagus spears had been artfully arranged on the silver plate. "Looks good." Wulf cut the beef with the edge of his fork. "Somebody didn't pay for their food?"

"Saved it for you." Yvan folded his arms and leaned against the counter near him. As tall as Wulf and built the same way, Yvan resembled a ruckball linebacker more than a pastry chef. The concern in his blue eyes warmed Wulf's soul as much as a good hug. "You never eat enough."

Wulf held out a hand and slapped it against Yvan's. "Thanks man." The first forkful of meat almost melted in his mouth, it was so tender. While Wulf ate, Yvan chatted about his day, the celebrity clientele they'd served, how many orders for specialty cheesecakes they'd filled.

Finishing the last bite, Wulf patted the napkin across his mouth. "I've never eaten anything you made that wasn't tip top." He leaned out to admire Yvan's backside when the man turned to put dishes in one of the sinks. "You and Trink must make a mint with this place. Every time I come in here, it's all I can do to keep from getting run over by waiters dashing in and out with orders."

"Yeah, well if you'd come in through the front door like a normal person"— the chef paused and shot him a stern glance —"that wouldn't happen. Then again, if you did I wouldn't get to see that cute little model butt of yours nearly as often as I'd like." He winked.

Wulf stuck out his tongue.

Yvan leered. "You don't want that tongue in yo' mouth, honey, I'll let you put it in mine."

"You are such a perv. I love that about you. Where's Trink tonight?"

A swinging door opened, admitting Trink. "Wulf!" The man halted in his tracks, hands spread. Far shorter and several years older than Yvan, he always looked more like a kid playing dress up than a true maitre d'. With his baby face, few believed Trink's real age when they learned it. "If it isn't his Royal Hotness. You lookin' fine, m'boy. All the honeys be watchin' you tonight!"

Wulf swept a deep bow. "Wuss down, Bro?" he responded, well-versed in Cobber, the street language off Kelthia. He brought up a palm and Trink brushed his fingertips across it in greeting.

Yvan nudged Trink's shoulder. "You spy he pushin' de dog?"

"Hell no!" Wulf knew enough Cobber to get that. "Ain't no boy toy selling cock. Dis boy straight up real."

Trink rubbed the edge of Wulf's Draap denim jacket between thumb and fingers. He lifted his dark brown gaze and raised both brows. "Your boss know you stole these naughty lookin' taggers?"

Wulf brushed at the denim jacket. "I got off a late photo shoot and the crew didn't feel like putting it all away. Let me wear it home."

The Draap jeans and jacket cost hundreds of draks apiece. Their logo made the simple black T-shirt worth over a hundred. Even with the fees he pulled down as the "Face of Draap," Wulf couldn't afford the prototype footwear. Low gravity athletic shoes? No sports association in the Empire would ever permit such an advantage. Still, walking in them sure felt good.

Rubbing his chin, Trink ambled all the way around him. He gave a low whistle. "You sure be fine tonight."

Wulf held up both hands and spun in a tight circle, stopping in a chin-lifted pose straight off the runway.

Yvan whistled. Trink grinned. "You might score with a lady, you keep that up, Wulf."

He made a rude noise. "Not even for free, Bro."

Trink laughed aloud. "Catch me up. You hawkin' or tawkin'?" Hunting action or hanging with the guys?

Wulf gestured right. "Hawkin' this side. Tawkin' that." He motioned left.

Trink held up a hand and Wulf connected with it, hooked fingers with him, and then released.

Trink dragged over a barstool and perched on it, one elbow on the counter. "You sure you're not slakin' this territory?"

Yvan rested a hip against the counter and winked.

Wulf caught they were teasing. Both had been public pleasure slaves back on Kelthia, "slakes" in local talk—but had bought their freedom and opened Batchelors together. He loved them for their big hearts; guys dabbling in prostitution always worried them.

"Hey, you know I'm real. Not sellin', Bro. Not sayin' no offers to buy, now." He blew on his nails. "Good money too."

Trink leaned over and popped him on the arm. "You is doggin' me tonight, Bro. What's down?"

"Got troubles. Need friends."

"Sure come to the right place." Yvan untied his apron and threw it into a bin. "Come on, Bro. Grab us all a beer, Trink."

His partner opened a refrigerator and tossed each of them a bottle of the good stuff: gold label. Wulf followed them into an adjoining office, where Yvan dropped into the chair behind the desk. Trink propped himself in the corner and waved Wulf into the only other chair, a wooden swivel-type.

Wulf broke the seal on a beer as he sprawled, legs out in front of him. He took a long sip of the cool golden brew and tilted back his head. A moth fluttered around inside the ceiling light. A seeker doomed to death for finding what he thought he wanted. Way too much like him.

"Anybody ever threaten you?" Wulf rolled his head to one side so they could see his face.

Yvan sat up straight. "You got some ass leanin' on you, Bro? Give me his name. I'll break his neck in six damn places."

"Thanks, man, but this is different. Answer my question first. You ever been threatened?"

The guys shot each other a glance. Yvan nodded. "Yeah, 'bout two weeks before we opened."

Trink wiped beer from his mouth. "Inspector guy. Wanted money up front for good numbers. When we wouldn't pay, he gave us a failing report on cleanliness. Yvan about shit. You know how he is about this place."

"Hell yeah!" Yvan leaned both arms on the desk. "Worked our asses off for this place." He cracked a smile. "And I do mean asses."

Trink almost spewed his beer. He choked on a laugh and wiped a hand across his mouth. "You straight up right on that, hon."

Wulf rocked forward. "What'd you do?"

Yvan flashed Trink a glance that said, "You tell it," and leaned back in the chair.

"You know the story of how we bought this place. But you don't know how we really got our money."

All slaves had a Freedom Savings Account, provided by law. When they had earned enough to buy out their contracts, they could free themselves.

"It wasn't your freedom money?"

Trink shook his head. "We tell folks that's how, but we had help."

Wulf frowned. "You mean an investor?"

The guys flicked glances at one another. Trink shifted positions, crossing one ankle over another.

Wulf took a long chug of beer as he sat back. This had a juicy feel to it, like one of those hot novels you'd read on Imperinet.

Trink chewed his lip. "I tell you this snippet, man, you gotta swear you didn't hear it here."

Wulf drew a cross over his heart.

Yvan sat still, head down, as if he wanted no part.

"Geez, guys." Wulf gestured with the beer. "If you did somethin' illegal, you don't have to tell me."

They both snickered.

"Naw, man, it's cool." Trink pushed away from the corner. "Yvan and I had the same master. Guy used to sell us on the sly. You know, without paying us. Against the law. Even slakes have rights. He slipped it all in his lover's pocket." He set a hand on one hip. "Thing is, the lover's a parole officer. If we complained, the PO would say we were doing something wrong and haul our asses to jail."

"That low life."

Trink shook a finger at him. "You said a mouthful there."

"Straight up." Yvan raised a hand.

Wulf reached across the desk and slapped it. "What happened?"

"'Bout ten years back, Yvan'd been a chef in a brothel on Porosen la. He used to cook for parties. Master found out. Sent him over to work the Man's gigs once a week. The Man paid for his time two ways—the fee our master charged and then triple that straight into Yvan's freedom account. Said he deserved to be free."

"Super guy." Yvan gestured with the beer. "Asked if I had a friend who'd slake a party or two. He paid Trink the same way. Whatever he earned for the master and three times into his account. Shit, we got free of that hole within a year. Legal."

Trink rubbed the beer bottle against his cheek. "We both worked for the Man about six months, catering parties and such. He paid us on time and bonused us for good gigs. When we wanted to start a restaurant, he said Yvan's cooking deserved a first class place, and had investors scope one out. That's how we founded Batchelors, man. We'd paid him back by the third year."

"So did he help you with this inspector guy?"

"Oh yeah. We called the Man; he went to see the guy in person."

Yvan chuckled. "Guy prolly wet himself."

"I don't get it." Wulf leaned forward, elbows on his knees, the beer bottle swinging between fingers and thumb. "Was this man someone important?"

The guys shared another one of those glances.

"Not 'a man', Bro." Trink leaned forward. "'It was 'the Man'. You know. On Kelthia."

He squinted. He'd been to Kelthia on photo shoots in the last few months. Hell, he'd been born and raised there until his father died when he was ten. That was twenty years ago. "Sorry, guys. No clue."

"You never heard of 'the Man?'" Yvan blinked. "You shittin' me?"

"I have no idea wh..." Wulf almost stopped breathing at the realization of the person they meant. No, surely not. He swallowed. "You don't mean ... the Harbinger."

The guys flinched as if saying his name meant he'd appear. No one on Kelthia said his name if they could help it.

The Man. The Harbinger. The crime boss even the crime bosses feared. Luc Saint-Cyr.

"I can't believe you had the balls to go to the Harbinger. That's rich." Wulf took a long pull on his beer and then chuckled.

"We're not shittin' you man. He helped us out."

Still chuckling, Wulf nodded. "I believe you." His shoulders shook with laughter. "That's what makes it so funny."

Yvan and Trink stared at him like he'd just sprouted antenna. "Uh, you okay, Bro?"

Wulf tried to answer but couldn't stop laughing long enough. He set the beer on the floor and took a deep breath to gain control. After a few gulps of air, he wiped his eyes and sat back. He snuffled a laugh.

"You wanna say what's gigglin' ya?"

Wulf sucked in a few more deep gulps of air and blew it out, calming himself to speak. "Sorry, guys. Not you, believe me. It's a long story. Kind of personal." He wiped his eyes with the heels of his hands and brushed the front of his shirt.

"No squeeze, Bro." Trink perched on the desk. "We got your back. How you bein' threatened, Wulf?"

Sighing, he scooted back in the chair, bent over and picked up the beer. He drained the little that remained, set the bottle on the desk, and then folded his arms. "Last year, my agent screwed with my contract so I'd have to work for him longer. When I tried to sue, he bought off my lawyer. Bought off the media. Hell." He dragged a hand through his hair. "They wouldn't go near that story for a million draks, even now."

"That shit!" Yvan hit the desk. "He still messin' wit you?"

"Yeah. He knows I've always wanted to act. About two months ago, he started feeding me scripts. Good stuff. Not great, but not bad, either." Wulf shrugged. "I'm a newbie. But to get the roles, I'd have to sign with him for another five years."

Trink pulled a face. "Why?"

"Turns out his father owns the studio producing the vids. I don't sign with his son, I don't work. They'll blackball me to the entire entertainment industry." He kissed his fingertips and flipped up his hand. "Goodbye career."

"That ain't right." Yvan shook his blond head. "Shit like that gets my blood goin'."

Trink faced him more squarely. "How can we help, Bro?"

Wulf leaned elbows on his knees and put his face in his hands. Blowing out a deep breath, he paused before lifting his head. "I wish I knew. I just got the contract to be the Face of Draap—worth more money than anything I've done so far. If I try to leave, I won't work at all. If I stay with him— You have no idea what an ass this guy is. I can't prove it, but now..." He swept a hand through his hair. "I should be able to coast the rest of my life off money I get modeling."

Trink and Yvan listened.

"My investments have all been in places my agent advised before I knew he was dirty. Now I find out he cranked me for most of it." He held out his hands. "I'm broke. Haven't made a lick on what I invest. It sits there, gathers dust. Not getting interest."

"Not that I like the law, but you sure they can't help?"

"Trink, I wish they could. This guy has connections and family all over the Empire. Hell, he gives the Harbinger a run for his money, power-wise."

Trink gave Yvan a glance. Yvan nodded. "I think the Man might help."

"No." Wulf gave a half-hearted chuckle that fizzled at the end and came out a squeak. "No way."

"He's our friend, Bro. If we ask him, the Man'd step in. We're tight, you know?" Trink held up two fingers together.

Wulf choked on a laugh. He tilted the chair and leaned his head back. The moth in the light overhead had stopped fluttering. Trapped at the source of everything he sought. Just like him. One of the top ten models in the Empire, and helpless to get himself free.

"Wulf." Trink and Yvan both leaned against the front of the desk to face him. "Let us help you, Bro. We can call the Man. I know he's got the power. Hell, he owns everything on Kelthia and half of Tarth. This whole district owes him."

"Thanks, guys, but there's got to be another way." He dusted off his pants. "I should go." When he stood, Trink took hold of his arm.

"What is it, Wulf? What you not tawkin', huh? Me and Yvan." He gestured among them. "You know we got your back. You can tell us anything."

"Thanks, Trink." He situated himself so he wasn't being touched, hopefully smoothly enough not to offend. "Don't want to talk about it."

Yvan started to speak.

"Guys." Wulf held up both hands. "I appreciate the advice and the offer to help, but the last thing I want is to involve Luc Saint-Cyr. The Harbinger, the Man, whatever you want to call him. If I'd known you'd suggest anything that had to do with him, I never would've come here. No offense." He ducked around Yvan.

Blocking him, Yvan leaned a hand against the door, then swung around and leaned against it, arms folded.

Wulf sighed. "Don't do this, Yvan."

"Doin' nothing, Bro. Jes standin'. Whyn't you talk to Trink?"

"Yeah, Bro." Trink spread both hands. "Let us help."

Pressing his lips together, Wulf concentrated on breathing through his nose, focusing on a dark spot on the wall.

"Listen, Wulf," Trink dropped his street voice. "If you let that asshole fuck you like this you'll kick yourself for it."

He closed his eyes, jaw clenching. "Back off, Trink."

"People always say that to me, Wulf, but truth is I can't. I'm your friend. Friends help friends."

Wulf leveled his gaze on the man's face. "I appreciate your concern, but I'll handle it."

Yvan tilted his head. "We're trying to help you."

"Thank you. Really. Thank you." Wulf tucked his fingertips into the front pockets of his jeans. "Now back off and let me out of here."

Yvan stared into his eyes for a long moment, not blinking any more than Wulf. "After you tell me one thing."

Wulf ground his teeth together. "What?"

"Why you so dead set against the Man's help?"

"His help?" Wulf pressed his lips together, shaking his head. "I would rather die than ask that fucker's help."

You'd have thought he'd blasphemed. Trink crossed himself and Yvan slid aside like he expected a lightning strike.

"You think I'm crazy? How's this? If Luc Saint-Cyr was on fire, I wouldn't cross the street to piss on him."

Their mouths dropped open.

"You want to know why I hate, loathe, and detest Luc Saint-Cyr? When I was ten years old"— Wulf slammed one fist into the other "—he made me watch my father die."



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​​​​​Chapter Two


[image: ]




Tarth City, Di Lusso District

Nizamrak Building, Suite 4100, For Women Only Corporate Headquarters

Sumertsag 20

"Excuse me, sir."

His concentration broken for the fifth time in as many minutes, Luc Saint-Cyr tossed aside his reading and leaned back in his desk chair. "Now what?"

The sixth person he'd hired this month to replace his former assistant stepped all the way inside, shut the door quietly, and approached his desk.

"I'm very sorry, sir. I know you didn't want to be disturbed for the next hour, but—"

He held up a hand to stop further apology. "What is it, Ms. Mead?"

"The gentleman on the holophone says it's urgent."

"They all say that."

"Sir, I know that. I'm a professional, but this —"

"Never mind." He pinched the bridge of his nose. "Who is it and what's so urgent?"

"All he would say was that his name was Wulf Gabriel and that—"

"What!" Luc shot to his feet, making the woman gasp, and sending his chair flying backward into the credenza. Books on its top tumbled to the floor. "Why didn't you say so?" He made shooing motions at the startled woman. "Put him through immediately."

Eyeing him as if he were some wild animal, Ms. Mead edged out the door and snapped it shut behind her.

Once alone, Luc opened a desk drawer and swept everything on his desk into it. He stepped one foot into the adjoining bathroom, grabbed a brush, and dragged it through his short hair. A quick feel of his chin told him he didn't need a shave yet.

He slipped back into his office, seated himself at the desk, and waited for the image to glow into existence. Luc saw the young man's face every day on Imperinet. Wulf was on half the dentist ads in the Empire, and most clothing commercials.

Luc envisioned the classic beauty of Wulf's face, the strength of his jaw, the warm whiskey brown of his eyes. On his dresser at home was a picture of himself with Wulf and his parents, taken days before Thomas Gabriel's death. Before all their lives had unraveled. Before he'd—

Focus.

Luc unclenched his fists and flattened his hands on the desk. Still no holo-image. The heap of untidy books on the floor drew his attention, but judging by the angle holopics usually took, Wulf wouldn't see them. How would it appear if the call started and he was on his knees on the floor with his ass in the air? Still... Luc rolled his chair back and pushed them out of sight with his foot.

No image yet.

Luc started to press the button on his desk to call Ms. Mead, but hovered one finger above it. What if she was putting Wulf through and mangled the connection because he'd distracted her?

He folded his hands again, and waited. On the floor by the right front leg of the credenza lay another book. He scooted his chair over and pushed at it with his foot, but it wedged itself between the legs and wouldn't budge.

The indicator on his desk still showed no sign of a call.

He loosened his collar, flicked at a speck of dust on the desk, and folded his hands once more. He rolled his thumbs around each other. He tightened his collar back up. Muttering curses, he got down on the floor and straightened the damned books, dusted himself off and sat back down.

The door opened and Ms. Mead crept far enough inside to shut it behind her. Head down, hands clutched in front of her, she wet her lips.

Luc stood and went around the desk. "You lost him! Don't tell me you lost him!"

"No, sir." Ms. Mead peeked up as he approached. "He told me to forget it. He said he'd changed his mind and it wasn't important."

Wasn't important... Brought up short by those words, Luc went so still the motes of dust in the air came into perfect clarity. As if the universe had suffered as harsh a blow as his heart. The first contact he'd had with Wulf in twenty years and it wasn't important.

He turned his back, shoulders rigid, jaw tight. "Did he say he'd call back?"

"Um, he..."

His breath felt shallow and too, too fast. He stopped himself from turning his head. "Go on, Ms. Mead."

She cleared her throat. "No, sir. The call came in on a private channel. I couldn't get a number to return it. I asked, but he wouldn't give me one. I was trying to track it when I realized I should let you know what happened. I'm sorry, sir."

He jammed his tongue against his teeth. Hands clenched at his sides, Luc turned his face enough to show he listened.

"I'll make sure he goes straight through if—I mean, when he calls back. Is there anyone else I should know about?"

Was there anyone else who could tear apart his life just by dropping a call? Not trusting his voice, he shook his head.

Behind him, the door opened, clicked shut. Footsteps receded. No outside noise intruded. The lonely silence of the oversized room rang in his ears like a death scream.

Luc staggered the ten steps to the windows overlooking Tarth City Park. Sunlight's radiant caress warmed and soothed his skin.

If only it could reach his heart.

He must focus. Dwell here, not in the past. He must let it go.

Forty-one stories below lay the verdant trees of the park, the blue and silver flash of Typhin River ribboning its way through open grass in the center. Destine Pietan Stadium's dome shone holy-white in the glaring sun. Columns of soaring buildings wrapped along the curved route of the Stadium Loop edging the park.

He must root himself in the here and now. Yesterday was gone. Tomorrow would never come. Not for him.

A tap sounded at the door. By the time it opened, Luc stood straight, back unbending. When his assistant came up beside him, he did nothing to acknowledge her.

"I finally traced the call to its source, Mr. Saint-Cyr. I thought you'd want to know where it originated."

It didn't matter where. His promise to Wulf meant he would never seek him; never interfere in his life.

When he didn't respond, she continued. "It's apparently some kind of restaurant over in the Kelthian District. Have you ever heard of Batchelors? Oh, what am I thinking? Of course not. You'd never go to—"

Luc gripped her arm. "Where did you say?"

She looked down to where he held her.

He let go. "Where did you say he was?"

"Batchelors. It's in the—"

"I know where it is." Trink and Yvan's place. Luc rubbed his chin. If Wulf had called from there... He took the woman's arms in both his hands and leaned down closer. "Thank you."

She blinked and swallowed. "You're welcome, sir."

He patted his pockets, ensuring he had personal items. "I hired you away from my competitor. How strict are you about non-disclosure of their secrets?"

She gasped. "Oh sir, I would never—"

"Good. You've learned one of mine. My interest in Wulf Gabriel never leaves this room. It is not something to share at lunch with friends or your spouse at dinner."

"Mr. Saint-Cyr!" She drew herself up to her full height, about the middle of his chest. "I am a professional."

"Glad to hear it. Handle any of my afternoon appointments you can and clear the rest." He strode toward the door. "If you hear from Wulf, transfer the call to my mobile number." He turned back. "And if you transfer anyone else to me for any reason whatsoever, you're fired. Is that clear?"

Ms. Mead's face lit up as if he'd given her a present. "Oh yes, sir. As glass."

He jerked open the door.

*****
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Tarth City, Kelthian District

Batchelors

Although he'd loaned Trink and Yvan money for this place and been paid both early and handsomely for his trouble, Luc had never personally visited. Now, as he took in the manicured storefronts and immaculate streets, he saw why his advisors had promised the investment would return well. Ideal location for a restaurant. Less than a block from Tarth Technical College and its thousands of hungry students, right across the street from a tube train station and one block in either direction to both the Imperial and Kelthian business districts.

Inside on the left, a separate bar with dark leather. To the right sprawled a tasteful restaurant elegant enough for fine dining. Not full yet, but a lunch crowd was gathering. The faint scent of beef and onions made his stomach growl. Yvan's cooking still impressed.

A young woman in a crisp black and white suit greeted him. "Welcome to Batchelors, sir. May I seat you alone, or are you with a party?"

"Alone." He removed his dark glasses and tucked them into an inside pocket. "In the back, please."

The greeter's reaction was mild when she saw his eyes. Most flinched and averted their gaze, but she smiled. "This way, Mr. Saint-Cyr." She led him to a choice table at the rear.

It didn't surprise him that he'd been recognized. Through either the Thieves' Guild or Lucsondis and its various enterprises, he'd been at the forefront of the news on Tarth for a solid decade.

After taking his drink order, she activated the holographic menu on the table and left him alone.

Trink delivered the drink personally. "Your Kelthian whiskey, neat. Compliments of the house." He lowered the tray and his voice. "I was hoping you'd come. I didn't expect you this fast."

Luc indicated the opposite seat.

Trink slid into it. "Wulf made me promise I wouldn't get involved and that I wouldn't call you."

"I see." Luc tasted the whiskey. "This is excellent. What makes you think my visit here has anything to do with someone named Wulf?"

The man's eyebrows twisted in different directions. "I called your office seventeen minutes ago, said I was Wulf Gabriel, hung up, and here you are. First time I've seen you in two years."

Luc nodded in acknowledgment. "How do you know Wulf?"

"His agent suggested he attend our grand opening and he brought ten other models with him, a bunch of friends and one jackass lover who broke up with him right before we closed shop. Wulf was so torn up, Yvan and I took him upstairs and let him talk our ears off. He slept at our place for three days so he could avoid the guy. We've been tight ever since."

Luc stroked the lip of the highball glass. "Not that it's my business, but are you lovers?"

Trink brushed the backs of his fingers under his chin twice. Kelthian street people spoke in slang or with their hands. As the Harbinger, Luc had his own signals, well known on the street. This one meant "up yours" in the most polite sort of way.

"Why the call, Trink?"

"Wulf's in trouble."

Luc stilled himself, listening.

"When Yvan and I suggested he talk to you he smacked right out. Didn't know we knew you. Said he w—uh, well," Trink rubbed his neck. "Maybe you're better off not knowing what he said."

He decided against pushing for detail. "You thought I could help him."

"Yeah." He leaned one elbow on the table. "His agent's screwing him over. Agent's dad runs some kind of vid company Wulf wants to work for, but the guy won't hire him unless he signs with his son for five years. Agent threatened to blackball him. Ripped off his investments. Wulf's damn near broke, the way he tells it. I think there's more, but that's all he'd admit."

Luc sat back. "Any and all those things are easily remedied. If Wulf wants my help."

"Yeah, well..." Trink aligned two napkins with the infinite precision one gives to a task that delays the delivery of bad news. "He says you made him watch his father die."

The words struck like a blow to the chest. All these years and he still didn't understand. He blew out a breath. "I'm sorry that's the way Wulf remembers it."

"He didn't want me telling you any of this, but I can't stand to see a friend suffer."

Steepling his fingers, Luc sat back. "Can you get him to meet with me?"

"I'll talk to him. Not setting up anything he doesn't know about first. Just so we're clear—Yvan and I owe Wulf. He's brought us more business than we could hope to get on our own, just by showing up and bringing friends." Trink gestured around the room. "Our net worth is six times what it was when we first opened, 'cause of him. I know business. Yvan knows cooking. But Wulf—he knows people."

Luc would have to talk to his advisors about investing more. "Aside from all this—Have you and Yvan considered other locations?"

"Sure. But not at the expense of setting up Wulf, if that's what you're getting at."

"Certainly not. I know a bargain when I see one." Patting his fingertips together, Luc asked, "What made you decide to call?"

"Wulf made me promise not to talk to you, but I figured that meant he could. So if you thought it was him calling and you came here to see what he wanted..." He shrugged. "I could answer your questions and I wouldn't have called."

Luc toyed with the drink. "I appreciate your tactics but I would have kept your confidence."

"Yeah." Trink held the tray against his chest. "But I'd know that I called."

He lowered one brow. "You did call."

"Not technically."

Luc chuckled. "You are a strange man, Terellee Vandermeer."

"Smackers!" Trink glanced over his shoulder. "Don't let that name out on the street."

"Your secret's safe with me." He made a stroking motion on his right upper lip.

Trink repeated the signal, accepting.

Luc folded his hands. "I wish I could tell you I will take care of Wulf's situation, but he and I have an agreement. I am not permitted to interfere."

Mouth open, Trink stared. "Not permitted?"

"Long story. Perhaps some day I'll tell you." Luc focused on his drink. Once hell had long since frozen solid.

"Couldn't you lean on the agent a little? You know, scare him?"

"As much as I'd like to, Trink, I'm a man of my word. No matter what occurs, I cannot interfere. And no one is more sorry about that than I."

"Can I do anything?"

"No." Luc drained the glass, touched a fingertip to the corner of his mouth. "I wouldn't recommend it." He stood and pushed in the chair.

Trink rose also and shook his hand, as firm as ever. "You're saying I should sit by and watch Wulf get hurt."

"Sadly, to help the ones we love, sometimes inaction from us is exactly what they need most. Sometimes they need to learn to ask for help. Until then, they may not need or want it."

"I'm hardwired to be there for my friends." Trink let the tray hang at his side. "I'm not willing to turn my back on someone who needs help."

"Neither am I, but for now, I'm afraid I must." Luc handed him a business chip. "Get Wulf to call me before this goes too far and he loses his career over it. Sorry to say, I may be his only hope."
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​​​​​Chapter Three
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Tarth City, Di Consueto District

Renyoj Building, Park Serenity Overlook, Wulf's flat

Sumertsag 21

When the beeping noise sounded again, Wulf rolled over on the floor and lifted his head. "Shut up!" He pulled the empty whiskey bottle against his chest and hugged it. Curled into a ball, he wedged himself between the lime green settee and the ice blue cube-shaped coffee table.

Fists pounded on the door. "Wulf! Open up! It's Fee. Let me in."

"Feeyona?"

"Wulf!" Fists pounded again.

He pushed himself to a seated position. "It's okay, idBot. Let her in." The idBot security system unlocked the door.

"Wulf?" Footsteps sounded on the tile floor, out of sight behind the settee. "Where are you, sweetie?" His fellow model came into view. "Oh no. Not whiskey again."

He waved the empty like a flag. "Second bottle."

She shook her head. "Come on." She helped him gain his feet.

He kissed her cheek and wrapped both arms around her. "I love you, Fee. Ya know that? You're the one friend who never lets me down. The one, babe." He kissed her again.

She waved a hand in front of her nose. "Wulf! You're so drunk I could smell it from the door." She propped him up with one shoulder under his arm. Nearly as tall as he, she supported him without difficulty. "Let's get you to bed."

"No. Wanna talk." Wulf tried to break free but Feeyona held him too tightly. "Don't wanna go to bed."

"You're too drunk to talk, Wulf." When he tripped, Feeyona caught him. "You're too big for me to drag all over like this. Stand still." She braced him against a wall to steady him while she opened the bedroom door. "Who broke your heart this time?"

He waved the bottle. "S'not broken."

"Sure it is. You get drunk and call me when your heart's broken. I've never known you to get this depressed over anything else."

"Not depressed." He grabbed her around the waist and pulled her against him. "Nobody loves me, Fee. Jus' you. If I could fall in love with a woman, it'd be you, Fee. You know that?"

"So you always say, Wulf." She patted him on the back. "Come on, sweetheart. Let's get you into bed."

Wulf let her guide him into the bedroom. She shepherded him into the bathroom and waited for him to relieve himself. When they reached the bed, she turned him around and walked him backward until his legs hit the mattress. He plunked down and fell onto his back.

"My head hurts, Fee."

"Nothing like it will in the morning, darlin'." She tugged his legs up and turned him sideways. "Smackers, you're heavy. Biggest model I know. You should've called me before you finished this. Let me have it." She took the empty out of his hand.

"That's"— He hiccupped —"the second one."

"So you said." She sat next to him on the wide bed. "Close your eyes."

Wulf did, aware of her presence next to him but unable to move. "You never lemme down, Fee. D'you know I love you?"

"I know, Wulf. I love you too."

He felt the warmth of a blanket around him and then cool hands on his face. Soft kiss on his forehead.

"Fee." He gripped her wrist, unable to open his eyes. "I wanna go home."

"You are home, love." She caressed his face. "Try to get some rest. I'll sit with you awhile." She held his hand. Petting his brow the way his mom always had, Fee hummed a little song.

Wulf floated, his stomach unsettled, queasy. "Not gonna be sick this time. Not gonna puke on your shoes ever again, Fee. Didn't mean to do that."

"I know, babe." She stroked his face, tucked back a loose strand of his hair. "You're tired. Try to rest. I'm right here."

"I wanna go home." Hot wetness leaked at the corners of his eyes. "I miss him so much. So much." The warm darkness embraced him.

*****
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Wulf woke face down and pushed himself upright. Grunting, he jammed one hand against a throbbing temple. His tongue felt sticky, his mouth tasted the way a wet dog smelled, and his bladder was so full he knew he'd never make it to the john. He held it in to keep from cleaning up pee. One smell of that and he'd puke.

Two empty bottles of Kelthian whiskey lay in the waste bin beside his bed. "You dumbass. Two bottles of Kelthian whiskey. Lucky you're not dead."

With deliberate care, he slid to the edge of the bed and leaned one hand against the wall as he stood. He held on until the room stopped spinning. "Stupid, stupid, stupid. You think you're the fuckin' Harbinger?"

The Man's ability to drink was legendary. No one out drank him. No one. Wulf had tried to match his record on many occasions.

The seat was down in the bathroom and all the towels had been folded and hung up. He yawned while he relieved himself. His sonic-brusher, a pain-stik, and a drinking glass sat next to the sink. "I must've called Fee again. I can't believe she puts up with my crap. If I was straight, I'd be a fool not to go for her." He rubbed his eyes. "As if she'd have me. I am such an asshole."

He stuck the pain-stik against his wrist and shuddered as the drug coursed through him. He swirled the brusher around in his mouth and rubbed his tongue against the roof of his mouth.

He dragged a hand through his sleep-snarled hair and grimaced at his reflection. Red eyes, lashes stuck together in points from sleep and tears. Unshaven. He leaned over the sink and peered at his chest in the mirror. Rubbed his eyes and looked again.

"Fuck. I shaved my chest?" He rubbed a hand over it. Smooth as a baby's ass. He groaned. He'd done it before for photo shoots; it itched like hell growing back. "Nice move, Wulf. You were drunk and stupid."

At least he didn't have a current lover who'd bitch about his shaven chest, or demand he shave anything else. The last thing he needed was some Dom telling him what to do. He peed again and then fumbled with the flush handle before he walked blindly to the shower.

Sex was overrated.

The shower aimed jets at different levels, cycling first a hot mist, then cooler water to help wake him. He turned on a pulsing stream that massaged his shoulders and back. Bracing his arms against the tiled wall, he rested his forehead against them, closed his eyes, and spread his legs.

The jets of water on his legs washed away soreness. He turned a bit, letting it cascade down the inside of one thigh and then the other. When a pulse connected with his balls, he gasped and jerked forward.

A hot fantasy instantly took him. Wulf stood still, rationalizing away the heat that had swamped him He adjusted the jets to shoot straight out, then bent over at the waist, legs wide apart, both hands braced on the wall.


"Get those arms out straight." A deep voice commanded obedience. "Let that water beat you." A hard slap on his ass made Wulf gasp. "Wider, Wulf. Open up."

He complied, the pulsing current of water lifting his cock, and rocking his sac like a man's rough hand tightening a fist around him. Pleasure just this side of pain.

Wulf arched his back, his cock so hard he groaned. The man pushed Wulf's cheeks apart, letting the water pummel his hole.

"On your toes. Get up there! I want that water on you."

Wulf fought to comply, his legs shaking.

"Don't move." The voice behind him dropped to his knees and pushed his cheeks even further apart. The water stung like needles. All at once, the sting ended; the gentle touch of a tongue licked across him, making Wulf cry out.

One foot slipped. Wulf regained his balance, arched and thrust back against the man's questing tongue. Around and around he licked, teasing in its tenderness.

"Open for me." The man pressed one firm finger inside, up to the first knuckle. Wiggled, pulled back a little, testing him. Moved all the way around, tugging on his hole. "This is the way I like you. Hot and open. Ready for me."

"Please." Wulf was sweating now, standing in the cool shower.

He slid his finger all the way in.

"You can take two." He pulled out, added another finger.

Wulf screamed in pleasure as he drove them inside. Rubbed against his prostate.

"I want my mouth on you when you come." The dark, sensual voice moved in front of him, down on knees, water splashing off black hair and skin, shimmering like diamonds catching the light.

"Mmm." That voice swallowed his cock. Sucked him.

Wulf trembled, arms shaking.

The man drove his fingers deeper, stroked him again. Pulling the trigger on his orgasm.

"Oh...please, fuck me!" He slammed forward, filling that hot mouth. Feeding his lover's throat with cum.

Wulf gasped for breath, flattening his feet on the shower floor. The man greedily clutching his hips and sucking him tilted back his head, mouth full, his cheeks hollow from sucking.

Eyes looked up. Eyes without whites. Solid black.

The Harbinger.





Wulf jerked free, danced away, and turned back, fists balled. Still shivering from the intensity of his orgasm, he slid down the wall and hugged himself, completely alone in the shower.

*****
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Tarth City, Kelthian District

Trink and Yvan's Apartment, above Batchelors

Sumertsag 22

Trink and Yvan's apartment had none of the glamour of his own place. His was the vision of the decorator he'd hired to impress clients. Their place was brick and stone, with small windows and a worn and polished wood floor. None of the furniture matched. His place was a showcase. Theirs was a home.

Wulf pushed back from the dinner table and belched. Not to be outdone, Yvan matched him. Trink, shorter than either of them, let loose with a long, hearty brrraapp that rattled the dishes on the table. The three shared congratulatory laughter.

"Damn fine dinner, Yvan."

"Thanks, Wulf." The man lifted his mug in a toast. "Awesome beer."

"I'll drink to that." Wulf raised his and peered into the golden liquid. "Is this Tyran? I've never had better." He took a long swallow and wiped the foam from his mouth. "Smooth as they come."

"Kin stuff." Yvan tipped his up and emptied it. "Trink took it in trade the other day."

"Trade, huh?" Wulf took another sip.

"Yeah." Trink got up to refill Yvan's mug. "The Kin don't allow their males to sell anything. But I took six kegs in trade from one of them for about 100 kilos of prime grade rye." He set the mug in front of Yvan and leaned against his chair.

Wulf squinted. "What do you do with rye?"

Yvan wrapped an arm around Trink's waist and dragged him onto his lap. "This guy here is the reason we make so damn much money at Batchelors."

Wulf smiled at Trink's blush. The man might be the brains at work, but at home, he submitted fully to Yvan.

"He's one hell of a trader." Yvan settled his chin on his lover's shoulder. "He bought the rye cheap from an outworlder at the Trader's Market and traded it for beer. Took all but one keg of the beer and traded it for prime organic vegetables." He grinned at Wulf. "Get this. He calls the Jade House, one of the biggest restaurants in Tarth City..." He hugged Trink. "You tell this part."

Trink reached back and slid his fingers down Yvan's cheek. "They serve organics, and I'd heard from one of our delivery guys that their usual provider missed a shipment. They were hunting all over the city for another source, last minute." He shrugged. "I got fifty beef roasts in trade."

"Even better, he made a contact over there who promised to throw some of their overflow dessert catering our way."

"Guys, that's awesome." Wulf high-fived them in turn.

Trink winked. "More than one way to get rich, boys."

Wulf sat back and enjoyed the sight of these two old friends, so obviously in love.

What would it be like, being loved? Held and treasured instead of used? Black eyes swam into focus. Wulf shivered.

"You cold, man?" Trink got up and crossed to the small kitchen. "I'll make us all some coffee."

"Naw, thanks, I gotta go. I have a shoot in the morning." A lie, but he suddenly wanted out of here. Wulf got to his feet and stretched, yawning.

Yvan and Trink walked him to the door. Tarth City's cool evenings demanded a coat even in summer, and while Trink went to retrieve Wulf's, Yvan leaned a hand against the door next to him.

"It's late, Wulf. You're welcome to stay here."

"Thanks, but I don't live that far."

When Trink returned with the coat, Yvan held it for him, and then brushed aside his hands and buttoned it for him.

Trink reached up and ran a hand through Wulf's hair. "Your hair is perfect no matter what time of day I see you."

He smiled down at Trink, up at Yvan. "Model's tricks."

Wulf stood there, unable to pull away as Yvan stared down into his eyes. The man cupped his face in both hands, leaned down and brushed Wulf's mouth with his lips.

Trink's face swam at the edge of his vision.

"It's all right, Wulf." Trink slid his hand inside the coat and released the buttons. "We both want you."

He lifted his face to Yvan, searching for the truth.

"Let us take you to our bed."

Wulf made a soft whimper of lust. They backed him against the door. "Can't do this."

"Yes. Yes, you can." Yvan covered his mouth with his own, wrapped his arms around Wulf, and pulled him close. Hard body, firm arms, his mouth demanding, Yvan kissed with a slake's innate ability to tease.

Trink knelt and ripped open Wulf's jeans, started tugging them down. "Let us take care of you, Wulf. Let us love you."

"Wulf?" Trink snapped his fingers in front of his face. "You all right?"

Wulf sat up straight in the chair. The remnants of dinner were scattered across the table. Trink and Yvan were staring at him intently.

Fuckin' daydreamin' about his best friends. Wulf stood, kicked in the chair. "Sorry, guys. Must've zoned out there." He wanted to stretch but feared his erection would show. "Guess I'm tired. I should go."

"You're welcome to stay here."

That was way too close to fantasy for his peace of mind.

"Thanks, guys. But I have to get up early. Photo shoot at the train station over in Royal District. They're doing a spread on Imperinet about Draap's new shampoo."

"You use it?" Trink fondled a handful of Wulf's hair. "Yours always looks good."

"Yeah. I—I mean no. I do, but I—Uh, I gotta go." He took two steps toward the closet and remembered his coat had been tossed across their bed this time. "You know, I think I'll leave my coat here. It's not that cold tonight."

"Are you sure?" Trink started toward the bedroom. "I can get it for you."

"No, that's fine." Wulf opened the door and stepped half outside. "Thanks for dinner, guys. See you soon." He couldn't shut the door fast enough

They were prolly scratchin' their heads, goin', 'What's with Wulf?'

Inside the stairwell, he rubbed his face and shook himself. He pounded down the stairs and burst outside into the chill evening air.

When he arrived home, he sorted through the messages idBot had taken. One from his agent was marked urgent.

"Now what's that asshole up to?" He tapped the screen to open it.

"Cancel Draap shoot tomorrow. They've chosen a new Face. Call me."

The Draap Face represented everything the company stood for. Wulf had signed with them three months previously, for a year-long contract.

Wulf blinked at the message, read it three more times before he believed it. "What? That son of a bitch!"

He paced the room. "Chosen a new Face? They can't choose a new Face. I have a contract." He tapped his own chest. "I'm the Face of Draap."

He hastened back to the screen and sorted through the rest of the messages, checking for more from his agent. A new message popped in as he was closing the program.

Wulf didn't recognize the name but the subject read, "Terms." Inside, one line: "If you want to work, do as you're told."

A background picture came into focus. Wulf caught and held his breath as he backed away from the screen.

The Draap poster of his own face now had knife slashes across the eyes, and the word "obey" gouged into the mouth.
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​​​​​Chapter Four
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Tarth City, Imperial Business District

The Jade House

Sumertsag 23

The dark-honey depths of Luc's third drink swam with reflections from the table's outer ring of light. How many decades ago had Kelthian whiskey stopped affecting him? Two, three? Twenty? The man known as the Harbinger knocked back the shot and signaled for another.

From his private table in the back, the door lay in full view. A youthful crowd filled the place, their noise an insect buzz in the background. Synthetic music tinkled. Android and human servers darted among the tables, trays balanced on upraised hands, pristine white towels over shoulders, their efficient uniforms crisp.

The door opened, admitted strangers, closed. No one who mattered.

The waiter replaced the empty glass and bowed away without looking at him. Luc paid no attention to the slight. Few ever held his gaze.

Two drinks later, he kept the bottle. Anything to pass the time. A different waiter passed his table, carrying the scent of beef, peppers, and onion. Luc set a fist against his growling stomach. He slugged down a few more drinks, keeping the door in view.

When Trink had called to pass along Wulf's request to meet in public, Luc had almost refused. Inviting gossip never appealed. But the draw of seeing Wulf had overridden his objections, and now he sat like a public spectacle, waiting for a man who would likely stand him up. He clenched his fists so hard they hurt.

He opened them, tried to relax. What the hell was keeping Wulf?

As if summoned, Wulf stepped inside. He gazed around the room, eyes shielded with one hand, standing in a shaft of golden summer light.

Luc shoved aside the bottle and sat up straight.

The defined masculine grace that had rocketed Wulf Gabriel to the top of the fashion modeling industry was in full view. With his classic beauty and strong jaw, any time he flashed his blinding smile, people slowed down to enjoy it. Show off that sculpted body in a business suit and the world ground to a halt. In a swimsuit ... the Empire would never be the same. Wulf's appearance here today would be entertainment news around the Empire tomorrow.

Especially when the media discovered with whom he'd met.

Wulf the boy had been a precocious, endearing pixie with a million questions and a penchant for learning. Wulf the man fascinated on every level. Intelligent, attractive, generous, kind. Perfect body, stunning face. Luc chided himself for such thoughts regarding one he protected.

Remember what you are, old boy. He will. He wants your help, not you.

Wulf started toward him across the club. Luc smoothed the front of his suit and squared his shoulders. He snapped his fingers at a passing waiter-droid to take away the bottle.

Table after table of patrons delayed Wulf's progress, recognizing him as he passed. Luc drummed his fingers. Every person Wulf greeted took full advantage of the opportunity to shake his hand, their touches lingering.

Wulf smiled at him across the distance, their past relationship making the warmth seem far more intimate than it was.

Curious stares turned Luc's way. He basked in the change from shock on their faces to grudging admiration once they realized Wulf had come to meet him. People feared him. They wanted Wulf Gabriel.

Fact was if they knew the truth, few would envy.

Luc stood when Wulf reached the table. Neither spoke. They took each other's measure like old sentinels, seeking a chink in armor or a lowered guard. Neither looked away, as if breaking eye contact would cost them points. Wulf offered his hand first.

While they shook, Wulf continued to hold his gaze without hesitation. He'd never feared Luc, even as a child. "Thank you for agreeing to see me in person."

Luc inclined his head and lifted a finger to signal the waiter.

Wulf slid into the opposite chair.

The waiter approached Wulf. "May I serve you, sir?"

"A Black Mystery, please." Black vodka layered above crushed ice and a clear mixer. Wulf folded his hands on the table in front of him.

"The usual." Leaning back in the chair, Luc tapped his fingertips together. "I see you still have your sense of humor."

Black Mystery indeed. As black-skinned as any Kelthian-born human, Luc passed for one in every test known to man. The rare few whom he allowed to know his true nature—his Chosen—concealed it. Black contacts completely covered his eyes, hiding more of the truth. Wulf's fair skin, dark hair, and pale brown eyes made a unique counterpoint of light to Luc's darkness.

Luc cracked a smile. "It's good to see you after so many years. You're all grown up. None of the gawky boy I remember."

Wulf tossed back a lock of dark hair. "I like to think I left him far behind."

"I have to agree. I was afraid I wouldn't recognize you when we finally met again. I should have known Wulf Gabriel would stand out in a crowd."

Wulf's smile blazed. "I felt the same way about you." He slid one finger back and forth on a wet spot on the table. "I had this memory of a huge black-skinned man with all black eyes towering over me. I wasn't afraid of you, but I was in awe."

"Awe, was it? I recall you were quite a scamp. I believe the last time I saw you, you were munching cookies fresh from your mother's oven." They both smiled at the memory. "We could have met in private."

"I wanted this to be public for several reasons. I need—" He broke off as the waiter returned with their drinks.

"Will there be anything else, sir?"

Wulf deferred to Luc, who flipped his hand in dismissal.

Against the shimmering light in the outer ring of the table, the crushed ice in Wulf's drink glowed blue-white. The murky darkness of the vodka on top seeped down around it into the clear liquid at the bottom.

Luc sipped his whiskey. "You were saying?"

Wulf finished a long sip and made a face as he set the drink back on the table. "I wanted to be tied to you publicly when I do what I'm about to do."

Toying with his drink, Luc waited a moment before speaking. "Which is?"

"Quit my job."

Trink had made Luc swear he wouldn't reveal he knew about the threats. "How is associating with me going to help you do that?"

"I wanted to leave modeling last year. I can't prove it, but I think my agent altered some stipulations in my contract." He squirmed on the seat. "I wasn't able to quit and had to remain with him another year. I want to really leave this time. I'm afraid he'll find some other way to keep me working for him."

"Just say no."

"I have. He doesn't take that for an answer. He's been angling to keep me tied to him by offering me acting jobs. Last week, he sent over a script with some goon who looked like an escapee from a gorilla farm. The threat was implied, but it was there. Read the script or else. I felt like I was in one of those third-rate holovids, but this is my life. I want out and I want away from him."

"I see." Luc steepled his fingers. "You believe your agent will think twice about trying to intimidate you if you're associated with the Harbinger."

"Yes. Exactly." Wulf gifted him with a flash of teeth so brilliant it could melt rocks. That blinding smile beamed from the walls of half the dentist's offices in the Empire.

"Because I'm rumored to head the largest crime syndicate on Kelthia?" Luc leaned momentarily forward. "Not true, by the way. Or perhaps because I used to head the Thieves' Guild? Or is it because I own three percent of all businesses here in the capitol and have a direct influence over eight percent on Kelthia?"

Wulf stared at him for a moment, brows drawn together. All at once, he relaxed. A smile tilted the corner of his mouth. "Does it matter? The fact is he won't mess with me if he sees me with you."

Luc let him squirm. Picking up his whiskey, he tasted it, licked his lips, set it down again. "I'm disappointed in you, Wulf."

The brown eyes went a bit wider, face paling. "Dis—Why?"

"Four reasons." Luc laid a hand next to the shot glass. "First, the concept of scaring off one bad guy with a bigger one rarely works. That brings us to the second, which assumes your agent will fear me. He may not. Although, unless he's a fool, he should. Third, you didn't simply ask for my help. Fourth, you assumed I would agree to being used."

"I wasn't using you! I was—"

"Setting it up so we are seen in public together chatting like old friends precisely so your agent will draw specific conclusions about our relationship sounds like 'being used' to me." Luc faced him squarely. "How else would you define it?"

Wulf opened his mouth, shut it again. "I should have known better than to ask you for anything." He shoved himself to his feet.

"Sit down." The sober authority in Luc's voice wrought instant obedience. Luc controlled his breathing. The very strength Wulf found so irritating was the same trait he sought. "Have a little patience, my boy. I did not say I wouldn't help you."

"Don't ever call me 'boy' again. I'm thirty years old. Even to someone as ancient as you, that should count for being a man."

Luc let out a long breath. Thousands of years alive and it still bothered him when someone called him old.

Wulf pushed one hand back through his hair, shoulders sagging. "Look. I'm sorry. That was harsh, but I felt safe knowing you'd be in the picture."

"Hence my disappointment." At Wulf's wilted expression, Luc softened. "You were not trained in the way of the Chosen, so you don't understand. I forgive your rash behavior."

"You forgive me? I'll have you know, if there's any forgiving here today, it needs to be by me. Not you!"

"Glad to hear that. I accept."

"Oh!" Wulf tossed himself back against the seat. "You are infuriating!"

Luc lifted the whiskey in a toast, tossed it down, and signaled the waiter for more.

"I do not have to take this." Wulf stood.

"Your family served me faithfully for five generations. I owe them a debt. No one takes advantage of the Chosen without facing my wrath. That said; if you want my help, next time ask for it."

The waiter came up with Luc's drink, and Luc turned his outward attention to that, although every part of his being attuned itself to Wulf.

The young man stood there, hands flexing open and closed, his breathing audible. Wulf seated himself once more. "Let's get something straight. I do things on my own. I don't ask for anything. One thing I sure as hell don't need or want is your damned forgiveness."

Luc inclined his head. Time to return a little of his pride. "You've carved quite a career for yourself." He toyed with his drink. "I've been pleased at your success. And you did it on your own, as you declared you would. Quite an accomplishment."

Wulf held himself more erect, chin lifted. "Thank you."

"But apparently, after twenty years, you've decided you need my help. Why?"

"Because..." Wulf hesitated. His chest rose and fell, mouth a tight line. "My life has been threatened, and I knew if anyone could keep me safe, it was you."

Now they were getting somewhere. "Tell me what's happened."

Wulf groaned, rubbing the bridge of his nose. "My agent used to be great to work with, but in the last few years Jim has gotten mixed up with some people who've changed him. He's..." He made a futile gesture. "I don't know. Different. Distant. Edgy. I don't trust him any more. He's not taking care of my interests. He's taking care of his. At my expense. And now he's threatening me."

"Provable?"

"Yes. I went to the police with three instances."

Luc tapped his fingers on the table. "They did what?"

"Took my report, and assigned extra android security to my building."

Luc curled his fingers into a fist. "That's it?"

"Yeah. And then last night Jim sent this." He reached into an inside pocket, unfolded a sheet of paper and slid it across the table. "It wasn't signed, and didn't say it was from him, but I'm sure it was."

One of Wulf's Draap posters with its eyes gouged out and the mouth carved with the word obey. Ugly piece. Luc refolded it. "May I keep this?"

"Glad to be rid of it."

Luc slipped the paper into a pocket. "To start with, you're not to return to your quarters. I'd prefer you not stay with friends. No need to endanger anyone else. I'll send my butler around to pick up your things. You'll be staying with me."

"What?" Wulf held up his hands. "Oh no I'm not. There is no way I—"

"Are you so naïve? This level of threat will not go away because you've been seen with me. If you want safety, you should tie yourself to me in every way possible. If your name had been linked with mine from the beginning, none of this would have happened." He held up a hand, stopping Wulf's objection. "Yes, I know. That was not part of our agreement." Time to play dumb. "Refresh my memory. You said your agent's name is Jim..."

"Stahlwell."

"Stahlwell. Familiar, beyond the fact that I've kept up with your career. Not sure why." Luc passed a hand across his mouth. He'd investigated the man thoroughly before meeting with Wulf, but it wouldn't do to let that slip. "You can stop worrying about him as of this second. I'll see to it Stahlwell never interferes with you again. Send him your resignation letter this afternoon, certified tradestandard e-post."

"You..." Wulf chewed his lower lip. "You won't hurt him, will you?"

"You don't trust me."

"No, I don't." He dragged a finger through that wet spot on the table again. "It's not as if I don't have reason."

Luc folded his hands. "You came to me with a problem. If you want assurances everything will be done legally, you have them. I cannot guarantee Stahlwell won't suffer for his reckless decisions. Losing you as a client will cost him his entire tradestandard commission. If you're asking if I'll hurt him physically, I will do whatever it takes to ensure your safety while maintaining my good name." He tapped his fingers on the table. "Now either you trust me, or you don't."

"Fine." Wulf spread his hands and leaned forward. "I trust you. Satisfied?"

"It will do. Now, if that's settled, let's get to more important details. What do you want to do instead?"

"Instead of modeling?" Wulf rubbed his chin. "I'm not sure. I know what I don't want to do."

"Which is? Wait. Let's order food first. I'm starving." He beckoned the waiter to their table. "Beef tenderloin steak." He held his hands close together. "A filet about so big. His rare, cool in the center, mine medium. Baked potatoes with everything, his on the side. Field green salads, his with no tomatoes, and a berry vinaigrette on the side. Pour plenty of it all over mine and give me his tomatoes. Bring us the salad first. Do I need to remind you I want organic?"

"No, sir. The Jade House serves nothing else. I'll bring the salads at once, Mr. Saint-Cyr." The waiter bowed away.

Wulf propped both elbows on the table, hands together. "You haven't seen me in twenty years, yet you ordered my favorite meal."

"I'm the Harbinger, remember? All right. Go on, Wulf. What do you want to be when you grow up?"

At that, Wulf laughed. It had a lilting sound, like a voice singing. Luc leaned forward, hoping to hear it again.

"I don't much care what I do, as long as I can use my brain and walk through a room without being mobbed." He shrugged one shoulder. "It's not that I mind the fans. I don't have a private life. Anything I do is all over Imperinet the next day."

"Happens when you're the top model in the Empire, I imagine." He sipped his whiskey. "You counted on that notoriety today."

Wulf had the moxie to grin. "Yeah."

"Private lives can be bought, my boy—sorry. Won't call you that again. They're not cheap, but nothing worth having is." He gestured toward the room. "You notice no one has approached our table since you sat down."

"Yes." Wulf rested his chin on one hand, an appealing pose. "It's like you have a force field up or something. No one's even glancing our way."

"Being a boogey man has its advantages." Luc tapped near one whiteless eye. "Don't think we aren't being watched, however. The media is predatory."

"Straight up right. But even the dumbest predators recognize the difference between easy prey and one with claws."

Luc folded his arms and rested against the booth's back. "True. Go on. What else don't you want?"

"I'm tired of the same thing every day. The locations change but it's always the same. I'm up before dawn, do the make up, fool with the hair, take this set of clothes off, and put that set of clothes on. 'Sit here. Stand there. You'll need to be nude for this shot. Of course it's tasteful.' Riiight. All the flashing lights, the holocams spinning around to get the whole shot. 'Hold that pose. Smile. Smile more. Smile over here, please.'" He made a toothy grimace. "And then the very next shoot, it's 'Don't smile, lovey. No one wants to see all those teeth.'" Massaging his temples, eyes closed, he slouched. "Plain tired of it all."

Luc slid one finger along the edge of his glass. "Your life would sound like heaven to some."

"It's not that I'm ungrateful for the opportunities I've had. I'd like to have a real job. Use my mind instead of standing around getting paid to be stared at. It's brainless and mind-numbing. Most of my co-workers are pretty faces with nothing behind them."

"Ah. Now we're getting somewhere." He stroked the outside of his glass. "As I recall, you have more than one degree. What did you study?"

"Business. I picked up dual degrees in administration and management, then added a third in NETway tradestandard communications."

"Which you gained before the age of twenty-two. You have a wonderful mind. How much time did you spend working in those fields before you went into modeling?"

"Luc, why ask that? You already know the answer."

"Indulge me."

Wulf toyed with his drink before answering. "None."

"Do you remember my advice when you decided to model right after graduation?"

"I can quote you in your own voice, even though you wrote it to me and didn't say it aloud."

"Is that so?" He narrowed his eyes, unwilling to let him see how much it pleased him that Wulf had read his letter. He'd agonized over writing it for days. "By all means, do."

"'Continue to study so you'll be current in your field.'" Deep voice, perfectly pitched. "'You might want to enter the business world one day.'"

Luc tried not to smile too widely. "That was quite good. You must be all the rage at parties."

"My mother loved that but I never did it for anyone else."

"Good. See that you don't." Luc tapped the table. "Did you follow my advice?"

"Of course not." That hot, bright smile flashed. "I was far too impetuous." Wulf stirred his drink. "Besides, I thought I'd be rich and famous and wouldn't need to work."

Luc tilted the nearly empty glass toward him. "And are you?"

"Not as rich as I'd like." He laid the drink stir on the table. "I didn't count on being bored either." He sipped the drink, peered down into it and pulled out the lime twist, which he popped into his mouth whole. He moved it to one side of his mouth to speak. "Or that I'd want a new career at thirty."

"What do uncles know?"

Wulf covered his eyes. "I had that coming. But to be honest, I haven't thought of you as an uncle in years."

"No?"

Wulf lowered his head and smiled up at him through his lashes. The seduction in that pose sucked Luc's breath away. "Far from it."

Luc held a hand over his stomach and swallowed against a throat tight with desire. He was misreading this. Wulf wouldn't want an old man.

Waiters arrived with their salads, and for a few minutes, neither spoke, too busy eating to talk. Ravenous, Luc had to remind himself to slow down and relax. Enjoy the food as well as the company.

Helping himself to a hot breadstick, Luc broke it in half. "Have you covered all the things you don't want?"

Wulf poked through his salad, spearing mushrooms. "I can add some things I like, if you want."

He waved the bread. "By all means."

"I speak fluent Felis and Woeder, plus both dialects of Etymis off Kivahndo-Passat and can hold my own with Kelthian street slang. 'Yo down, yo boffy? Me square witchoo.'"

"Good lord." He dabbed his mouth with the napkin. "You sound like Senthys."

"Who?"

"One of the boys I adopted a few years after your father died. He's a union-trained thief." He stabbed a few vegetables. "He's fifteen, but what skill he has! He makes it his mission to pick my pockets every time he comes near me. Impossible to discipline though. He's a HalfKin and..." He waved the fork, negating his words. "Never mind. Long story. Suffice it to say I'm quite proud of him despite his troubles. You were saying?"

"I've done charity work. Chaired committees on childhood literacy, low-cost housing, and preventing childhood blindness." Wulf dipped salad in the dressing and held it while it dripped. "I enjoyed making sure everything worked together. That it all coordinated." He lifted the food, lush lips closing around the fork as he pulled it from his mouth.

Heart rate up, Luc focused on spearing two grape tomatoes with the tines of his fork. His hands shook from hunger—or was it desire? He stuffed the food into his mouth and chewed.

The silence held an edge of anticipation. Wulf continued to eat, each bite a tease of sultry motion. Spear, dip, pause, guide the long fork into the sensuous mouth, and lick the lips.

Luc shifted on the seat, his cock stirring. "Is it the administration you like or working with people?"

"Both. I'm good at organizing things and directing people. The others in the committees followed my direction without quibbling."

"Impressive. What else have you done?"

"Fundraisers. I co-chaired the ball last year in Tarth City to restore the concert hall at Destine Pietan Stadium."

"I heard you were involved. I attended that, you know." Luc patted the napkin across his mouth. "I was sorry you weren't there."

"I had prior commitments, but I was insanely proud of the fact you donated the lion's share. I'm sure other than Her Majesty, no one else understood the importance of that building to you." Wulf chased down a sweet pea that had rolled off his fork. He speared it and sucked it into his mouth. "Per my agreement with you, I let my co-chair approach you and stayed out of the picture."

"I wouldn't have turned you down, Wulf."

"I knew you wouldn't. But our agreement was that I would make it on my own. You wouldn't give away your ties to me in any way. I didn't want to succeed—even in that—based upon your influence. Not in anything."

Luc laid down his fork. "And now?"

Wulf studied his salad, poking his fork here and there. He met Luc's gaze. "I'm ready to take your advice. Do what you suggest."

"Now that you need me, you mean."

He had the grace to blush. "I'm sorry to admit you're right."

"So am I." He moved his hands as the waiters returned with their entrees.

The scent of sizzling beef hit him in the stomach like a fist, hunger so acute he ached with it. One of the drawbacks of living forever—a metabolism that demanded food throughout the day. He stabbed the meat, cut off a bite, and stuffed it in his mouth.

He almost growled at the delicious flavor. Rich, an overlay of butter and herbs, the seared edges tinged with smoke. He took another bite. And another. The butter and sour cream melting on the baked potato oozed down the salted brown skin and onto the plate. Luc wiped his next slice of meat through it and moaned at the wonderful taste. He dabbed at his mouth. "I haven't eaten since this morning. Starving." When he lifted his head, Wulf was watching him. "What?"

"I was just remembering when I was little and you used to have dinner with our family. Mother would always give you the biggest piece of meat. I didn't understand why you needed more until right before Father died."

"I—" Luc bit into his lower lip. "We need more protein than humans. Sorry."

"Don't apologize for what you are." He sliced the edge of his steak. The dark pink inside bled slightly. "Not around me, of all people."

Luc dug into the potato. "Delicious." The chives and cheese in the center beckoned. He mixed it into the rest of the sour cream and scooped out a forkful. "I hope you enjoy this as much as I do."

"Are all your appetites so intense?"

He hesitated, fork halfway to his mouth, hyperaware of the young man beside him. He refused to meet Wulf's gaze. With this much hunger in him, Luc could not risk letting the young man close. "Yes." He popped the food into his mouth and chewed.

Wulf hummed a response that sounded far too much like delight.

Luc concentrated on eating. They shared a companionable silence through most of the meal, broken by the click and scrape of forks on plates.

Wulf pushed away his food long before he'd finished. "Enough for me. I wish I could eat as much as you and keep my shape. If I tried to match you bite for bite I'd end up twice your size. Not to imply you're fat." He glanced around before speaking. "Can Sempervians get fat?"

"No, we stay around our healthiest weight. Never have to diet."

Wulf groaned. "Must be nice. I live on a diet. How tall are you? I remembered you seemed huge when I was small. You're still taller than me."

"In tradestandard, I'm six feet five inches. You're six even, unless you've grown recently."

"Not likely." He sipped his vodka, watched Luc. "It must be nice to be able to eat whatever you want."

"There are drawbacks. Difficult to be polite when you're starving but etiquette demands you nibble."

"I hadn't considered that."

"For someone who knows your weakness, it's a quick tool to gaining surrender."

"So," Wulf lowered his voice, "could you die from starvation?"

Luc ensured no one in the restaurant watched before answering. "A Sempervian would die faster from starvation than a human would. But it wouldn't matter. Once we went through rebirth, we'd come back, and starve again. It's my least favorite way to die. Unfortunately, the sole person who knows that would take advantage if he could."

Wulf grimaced. "I can't believe you shared that with me."

Neither could he. Luc took another bite.

"Speaking of Pietas, how is the bastard?"

Once he'd managed to swallow, Luc considered how to answer. The universe knew Pietas by many names. Soul Ripper. Slayer of Innocents. Destroyer of Worlds. The Hound of Hell. In the entire universe, the only creatures safe from his wrath were the Chosen.

Yet even they—unless they were fools—trembled at his name.

"The Bringer of Chaos is as evil as ever. Let's not discuss him. Order wine, will you? I was too hungry to think of it earlier. Pity the waiter didn't think of it."

Wulf beckoned the man over. "We'd like some wine, please. A good burgundy, if you have one. You may take this." He slid the plate toward him.

"Of course, sir." He picked up the plate. "We stock an excellent Skovron Burgundy from Whinbrice for Mr. Saint-Cyr. Would sir care for anything else?"

"That's all, thanks."

"Very well, sir." He hurried away.

Wulf sat back, trailing a fingertip through another spot of water on the table.

Luc forced himself not to correct the behavior the way he would Senthys. Like his son, Wulf lived in the moment. Not a bad thing, all in all. Luc cut into the meat. "Tell me what you remember about your father."

"I was ten when he died, so there are a lot of things I never knew about him. I knew he loved my mother. And me." He smiled at Luc. "And he loved you. Matter of fact, I think my mother was a bit jealous."

"Your mother was a force to be reckoned with."

"No. She was a terror. Right up to the day she died." Wulf's handsome face grew sad, contemplative. "But she adored you in her own way. And she was as fiercely loyal to you as my father."

"You're the first Gabriel to desire a career beyond my service. Would you consider returning, now that you've had a taste of the worlds?"

"Father believed guarding the Sempervian secret was the highest calling of his life."

Luc patted his mouth. "That was hardly an answer."

"Sorry." Wulf fiddled with the stir from his drink. "I don't know exactly what it was my father did for you."

"He never told you?"

"My father knew how to keep a secret. I remember when he first told me the truth about you."

Luc continued to cut up the meat as he listened, not eating it.

"He used to tuck me into bed with a story every night. On my tenth birthday, he began a new story. He said if he told me some of it every night, I'd never hear it all even if I lived forever."

Luc lifted his head and met Wulf's gaze. Pride and love stared back at him.

"He told me about a pioneer known as Cyr de Typhin who built bridges and dams and roads all over Tarth and Kelthia. How he worked beside his people even in the worst weather, never taking a break until they did. How he nursed them back to health when an epidemic hit one of the road camps. Lucky Typhin who never fell sick even when everyone else did. Father's great grandfather worked for him."

Luc pushed aside his plate, unable to continue.

"He showed me a history book with Typhin's likeness, from old fashioned flatpics taken during that time. The next night he told me about Ran Holding, a Kelthian native who revolutionized the cattle industry on Mjuka by introducing new breeding techniques. How he fought for the farmers' rights against the Empire—and won. Father's grandfather worked for him. I saw Holding's picture. It wasn't until the next night, when Father told me how his father worked for Neene Saint-Thomas that I realized Typhin, Holding, and Saint-Thomas were the same person."

The waiter returned with glasses and a bottle, which he opened and poured for them to sample. Wulf deferred to Luc, who motioned back to him.

Wulf tasted it. "Very good." He took the bottle. "Thank you. I'll pour."

The waiter gathered Luc's plate and flatware as he left. Once alone, Wulf poured wine for Luc and offered it to him. "Imagine my surprise when Father admitted he worked for him too."

Luc laid his napkin down. "I asked you to talk about your father. Not me."

"I can't talk about him without talking about you. You were the meaning behind everything he did. I stayed up all night last night, thinking about that."

"What did you think when you learned the truth?" Luc sampled the wine.

"At first, I assumed Father was joking. You remember how he loved to tease. I didn't believe him. Then he showed me pictures of Cyr de Typhin standing next to Empress Destine Pietan. That moment is burned into my memory. Twenty years later, I can still recall the impact it had on me. I was seeing a picture of you and Empress Destoiya, two people whom I'd met in real life, who had lived hundreds of years ago. I asked him why people didn't see that and realize it was you and her."

"What did Thomas say?"

"That people wrote it off as coincidence because humans live a hundred and twenty years at best." Wulf took a long drink of the wine.

Luc rolled the goblet stem between fingers and thumb. "Were you frightened?"

"A little, at first. I remember climbing out from under the covers and onto Father's lap. He leaned back against the headboard with me and showed me more pictures. He told me how our family was the safeguard for these things. He taught me about the bridge over the Typhin River, and how all the symbols on it related to your past lives. He explained about Destine Pietan Stadium and how you'd helped build it, years ago. He taught me it was our job to protect your secrets. He answered every question I asked. I'm sure he grew tired of them."

"Your father loved you more than anything, Wulf. He never grew tired of talking to you. Or about you."

"I imagine there was more he wanted to tell me. Teach me." Wulf gazed at the tabletop, his thoughts seemingly elsewhere. "I was distraught when he died. It took a long time to get over it and get on with my life. I was angry at him and you."

Those words struck Luc like a brand to the heart. He drew back.

"I'm sorry, Luc. I didn't say that to hurt you. My anger as a child was misdirected."

"I assure you, Wulf, I was broken by his death also. Your father had been my true friend for many years. I'd known him since he was a child. One of the odd things about living forever. I've known almost everyone since they were a child."

"You probably figured you and I would have the same relationship you and my father had."

"I'd hoped so. Thomas had such a nimble mind. He grasped concepts quicker than most people I've known. I could talk to him about anything and he was right there—with me." Luc paused, the pain of loss still acute, even after so many years. "When your mother took you to Tarth to live, it felt as if I'd lost a child of my own. I'd been around you since you were born. Ten years."

"I used to cry myself to sleep because I missed my father." Wulf ran his tongue across his lower lip. "After a time, I cried because I missed you."

Luc clenched a fist, fighting for control of his emotions.

Wulf gave him a smile that tugged at his heart. "I was too proud to admit it, even to my mother, but I wanted to go home. And to me, home was where you were. I blamed you for his death. Mother tried to make me understand, but I was too young and too angry."

"Believe me, Wulf; I wanted to go to you. Comfort you the way I had your father when he was young. He was thirteen when his father suffered a heart attack. He and your grandmother lived with me until he grew up. I felt obligated to help you, but I was held at arm's length." He bit his lips together. "I lost him, your mother, and you all at once. I don't mind telling you, it broke my heart."

"What's it like, knowing the people you love are going to die, and you can't stop it? Knowing you're going to live no matter what happens to them?"

Luc had to break away and turn his head, unable to answer.

"I spent hours last night, going over all the old stories my father used to tell me, studying you. Researching your past." Wulf gazed into the wine. "When it occurred to me how you must feel when one of the Chosen dies, I realized I had no right to be angry at you. I knew even at age ten that you had nothing to do with my father's death. But back then, it felt unfair that you were going to live when my father had died. I thought you should have tried to stop it. That you could have fixed it somehow. Given him a piece of your life. And I was furious that you made me watch the evidence of his death."

Luc gripped the edge of the table. "You don't know how many times I've wished I could take back that action. Your father... I thought if you saw him die, if you understood he couldn't come back, it would force you to believe he was dead. That you'd pick up and go on. It was a stupid blunder, Wulf. The worst mistake of my life. I never meant to hurt you. Ever."

"I know that, now. Last night I went over everything my father told me. Read about you in every history I could find on Imperinet. Remembered my mother's tales. You've always done the right thing where other people are concerned. I was wrong to hold my father's death against you."

Luc blinked away sudden wetness and rubbed at his eyes. The instant sting alerted him to the damage he'd done to his contact lenses. Without them, everyone in the place would soon know he wasn't human.

Withdrawing a pair of extra-dark glasses from an inner pocket, Luc set them into place and stood. "Wulf, forgive me, but we must leave."

Wulf slid out of the chair and came around the table. "Because of me?"

"No, no. Nothing so dramatic. I tore my contacts. I—we have to leave."

"Oh." Wulf fell in step beside him.

Walking with Wulf toward the door, he passed through the sweep of silence and the barrage of black looks that accompanied him everywhere. Luc put one foot in front of the other, focusing on each step, refusing to acknowledge the bold stares.

His life was too damn much like Wulf's, except no one wanted to get close to Luc. The business world sang his praises while they sought to undermine his power. The underworld kept their heads down and scattered every time he appeared.

Wulf walked beside him as if he belonged there.

The cool air of outdoors instantly refreshed. He sucked it into his lungs. His driver pulled up and started to get out, but Luc opened the door without waiting and climbed inside.

Wulf joined him.

The driver pulled away from the curb without asking directions.

Wulf sat facing him. "Are you all right?"

Luc shut his eyes, opened them again. Wulf remained close. "I'll have to remove my lenses."

"I've never seen you without them. Do you want me to hide my eyes or anything?"

"No. Not necessary unless you'd rather not see." He reached beneath the glasses and rubbed one itching eye. "These damn things don't last." He removed the glasses and tucked them in a pocket. "I need a new type." Leaning forward, he pulled down his lower right lid with his left hand and reached up to peel off the lens.

Wulf gasped. "Oh hell."

Precisely the kind of reaction he needed to avoid inside the restaurant. Of all the Sempervians, he was the only one with eyes like this. Over the centuries, he'd hidden his eyes behind various kinds of lenses. Most appeared human. These solid black lenses suited the Harbinger's personality. But all had a tendency to tear when he least expected it.

He removed the second one, folded a tissue around them both, and put it in his pocket. The complete silence might have meant anything. He wet his lips. "Wulf? Are you all right?"

No answer at first, then a cough. "I had no idea what to expect. Your eyes are... they're amazing. Beautiful. Can you see better now with those off?"

"No. I'm quite blind without them."

"Blind? Oh. Oh... But, then how do the lenses... Never mind. Are you—Is there...anything you need me to do?"

"My driver knows what to do." Luc smiled at Wulf's curiosity. Some things didn't change. "I'm fine. Once I get home, a new pair of lenses will put me right again. Do my eyes bother you?"

"No. Not at all." Wulf's voice dropped. "I hate that you have to hide." Warmth next to him meant Wulf had moved to the same seat. "Are you sure you're all right?"

Luc edged away, turning toward him. "I'm fine. Is this pity, Wulf?"

"Fascination, more like."

He could feel Wulf's warmth beside him. This was not the way Luc had wanted to get closer.

"Wulf, by staring at me, you're taking advantage of a blind man."

"I can't imagine anyone taking advantage of Luc Saint-Cyr." Wulf moved away. "Have you always been blind?"

"Yes." He propped himself in the corner. "There are two times that I can see. When I wear lenses that cover my eyes, and when I've had enough sex to sate me. Being a Sempervian—that's not possible with a human lover." He cleared his throat. "At least, not often."

"But how do the lenses help you see? Do they see for you?"

"No. They're thick, colored lenses that prevent..." He gestured to his own eyes. "Well... This."

Wulf hummed a response. "So you can't see your own eyes?"

"That's right."

"How odd." His hand bumped Luc's. "Excuse me." He slid away a bit more. "Have you ever seen them?"

"No. I've seen pictures, but never my eyes in the mirror. At least, not like they are now. When they look human, they're brown." He picked at a thumbnail. "When I'm sated."

"Sated." Wulf's clean crisp scent came to him. "That means gorged or stuffed full doesn't it? Sated sexually?"

The heat of the car prickled sweat down Luc's back. He swallowed. "Yes." Not the way he'd pictured this at all. Out of his element, handicapped in a way he'd never expected, Luc loosened his collar.

"How do you get that way?"

He coughed. "Multiple orgasms. I've achieved it with human lovers only a few times. With other Sempervians, often."

"How does that make a difference? Sex is sex."

"Our saliva, hormones, ejaculate, even blood makes us able to share our healing nature. When Sempervians share it with one another, it's satisfying in a way that isn't possible with humans."

Wulf gave a whistle. "So that's why the empress has so many lovers in her stable. They help sate her. Do you and the empress...?"

The Chosen knew who all the Sempervians were. "That would be telling."

"What's her reason? If yours is blindness, what does she have to overcome?"

"Are you asking as my Chosen, or a curious onlooker?"

Wulf went so silent, not even his breathing sounded. "I deserved that."

"And?" Luc waited, listening.

"I can't answer that yet."

"Neither can I."

Wulf moved again, turning toward him. He brushed Luc's thigh. "Does it make you uncomfortable not to be able to see?"

He considered how to answer. Wulf would take advantage no matter what Luc said. "A bit."

"Good." The leather seat creaked as he scooted back. "I think I like having you a little off balance. Maybe we'll get along better that way."

"There's no 'getting along' required, Wulf." Luc folded his arms. Two could play the off-balance game. "You'll be a guest in my home. All you need to do is obey."
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Tarth City, Di Lusso District

Nizamrak Building, Penthouse Level, "The Loft"

"Oh I know you did not just tell me to obey you." Wulf jammed his arms across his chest. "Of all the..." He gave a snort. "That's the same stupid thing my agent wrote on that picture. How can you throw out the word 'obey' like you have some kind of right to order me around?"

"I do, Wulf." Luc sat there with his eyes closed, propped in the corner of the car as if he were sleeping. "You'll be a guest in my home."

"Guests should be treated with respect."

A hint of a smile played about his mouth. "If you want my respect, obey me."

"You haven't changed at all. Still pig-headed."

"Is that your father's opinion, your mother's opinion, or yours?"

With a huff, Wulf turned away, refusing to respond.

The car's tinted windows let in plenty of the view. The Imperial Business District streets felt like the bottoms of canyons with all the skyscrapers that lined them. Even the shorter ones rose a hundred stories. The tallest, the Royal Arms Hotel, made an inverted pyramid shape to the thirtieth floor and then rose straight up one hundred and fifty stories. It looked as if an arrow had been thrown into the ground. Tyran engineering made it structurally sound.
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