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Tarthian Empire, Tarth

Tarth City, Kelthian District, Khyff's apartment

Birit 45, 4664 Tradestandard date

"Welcome home, Mr. Antonello."

Khyffen Antonello flinched at the disembodied android voice. "I am never going to get used to that. IdBot?"

The home security system pinged in response.

"Didn't I ask you to call me Khyff?"

"Yes, Mr. Antonello. Would you like to know the dates of your requests at this time?"

"No, I would not. Just change the greeting. Call me Khyff."

"Yes, Mr. Antonello. Greetings and welcome protocols are found in the home security settings in the main system. Would you like to adjust them at this time?"

"No." His shoulders sagged. "Remind me later. I've been away for a month, okay? I'm a little tired."

"Yes, Mr. Antonello. A reminder has been scheduled." Locks activated with an audible click, and a slight increase in pressure on his ears told Khyff the flat had been sealed. "Premises secure."

Khyff dropped his travel bag. The long commute had left him stiff, and he rolled his shoulders. In the living area, he swiped two fingers across a table and frowned at the dust. The cleaning droids had been skimping again. Not every machine was as efficient as idBot.

"Might be a good thing." Khyff stretched, working out kinks. "IdBot, play music." The blare of hard rock made Khyff jump. He clamped both hands over his ears. Drums thundered and boomed behind a wailing voice he'd heard on tour every day for the past month as security liaison for Wind and Thunder. "End music."

The silence made him groan with pleasure. "That's better." He lowered his hands. "IdBot, how did that music get on my setup?"

"Music added by roommate Senth Antonello."

"My brother is back."

"Affirmative."

That meant trouble.

"You could've warned me my brother was home when I got in the door."

"Yes, Mr. Antonello. Greetings and welcome protocols are found in the home security system set—"

"Never mind." Khyff rubbed his temples. A tantalizing whiff of baking cookies made his stomach growl. He entered the kitchen. The foodsynther hadn't worked since he moved in, and nothing sat on the counters.

The magnets on the fridge lit up when Khyff approached, flashing all the local specials from restaurants within their delivery area. He sniffed. None of them smelled like cookies. He'd tossed out the one from Zhkarr's. The Kin fish market restaurant might appeal to some, but Khyff gagged thinking about it. That place was for Kin, and he steered as far clear of the feline humanoids as possible.

He sniffed the air and followed the scent to his brother's bedroom door.

"Senth?" He knocked and opened the door. "Man, those cookies smell so—"

Senth grabbed at bed sheets. Beneath him, his fiancée, NarrAy Jorlan, yelped and covered herself with both arms.

"Sorry!" Khyff snapped the door shut. "Sorry!" He rubbed the back of his neck. "Oh, man. That was more of Senth than I ever wanted to see."

In the kitchen, Khyff opened and shut cupboards, clattering cups and spoons for tea. The image of NarrAy naked burned into his thoughts and refused to go away.

His half-brother emerged from the bedroom and padded toward him, Senth's movements smooth as a cat's. He wore denim jeans but no shirt, and his tight abs gave mute evidence of his strength. Since Khyff had seen him last, his little brother had put on height. Khyff was now the shorter one. Though a free man, Senth wore his curly hair even longer than he had as a slave. It fell down his back.

Senth narrowed his feline eyes. Except for his eyes and fangs, he looked human, until you got him mad.

"Sorry, Sen." Khyff stepped behind the counter, putting space between himself and the HalfKin. Khyff's stomach fluttered. "I know NarrAy's pheromones smell like butter and vanilla. I should have known it was her and not cookies, but I didn't think. I haven't seen you in nine solar months."

Senth seated himself on a stool at the island counter and played with a spoon, watching Khyff with an expectant, angry look. A low growl rumbled. The corner of Senth's mouth twitched, revealing fangs.

Sweat prickled all over Khyff's skin. His stomach lurched. "It was an accident, okay?" He fought to keep his voice calm. Senth had once ripped out a man's throat with those fangs. "Didn't you hear the Wind and Thunder music come on? You left it keyed, and when I came in, it—"

A twinkle lit his brother's eyes.

Khyff slammed the flat of his hand on the counter. "You were gonna sit there and let me ramble on about how sorry I am, weren't you?"

Senth grinned. "Nah, I always knew you were sorry."

"You royal scam-butt."

Senth laughed. "Scammed you good, Bro."

Khyff ran a hand through his sweat-soaked hair. "I thought you were angry."

Senth snarled like a wildcat, fingers hooked and clawing the air playfully. He laughed again.

Khyff swore under his breath. "Real funny."

"Junk me, Bro." He stood and came toward him.

Khyff flinched, and backed away from him.

Senth stopped, tilted his head, and frowned. An expression close to pity crossed his face. "Notta boasted you clean. Leave me sly for it."

"You know I don't speak street. Use Etymis and talk like an adult."

His brother gave him a long look. Straightening his shoulders, Senth shook back the long curls falling into his face. "'Sorry. I shouldn't have teased you.' There. That suit you better?"

"Nothing to forgive." Khyff picked up the teapot and held it out. "Fill that, will you?"

Senth looked down at it a moment before taking it from Khyff's hands. "Sure, Bro." He put it under the autofill faucet.

Khyff wiped his brow with the back of a hand and stayed on the opposite side of the island counter from Senth. "How about you and NarrAy lock the door next time?"

His brother made a brief, placating gesture. "Sorry. Thought you were still out of town." The wet teapot hissed on the burner. "Bro, when you gonna get that foodsynther fixed? A person could starve to death in here. Only Kin restaurant nearby is Zhkarr's, and who can afford them?" Senth was smiling, but Khyff stayed out of reach until his brother sat back down.

"What have you and NarrAy been doing? Other than what I interrupted."

"No new coins. Sorry—same stuff, different day." Senth's work for the All People's Liberation Army entailed theft, and NarrAy's involved interrogation. She was second-in-command to the leader of the rebellion. Neither talked about it, except to say they were a team. Likely all they could say.

Khyff leaned against the island counter while stuffing loose tea leaves into a ceramic ball. "Will you be home long?" He eased the tea into the heating water.

"We're on leave until after the wedding and our honeymoon. Six weeks." He tapped the tip of the spoon, flipped it, and caught it midair. "What's up with you?"

"Saint-Cyr keeps me busy." Khyff retrieved the bag he'd dropped near the door. "Had me supervising security for a rock group."

"You? Hanging out with a rock group? Can't picture that."

He opened the bag. "Kin rock group."

"You boastin' me."

"Nope. Not exaggerating." Khyff rummaged in the bag until he found the button he'd obtained. "You can wear this button, attach it to clothing or a backpack, or download it into your music player. Touch the top. See for yourself." He set it down. Emblazoned with a lightning bolt, the chip had its own glow. "Got it straight from the group. New material. Not out yet." He chewed his lower lip, awaiting Senth's reaction.

His brother pressed the chip's center. A mini-replica of Wind and Thunder appeared on the counter. All wore traditional Kin leather, the females with gem-encrusted hook knives at their belts. Tovar, the male, wore his drumsticks the same way.

Senth's pupils flashed green like a cat's in the light, still dilated from exposure to NarrAy's pheromones. "These guys are the best. I love this group, Bro."

"I know." Khyff sat on the stool opposite him. "Press it again."

When he did, it changed to dynamic view. One of the singers purred like a cat, and then added, "Hello, Senth." Her low, sultry voice continued in a brief greeting in Felis. Her brother Tovar spoke from behind the others. "Hey, Senth, dok cho, sah." Each of the five greeted Senth by name, their lead singer last. "Sahkeet tahkro, rokk nahee. Deel. Nah rone dah." Gelina Fasra tossed long, beaded braids over a shoulder. "Nife dak rohk, Keef." The vid faded.

"What was that?" NarrAy leaned against the doorjamb. "I couldn't make out what they said." Even with her sun-streaked hair mussed and tousled, beauty radiated from NarrAy. A Better, she'd been designed in the womb and created with features so symmetrical and faultless she might have been a doll. Her simple white cotton sundress showed off her golden skin and perfect build.

Khyff did his best not to stare at her like some love-struck puppy. She was his brother's woman. But Khyff couldn't look away. He propped his chin on one hand.

Senth held out a hand to her, and she went into his arms. He kissed her on the nose. "Khyff supervised security for a Wind and Thunder concert. He got me a personagraph."

"Cool." His future sister-in-law regarded him from the circle of Senth's arms. "Hi, Khyff."

Sorry, he mouthed.

She mouthed back, No problem. The petite woman's head reached Senth's shoulder while he was sitting on the stool. "Did you understand any of what they said, Khyff?"

"All the Felis I know are the cuss words Senth taught me."

"Ow!" Senth pulled away from NarrAy. "What did you pinch me for?"

She gave him a playful smile. "Teaching your brother dirty words."

"You use them." When she pinched him again, he laughed and clasped both her hands in his, then swept them behind her and tugged her up against him. "Stop that, you terror." He kissed her. "It's not like he didn't know any in Etymis. He taught me some choice ones. I don't see you poking Khyff."

Khyff threw up both hands. "For all I know, Gelina was cussing me out for being so strict about rules."

NarrAy smiled up at Senth. "What did the boy say? He's kind of cute. I like his tufted little ears."

Senth nuzzled her cheek. "You don't need to be lusting after some Kin hottie when you've got me."

Khyff made a rude snort, which earned him a glare from his brother.

"What did he say, sweetie?" NarrAy smiled up at Senth.

"Dok cho, sah."

"Oh..." NarrAy nodded. "Hello, Brother. Sahkeet is brother, right?"

"Right." Senth rubbed noses with her, and they shared a smacking kiss.

NarrAy pulled her hands free and reached for the chip. "This is glowing."

"Poke the top." Senth wrapped his arms around her. "Let's watch it again."

The personagraph ran through its cycle and shut off.

"That was nice, Khyff." NarrAy smiled at him. "Did she say something about humans? I thought I heard the word nahee."

"Nahee means 'not us'," Senth answered. "Kin use it for Tyrans and Chiasmii too." He kissed NarrAy on the cheek. "'Sahkeet tahkro, rokk nahee' means 'Your brother is cool, for not being one of us.'"

Khyff groaned at that. "She made a point of calling me nahee the first few days, like that was my name. When I refused to answer, she started calling me Keef, because she said Khyff sounded 'too human' for her mouth. That bugged me, 'cause I constantly get asked if Khyff is a Kin name. I was born before Felidae was even discovered." He nudged his chin toward the music chips. "What else?"

"Deel is a simple word, but its meaning is complicated. 'To the death for honor,' maybe."

"Go on." NarrAy leaned against Senth.

"'Nah rone dah' means... Well, I'm not sure if that means no one sneaked into the show or no one stalked them, but the last part, 'Nife dak rohk,' is an idiom. Kind of the way we'd say, 'Back at you, man,' or 'Be cool.' She was talking to Khyff. I think she had a thing for you, Bro."

Khyff snorted. "Like I'd ever want a mangy Kin."

"Mangy?" Senth's brows lowered. "Did you forget who you're talking to?"

NarrAy looked from one man to the other, then moved out from between them and around to the other end of the island.

"We've been over this, Sen." Khyff heard the impatient ring in his own voice and tried to curb it, without success. Fatigue clawed at his reserves of energy. "You look almost human. Why do you want to be accepted by those animals, anyway?"

"Kin aren't animals, Khyff. We've been over that, too."

"Yes, they are." He fought the rage strangling his thoughts. "They tried to kill you the minute you were born. They didn't want you. They hated you on sight."

"You mean you hated me, Khyff. You didn't want me." Senth stood, shoving the stool out of the way. "If it weren't for me being a half-breed, your mother might still be alive."

"Our mother." He leaped to his feet. "She cried over you for days when the Kin stole you from her. Nothing I said or did made any difference." Khyff braced both hands on the counter. "I was a child, Sen. I couldn't help her, but I didn't know that then. I thought it was my fault. All I knew was because of you, they threw us out, and Mama wouldn't stop crying. She abandoned me because of you."

NarrAy gasped and covered her mouth, eyes welling with tears. "Oh, Khyff. I'm so sorry you were hurt like that."

All the strength drained out of him, taking the anger with it. He sat.

Senth slid a hand across the table and touched the tips of his fingers to Khyff's. With a male economy of words, that expressed enough.

NarrAy sidestepped around the counter and lifted her arms to Khyff.

He enfolded her in a warm, safe embrace, arms wrapped all the way around her tiny frame. He drew her between his knees and pressed his face against her neck.

Two years before, she'd rescued him after a savage attack that had landed him in the hospital. Since then, he'd allowed no one but her to touch him. Senth got a rare handshake.

He relished the pressure of her gentle arms around him, the rapture of her skin against his. Khyff risked chemical dependence, holding her. Even with short exposure, the touch of a Better addicted. She'd accidentally addicted him once, and he'd suffered while weaning himself. His brother could never leave this woman. Never love another. Senth was hers.

By new laws passed recently, NarrAy must cover her entire body in public. Khyff shouldn't risk addiction again. Shouldn't let her touch him. Shouldn't... He hugged her closer.

Her touch soothed, tranquilized. How could anyone expect a woman as loving as NarrAy to hide from the world? She wasn't dangerous. Already, the darkness of Khyff's soul was lifting, evaporating. Fading. How could he have forgotten how wonderful she smelled? How sweet she was? How comforting it was to be held?

The teapot whistled.

"I'll get it, Khyff." NarrAy stepped back.

The absence of her touch left Khyff bereft, and dropped him back into darkness. He turned away. Careful not to let Senth see it, he clutched one hand over his heart.

NarrAy moved the pot off the heat. "Is it ready to pour?"

Khyff grunted. He turned back and wrapped both hands around a cup as if it were his lifeline to sanity.

NarrAy climbed onto a stool between him and his brother. While she spoke to Senth, Khyff concentrated on breathing evenly. What would it be like to make love to that woman? Press his body against hers? What was he thinking? What kind of man lusted after his brother's woman? A miserable, lying cheat, that's what.

His brother said something. Khyff had no clue what. He blinked, focusing with effort.

"Bro? You okay?"

"Fine." He cleared his throat, willing his breathing to calm. "Sorry. What did you say?"

"What's your next job? Do you know yet?"

"Guarding ambassadors at a strip club."

"Ffffftt! You get paid to hang out at strip clubs?" Senth grabbed NarrAy's hand before she could pinch him. "Not that I'd ever want to do that, of course—" he glanced at NarrAy "—but, man, Bro, what a life."

"Senth." NarrAy shook her head. "Honestly."

At least she hasn't forgotten the type of slavery Khyff had endured before Saint-Cyr helped free him.

Senth looked from one to the other and lifted his shoulders, hands out. "What?"

"For Women Only doesn't guard men." NarrAy glanced at Khyff. "They're female ambassadors, and it's a male strip club."

"Oh, ffffftt. Sorry, Bro."

NarrAy touched Khyff's hand. "You're sure the job will be over before the wedding?"

"Saint-Cyr promised to be at the wedding too. Don't worry, NarrAy. I'll stand up for Sen and make sure he says 'I do' on time."

"Good thing. Because there's no way I'm letting your brother back out of marrying me."

"No way I would, sweetie." Senth placed a hand over hers. "You've got me good and hooked. And don't you love it?"

NarrAy giggled. "Yes, I do."

While they kissed, Khyff turned his head.​
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Outside the Tarthian Empire

Felidae, Ruh Township

Drustin Ruh's Lodge

Mehfawni Ruh found her youngest brother, Dallon, where she thought he'd be, in their favorite childhood hiding place. He leaned back against the tree trunk, high up under the canopy of leaves, with his legs stretched out on a massive branch, ankles crossed. He hadn't seen her yet.

She savored the warm, dappled shade. The birds of high summer cawed in the trees. The creek burbled over its stones, rushing to join the river downstream.

The sploosh of a rock hitting the water disrupted the solitude. She flicked her ears toward the sound. Another rock, heavier and bigger, plopped into the stream. Ripples broke the calm surface. Dallon was pitching them from the tree.

He sat up, legs dangling over either side of the branch, and braced himself on his hands as he leaned down, peering through the leaves.

His ears laid straight back against his head. "I'm not going back, Mehfawni."

She sniffed. He didn't smell right. Something stale sullied the usual tanned-leather scent of his pride.

"Why not, Dal?"

"Grandmama didn't think I was civil when she introduced me to my mate-to-be. So she whipped me and then gave her the box of rods she and Mama use to punish me." He slung one leg over the branch and dug his claws into the bark, the soft leather of his moccasins bracing his feet as he climbed down. He brushed off his formal leathers as he approached. His usual teenage swagger had been downgraded to a noticeable limp.

"Oh, Dallon." Mehfawni touched his face. Red rimmed his eyes. Wet trails meandered through the pale amber furskin below his cheeks. His long lashes stuck together in spiky points. "I'm sorry."

He never cried over whippings, no matter how many stripes Mama or Grandmama put across his backside. Damaged pride brought out these tears.

"My future mate said if I didn't learn to be polite, she'd do more than whip me, and that her chief mate would beat me too. Can he do that, Fawni?"

"Papa's never whipped anyone, but I guess he could if he wanted to. Papa doesn't like conflict. Maybe her mate won't either."

"I thought once I got married, no one would hit me anymore."

"Someone's always hitting someone. We're Kin. If we're not hitting, we're biting." She shrugged. Still, the thought of a stranger hitting her brother made her ears twitch. "Behave yourself, Dal. Make them happy. They won't bother you."

The youngest of three daughters and two sons, Dallon was by far the most spoiled, despite the fact that he got more whippings than the rest of them combined.

Willful, their mother said.

Prideful, their father agreed.

Dallon said he preferred the word "adventurous."

"Come on. Let's sit by the creek and talk." She held his hand.

They dropped onto the edge of the bank. Dallon lay on his stomach and trailed his fingers through the water, then placed his head on his folded arms.

Mehfawni picked a white vulit and tickled his ear tuft with it. He'd inherited the long tufts of hair on his ear tips from their father's side of the family. Only the Fasra clan had them. Dallon slapped her hand away, so she did it again.

"Quit, Fawni." Annoyance filled his voice, but he smiled.

She poked him with a fingertip. "Make me."

Dallon launched himself and grabbed her in a rolling tackle. She squealed; he laughed, and the two rolled in the grass, grappling each other, careful of claws. She bit him on the shoulder. He bit her arm. She sank her fangs into his leather jacket to hold him down and tickled him.

He laughed, writhing and arching his back, trying to escape.

She let her fangs find his flesh and bared one claw against his belly.

"Ow! Okay, I give." Laughing, he held out his hands, palms down, ears out at the sides. "I give."

She released him. "Oh, no. You've got grass stains all over your leathers."

He looked down at the green stripes and smears across the knees of his pants and the front of his heavily beaded jacket. "Grandmama will kill me." His ears went out and back. "When she and Mama see this, I'll get it again."

"No. I'll tell them it was my fault." She helped him brush at the green marks, to no avail. "Don't worry. I'll take the blame. I won't let them punish you, Dallon. I promise."

One ear came forward hopefully.

"I'll take the blame. Don't worry." She lay back on the grass and patted the spot next to her, gazing up at the sky. "Did you ever see such a perfect blue?"

Dallon lay beside her, hands folded across his stomach. "Not a cloud anywhere."

Mehfawni turned on her side toward him. Dallon's profile was classic Kin, generations of good breeding in every line. His slanted eyes, flat feline nose, and high cheekbones proclaimed him Ruh clan as much as the obsidian beads woven into his honey-colored braids. His furskin was a lighter shade of amber, like hers. When he grew into his beard, no doubt it would bear the same red tones as their father's, if he didn't shave it. Her own tawny hair had reddish highlights in the sun.

She loved each of her brothers and sisters dearly, but Dallon was the baby. He held a special place in her heart.

"Marriage won't be all that bad," she assured him.

Dallon levered himself into a sitting position, arms wrapped around his knees. "You had to go and spoil a great moment, didn't you?" He glared at her with reproach. "You're as bad as Mama."

"I'm sorry, Dal." She sat up, cross-legged. "Marriage is tradition. You know Kin and tradition. We don't call breeding First Duty for nothing."

"But, Fawni, females don't marry until they're in their twenties. Let a male get one month past his fifteenth birthday, and he's past his prime."

"Every male gets married at fifteen. It's the beginning of your superior breeding age. It has to be that way. A female isn't even fertile until she's at least twenty-two. Daughters bear children. Sons breed them. Accept the facts, Dal. It's not like you'll ever want for anything, marrying the Tzesar of the Falehla clan. She'll provide well for you."

"What if I wanted to take care of myself? Human males do."

"You're not human. Kin males are different. You're not designed to be self-sufficient. You're designed to support a mate, take care of children, and keep house."

He arched his hands, releasing claws. He growled with frustration.

"Why the creator gave males claws, I don't know." Mehfawni poked him, trying to tease him into a smile. "You never use them for anything but braiding hair and playing bead games."

Dallon huffed. He raked his fingers through his hair. "I'm being serious, Fawni."

"I'm sorry. I shouldn't have tried to joke about it. Try not to be so upset. Let yourself be pampered. Females would love to be able to stay home all day. You're young. Enjoy yourself."

"Today, I'm young enough for Mama to take a birch rod to, and tomorrow I'll be old enough to get married. When is it I become a grown-up? I'd like to know when it's coming, so my attention doesn't wander at that exact moment. I don't want to miss it."

Mehfawni wanted to laugh and tried to bite it back—unsuccessfully. "Sorry, Dal. You have such a funny way of putting things." She hooked a claw around one strand of his hair and moved it back from his face. "Go on. I'm listening."

"Mama makes me so mad." He lowered his brows and canted his ears down and back. His nostrils flared. "I'm fifteen, Fawni. At fifteen, human males are legal adults."

"Yes, but Dallon, fifteen in human years and fifteen in our years are not the same thing."

"I know. We have four hundred and fifty solar days in our year and Tarthians have three hundred and sixty, so technically I'm almost nineteen in tradestandard years."

"And who told you that?"

"Not telling." He lifted his nose in the air. "I'd get her in trouble. It's not fair that I have to get married, Fawni. Humans my age can vote and—"

"What do males know about voting?"

"That's the point." Dallon leaned one hand on the grass and turned toward her. "I should have a chance to learn about all that stuff. Instead, I'll be married off to a politician and hidden behind the walls of her lodge, servicing her and taking care of her children until I'm too old to do anything else. Like Papa."

"You make it sound like a death sentence. Papa's happy. You will be too. Wait and see."

He turned away. "I thought you said you'd listen."

"I am." She touched his arm. "But it's time to deal with reality. Kin males don't do well outside a family setting and the security of a lodge's walls. We want the best for you, Dallon. That's all."

"Tovar Fasra isn't married, and he's happy."

"The Fasra clan burned his likeness in khhanahk. They declared him dead to them. Don't tell me you want to be like him."

"All he did was leave the clan, Fawni."

"He did more than that. He used his knowledge of the sacred drums for entertainment. And the entire group shares him in bed."

His fine brows lowered. "They do not. He has sex with his two cousins. We have sex with ours." He shrugged. "It's bed play. So what?"

"Tovar is not the kind of male you want to be like. He uses contraceptives."

Both ears lifted. "What are those?"

Despite the isolation of their setting, Mehfawni glanced over her shoulder and lowered her voice. "Birth control. A way to prevent pregnancy."

Dallon's eyes showed white all the way around. "Why would anyone want to prevent that?"

"Humans do all the time."

"Why? Don't they want children?"

"Humans breed so fast they have to take steps to keep it from happening. I never should have brought this up. Pretend I never said anything about it. We shouldn't be talking about humans, anyway. And don't bring up Tovar Fasra to Grandmama. Or anything else about males being independent. They can't be."

"That's not true. The Conqueror has an entire squad of Kin males in her armada, and the Praetorian are the most fearless and fearsome soldiers anyone has ever— Stop making faces at me."

"I'm not."

"You've got that look on your face like you think I'm crazy."

She ruffled his hair. "Those males don't have homes and mates or children. No one takes care of them. They're all on their own. They're miserable."

"They didn't look miserable to—" He bit his lips together.

Mehfawni folded her arms. "Where and when did you see Praetorian Guards?"

"In town. Yesterday."

"While you were supposed to be helping our cousins shop for flowers for the wedding?"

Dallon hung his head. "There were seven Praetorian in one of those new outdoor cafes. In uniforms and everything." His eyes shone, the oval-shaped pupils widening. "They get paid as much as humans. As much as Kin warriors."

"As much as a Kin female? You're making that up."

"No, I'm not. They said they got—"

She hooked her claws toward him in frustration. "You talked to them?"

His ears drooped. "Yes."

"What were you thinking? Those are not the kind of males you should be around, Dallon. They're not like us. They're...alien."

"No, they're not. They're full-blooded Kin. As much as you and me."

"Don't talk to a Praetorian ever again. You hear me?"

He plucked at the grass. "Like I'll have a chance after I get married, anyway. I'll never get to meet humans or go anywhere."

"I can understand how you feel, Dal, but I've only met a few humans myself, and to be honest, they don't seem all that different from us." She paused, resting a claw against her chin. "Except they're skin-naked and don't have claws. Or fangs, come to think of it. From what I've read, they can't hear much compared to us." She pulled one of his ears. "How could they, when their ears are on the sides of their heads instead of on top where they belong?"

"Why did Grandmama have to invite the Falehla Tzesar out here in the first place? She wouldn't have noticed me otherwise, and then she wouldn't have asked if I was marriageable age. I'd still be ungiven."

"It's politics, Dallon. You wouldn't understand."

"Try me."

"Okay." She leaned back, both hands braced behind her. "Having clan rule is the best way to keep Empress Destoiya and her human armada from overrunning our lands. Our world is rich in natural resources that the Conqueror needs to further the empire's borders. Plus, if she gets access to Felidae, she'll want to tax the citizens. Kin work in their families' businesses because they're family, not employees. Humans don't work for each other unless you pay them. Destoiya wants to force Kin business owners to pay family the tradestandard wage like humans so she can tax each worker. That's wrong. It would ruin our economy."

"So you're saying males shouldn't have equal rights because it's bad for the economy."

"Dallon, I did not say any such thing. Besides, having 'equal rights' may sound like an impressive argument, but in reality, males should never have to go through what females do. You're so much better off not having to deal with the issues females deal with on a day-to-day basis. Anyway, your marriage into the Falehla clan is vital. You'll tie us together. Make us stronger."

"But, Fawni..." He sent her a pleading look. "I'll be her fourth mate. Inferior to all her others. I won't have status at all. How can I be any help?"

Mehfawni brushed his hair back from his face. She slid a finger down his smooth Kin nose. "You'll have to find ways to please her so you gain status."

He closed his eyes, shoulders sagging. "She'll take me away from home. I won't see you anymore. She never came here before now. Once we're married, I'll belong to her family. No one lets a male travel alone. If she doesn't go anywhere, neither do her mates."

"Then I'll come visit you." She held out her arms. Dallon scooted toward her and slouched back against her shoulder. She wrapped her arms around him from behind, her chin resting on top of his head.

He reached up to touch her hands. "You promise, Fawni?"

"I promise." She kissed his hair. "I'm leaving Felidae after the wedding, you know. Grandmama is sending me to Tarth as an ambassador. I'll be there during your marriage week."

"Will you get to meet the Conqueror? And humans?"

"Probably." He smelled full of hope, like the air after a fresh rain. But a wisp of tart fear still clung to him. She kissed the tip of one ear and laid her cheek against his hair. "I'll come and visit you as soon as I get back and bring you a souvenir from Tarth. We're supposed to be going somewhere special. I don't know much about it, but we've been told it's like nothing we've ever seen before."

"I hope you have a good time."

"It'll be a lot of work." Mehfawni wrapped her arms around him, hands across his chest.

Dallon rested his hands over hers. "You'll make a better Tzesar than Grandmama."

"Like you'd know the difference between a good leader and a bad one."

He leaned his head against the base of her throat and gave a long sigh. "Everyone knows the difference between those." His scent deepened. A stale-beer-smelling sadness overlaid the tart odor of fear. "Don't forget me when I'm gone, Mehfawni."

She laughed. "Not likely that'll ever happen. You're unforgettable."

Dallon purred.

Mehfawni relished the tickle of the sound against her hands.

"Fawni, remember when you helped me set all those new baby frogs loose in Grandmama's study that time the Warrior Clan Council met here?"

"Don't remind me. Oh, the whipping I got that night. My butt still aches every time it rains."

"Mine too. I have scars on both legs from that one." He rubbed a hand down the back of one calf. "But the next night you still helped me string firecrackers underneath the Tzesarki's bed."

"We probably deserved every lick we got for that one. After all, we did set the house on fire."

He chuckled, a low, huffing laugh. "It wasn't funny then, but it sure is now. Even Grandmama laughs when she talks about it."

"Please tell me you're not planning anything like that during the wedding."

The stale sadness came back. "You weren't here when she signed my wedding contract. Grandmama beat me that night, Fawni, in case I was even thinking about a prank. She said she'd beat me every night for a week if I pulled anything at the wedding. I could hardly breathe after she was done with me. I lay on the floor all night where she left me. Mama didn't even come check on me until the next morning, and all she said was, 'You earned this reputation, and now you're paying for it.'"

Mehfawni held him close. The disturbing vision of his being punished in case he did something wrong made her stomach churn. "I never heard about this. Why didn't you tell me?"

"You weren't here, Fawni. You couldn't have done anything about it if I had. I don't want to get married. Making the Falehla Tzesar happy is more important to Mama and Grandmama than I am."

"Dallon, that's not true."

"You even said it." He turned his head to one side and rested his cheek against her. "You said I should find ways to please her so I can gain status and help the clan."

How could she respond to that?

"Mehfawni—" he went still, his scent so full of sadness it brought tears to her eyes "—when I'm gone, don't forget me."

She hugged him harder. "Never, Dallon."

He crossed his hands over hers. "Say this isn't the last time I'll ever spend with you."

"Of course it's not." She hugged him, but his melancholy words left a chill in their wake. "What a silly idea. Didn't I say I'd come see you when I got back?" She patted his hands, her head next to his. "I promise, Dal. As soon as I get back from Tarth, I'll come and visit."

"Okay, Fawni."

"Now, come on; let's go back to the lodge before Grandmama sends out an army looking for us."

He rose with her, but his fear lay in the air between them like rank perfume.

​
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Chapter Three
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Tarth City

Kelthian District

Khyff Antonello's Apartment

In the red-lit room, Khyff fought against leather straps at his wrists and ankles. His captors had bound him spread-eagle to the padded table, naked, vulnerable, and open. He tore at the wide bands, twisted until his skin ripped and his bones ached. He dug into the leather-padded table with heels, elbows, and shoulders, and wrenched against the cruel bonds cutting into his skin. His struggles tightened the straps. They bit into his flesh and cut off circulation until his hands and feet went numb.

The door opened, and a faint breeze tickled across his skin as he lifted his head. Three people entered. Three Kin.

Never weep before a Kin. Never. Never let them know they've hurt you.

The room's red lighting washed color from their skin. They prowled toward him, ghosts in the darkness, hook knives in their hands. Hisses and Kin curses spewed from fanged mouths. "Evil, vile creature. You must die."

One jerked at the leather straps gouging into his skin, tightening them more.

Never weep before a Kin. Never. Never let them know they've hurt you.

The three circled him, fangs bared, red light glinting off their knives like splashes of blood.

Sweat stung his eyes. Khyff turned his head as they circled like animals seeking prey. Keening howls tore from their throats, deepening into snarls as they angled their fanged mouths toward him. Yellow eyes glowed.

He clung to his vow. Never weep before a Kin. Never. Never. He bit into his cheeks. The copper tang of blood filled his mouth.

The knives raised over their heads and then arced downward.

Khyff bolted awake. The sheets tangled around his legs. He clambered out of bed and onto the floor. Khyff gasped for air, his sweat-drenched skin chilling him. He crawled to the window and pushed it up, opening it.

Another nightmare. He sucked the cold night air into his lungs.

Far beyond the window's security screen, a siren screamed. Music played at the club across the street. Traffic noise hummed. The whoosh of a tube train faded as it left a station. Despite the comforting familiarity of the view and sounds, he shuddered.

Nightmare. Khyff rubbed his face. All it was. Bad dream.

"Khyff?"

He recoiled at the sound of his brother's voice.

"You okay, man?" Senth stood in the doorway, the hall light making a bright nimbus around his sleep-snarled curls. He swept a hand through his hair, pulling the long strands back from his face. "You still having nightmares? It's been two years, Bro. I thought you'd be over those by now."

"Yeah. Me too." Khyff stopped his hands from trembling by clasping them together. He tried to make his mouth smile. "I'm fine, Sen. Sorry. Didn't mean to wake you."

His brother glanced over his shoulder toward the room he shared with NarrAy. "Didn't wake me at all, Bro. Thought I heard you thrashin' around is all. You sure you're okay?"

"Yeah." He clenched his teeth together to stop their chattering. "Go back to bed, Sen. See you in the morning."

"Okay." He yawned. The hall light glinted off his HalfKin fangs.

Khyff flinched.

"G'night, Bro." Senth shut the door behind him.

Khyff's entire body shook. He huddled on the floor against the wall in the corner and wrapped his arms around upraised knees.

Cool air cascaded over the windowsill, adding to the chill of the room. The bed beckoned with false promises of warmth, its knotted sheets and balled-up pillows mute evidence of the terror that plagued his heart.

*****
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Outside the Tarthian Empire

Felidae, Ruh Township

Drustin Ruh's Lodge

Mehfawni stepped naked into the shallow footbath and squatted to wash her toe claws. Family noises surrounded her. The bathing room fairly hissed with low chatter, everyone waiting for the start of the ritual bath welcoming Dallon's new mate. The clan bathed together at the end of harvest, the beginning of planting, each night during a three-day wedding feast, after funerals, and while waiting for an imminent birth.

The scent of neeleesah-shree filled the air. Family-love, a word the human vocabulary lacked. The emotion smelled crisp and clean, like the first cool day in autumn, rich with subtleties and meanings.

The vast wood-paneled bathing room echoed most of the year, with ten or so at any one time. Nearly two hundred gathered tonight, and the array of furskin colors, from silver to dark red, covered the Kin spectrum.

The swimming pool at the far end was filled with splashing children. It seemed like yesterday she and Dallon had been among them. Adults sat calmly in the waist-deep resting pool, talking. Elders occupied the smaller hot tub.

Chan, a pregnant cousin on the Ruh side, sat down on the edge of the shallow foot pool and leaned back while her mate, Sahn, knelt and washed her feet. She laid a hand on her belly and waved at Mehfawni to join them.

Mehfawni pressed her palm against her cousin's cheek in greeting. "You look wonderful, Chan. It's such a good omen to have a pregnant warrior present during Dallon's wedding. I'm happy you're here."

"I wouldn't miss Dal's wedding for anything." Chan glanced around the sea of people. "I keep waiting for him to pull some prank, like the time he tied all the cows' tails together the night before planting and then turned them loose in the fields."

They all laughed.

"Where is he, anyway? I haven't seen him yet tonight."

"It's the third night of the wedding feast," her mate answered, before Mehfawni could respond. "He's bathing with his co-mates for the first time. They're in the breeder house."

Chan rubbed both hands over her stomach. "How could I forget that? The breeders are teaching him how to give mouth pleasure tonight."

"Your favorite thing." Sahn gave her bare tummy a lick. "Though no one would guess that by looking at you now." He splayed both hands over her swollen abdomen.

Mehfawni laughed. "You two are so cute. I hope Dallon falls in love the way you did."

"If he can learn how to breathe through his ears, she'll adore him."

Chan grabbed one of those male ears and pinched it, making her mate hiss. She kissed him.

Mehfawni covered her mouth and giggled. "Stop it, you two."

"I'm happy for Dal." Chan fondled Sahn's ear. "He's so blessed. The grandson of a Tzesar, and now he'll be the mate of a Tzesar. May Dallon keep her pregnant and the creator keep her rich."

"If she could get pregnant, she wouldn't be taking Dallon away from us."

Chan stroked her pregnant belly with her fingertips. "It's the males who carry the seed. If she isn't with child yet, it's their fault, not hers."

"Well, Sahn obviously has good seed." Mehfawni ruffled his hair fondly. "I'm sure this one's a daughter."

Chan looked away. This was their third child. There were seven Kin males to every female already. Few wanted the burden and expense of more sons, though every birth was welcome. Fewer children were born each year. If Chan and Sahn did not produce a daughter, she'd have to marry a second mate.

Mehfawni waded across the pool to talk to one of her other cousins, who was surrounded by younger family members. Stahn had broad shoulders and narrow hips, his arms and legs heavily muscled. Fully grown, he'd be quite tall, judging by the size of his feet. Kin males grew until they were twenty-five. He'd make beautiful babies. With his rare combination of pale hair, bright blue eyes, and furskin a fine shade of light golden honey, he almost glowed in the low light.

"Cousin Stahn." Mehfawni laid her palm against his chest and licked him on the cheek. She curled her fingers into the thick blond pelt on his chest.

"Cousin Fawni." He licked her cheek, bowed his head, and then lifted his classic Kin face.

His mother had been coaching him. An unattached male did not look a future Tzesar in the eyes unless his mother wanted her to bed him. Or he did.

Mehfawni had at least a year before she'd be fertile. Plenty of time for bed play before her family chose a mate.

"Is your mother here, Stahn? I might want to use you tonight."

He smiled, hiding fangs. "She's over there, Fawni." He gestured toward the adult bathing pool. "With your parents."

She led him in that direction and down into the pool beside her. After greeting her parents, Mehfawni bowed slightly to Stahn's mother.

"Aunt Seren, with your permission, I'd like to keep Stahn with me tonight. Unless you've promised him to someone else."

His mother flicked a hand in her son's direction. "Do what you like with him, Mehfawni, but don't break his heart with promises. Your grandmama may have plans for you that don't involve my son."

Or she'd placed the boy where Mehfawni would see him. Sliding her ears outward in deference, Mehfawni bowed.

"And Mehfawni," Drustin Ruh added before she could escape, "remember, this is a wedding feast."

"Yes, Mama. I know. No sex until we're alone."

"It could be dangerous with so many unattached males present." She waved a hand in the general direction of the crowd of young males gathered in an adjacent pool. "We don't need fights breaking out. You know how males are. They all vie for attention."

"Yes, Mama."

"And no body fluids in the pools," her father grumbled. "I cleaned the filters this morning."

"Oh, Papa." Laughing, Mehfawni rolled her eyes and led Stahn away before they could bring up anything else.

"Where are we going?" He hung back when she opened a door. "Mehfawni, we can't go outside naked."

"Come on. What difference does it make if we're naked out here when everyone is naked in there?"

"But—"

A quick kiss silenced his protest.

The wind blew coolly against the wet skin of her legs as she drew him along behind her into the woods. Felidae's triple moons were rising, all of them nearly full. Three sets of shadows danced through the leaves as they walked. The scent of white vulits deepened under the canopy of trees, their sweet fragrance heavy on the night air.

When they were far enough from the house that the yard lights no longer reached them, she stopped and backed Stahn against a tree with smooth bark. She slipped her arms up around his neck and pressed herself along the muscled length of his body.

He enfolded her in his arms, and leaned down to capture her mouth—a bold move for a male.

"You're no virgin, are you, Stahn?" 

He huffed. "With my mother as political as she is? Not since the day I turned fifteen. But the others have all been old, Fawni."

"Did they teach you to pleasure them?"

His eyes were heavy-lidded and hot with lust. "Tell me what you want me to do."

*****
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Tarth City

Nizamrak Building

Suite 4100, For Women Only Corporate Headquarters

Birit 46

Khyff pulled his long black leather coat around himself before entering Luc Saint-Cyr's outer office. Even though he made sure not to look directly at the women waiting there, he could still feel their gazes roaming his body after he passed, like spiders crawling on his skin.

"Good morning, Mr. Antonello. He's expecting you." Luc Saint-Cyr's female assistant stood. Ms. Mead preceded him and opened the door, her smile genuine, her gaze never straying from his face.

"Thank you." The door sealed behind him.

"Khyffen. Good to see you, Son." His boss strolled toward him. Luc Saint-Cyr had the dark skin of a native-born Kelthian and wore black contact lenses that entirely covered the white portions of his eyes. "Glad to have you home."

Khyff should offer to shake his hand, but the aversion to touch warred within him.

Saint-Cyr gestured to the white leather couches in his office, and Khyff sat. "Nothing but rave reviews over your work for Wind and Thunder." Saint-Cyr seated himself at the opposite end of the couch. "They want us for all their tours for the next three years."

"Glad that worked out, sir."

"The group was enthusiastic about your service. Gelina Fasra said you made her feel safer than she had since she left home."

Khyff grunted. "She said that?"

"Said she was thinking of dedicating a song to you on their next chip." The man turned slightly and laid an arm on the back on the couch. "They want you as security head for every tour."

Khyff picked at a miniscule amount of lint on one pant leg and focused on a dull spot on the toe of his left boot. Needed to get those things shined up. What a mess.

Saint-Cyr gestured where Khyff could see his hand. "You don't look happy about that, Khyffen. Don't you want the job?"

He swallowed. "No, sir. Not really."

"Why's that?" His boss watched him.

"I'd rather not say."

"Khyffen, I—"

"You said I never had to take any job that made me uncomfortable." Khyff lifted his shoulders. "This one did. I know how you feel about prejudice, sir, but—" he gave one hard shake of his head "—they're Kin."

Saint-Cyr remained silent. With his all-black eyes, there was no telling where he looked. Finally, he nodded. "It won't be easy finding another detail-oriented, by-the-book, stringent, weaned-on-pickle-juice hard-ass like you, but I'll try."

Khyff frowned. "I think I've been complimented, but I'm not sure."

"Don't get used to it. We had a request for you today that I'm sure you're going to turn down. But I'd like you to hear me out before you do."

He turned toward his boss. "Well, I admit that comment makes me curious."

"Remember I told you For Women Only had contracted to escort some ambassadors to a strip club?"

"Yes, sir."

"It's been yanked."

"Funding issues?"

"No, none of the usual government runarounds." Saint-Cyr's black eyes narrowed. "We lost it because keeping it would result in a conflict of interest with the job you've been requested to fill."

"Someone wants me for a job that would conflict with that one? What is it?"

"I'd rather let her explain it to you. This is where my comment about hearing me out comes in. You're not going to like working for her, even though it would benefit you in ways you'd never imagine."

Khyff launched himself off the couch and crossed the room. He tugged at the wide green leaves of a big tree potted in a small steel tub too far from the window to ever see the sun. The grow light over it heated his skin.

Khyff waited in silence for Saint-Cyr to continue.

That tingly, hair-standing-up-on-the-back-of-your-neck, creepy-crawly, this-can-only-be-bad-news feeling crept up on Khyff and refused to be denied. Nightmare images lurked in the peripheries of his vision. Fatigue scratched at the back of his eyelids. He let go of the leaf he had crushed in his fist and turned around, hands folded behind him.

"I'm listening, sir."

"Son, you know I would never sell your services without your consent."

A hundred lifetimes ago—two years in real time—Saint-Cyr helped free Khyff from a slave master who'd prostituted him. New skin replaced the scars the man had carved into his back with a whip, but the memories of nights spent drugged up with sex enhancers and in chains still stung like fresh wounds. He'd been auctioned like a slab of prime-grade meat to the public, yet treated worse than the lowest scum in private.

Lips pressed together, Khyff nodded.

Saint-Cyr opened his mouth as if to speak, and then sighed. "No. No, I can't even bring this up. Forget I said anything, Khyffen. I'll let her know it isn't possible." He got off the couch and headed for his desk. He seated himself and picked up a notereader and a stylus. "I don't know why I bothered you with this. I should've said no the minute it came up. You're not ready to handle this yet. I can tell by the look on your face."

"But—"

Saint-Cyr looked up at him.

The shiny wetness of the man's totally black eyes flashed like some giant raven studying its prey. On his homeworld, Kelthia, Saint-Cyr wasn't suspected of prostitution or homicide, but those were the only major offenses he'd passed up. The Kelthian crime lords called him the Harbinger, if they dared to mention him. No one else spoke of him at all.

Khyff took a step toward his mentor. "You said whether to take a job would be my decision, sir."

The man narrowed his eyes. "Well, yes. At first, I thought you'd be interested, since she said she knew your father, but I—"

"My father?" Khyff lunged toward the desk, then brought himself up short. He dragged a hand through his hair. "No. Not possible. My mother never knew my father's name."

"She had your mother's entire history, as well as yours, and DNA evidence of your father." He opened a drawer and withdrew a notereader. "She gave me this. I thought the woman resembled Senthys, and the child looked like you, but I never knew you as a boy, so I couldn't judge."

Khyff held out a hand, not caring that it shook. "Let me see." He turned on the reader and thumbed through a few screens, tapped the block labeled "pictures," then "childhood," then "mother."

Sileenya Antonello's face looked back at him from the palm-sized screen. Straight, dark hair, cornflower blue eyes, fair skin. High cheekbones. So much like Senth.

The face Khyff had pictured, imagined, waited for.

He'd sat in the window of the children's shelter every night, watching for this face, willing his mother to come for him. When a year passed and no one claimed him, they handed him over to slavers. Khyff cried himself to sleep over this face, manacled to the foot of his first master's bed.

The room felt too warm, too close to catch a breath. Everything darkened, tilted.

When he opened them again, Saint-Cyr was squatting beside him, and Khyff reclined on the couch. He tried to sit up, but his boss opened a hand and motioned him to relax. Too tired to resist, Khyff complied.

"Take it easy for a minute. You scared me, Khyffen. You fainted."

He grunted. "Didn't faint. Dizzy."

"You've been out cold on my couch for over an hour."

"I—" He lifted his head. "I have?

"Blood sugar is still below normal," a voice said behind him.

Khyff twisted his neck to look up and back. A wave of dizziness rewarded him for the effort. Darkness swamped his vision. When it cleared, an Androg had come to stand near the other end of the couch, watching him with a detached expression.

Fully male and fully female at the same time, the Chiasmii people all looked male to most humans. They switched hormonal dominant genders on a quarterly basis unless pregnant or nursing. Khyff had serviced enough of them on the street to recognize subtle differences in attitude. This one preferred the feminine phase, San. Her hair was the same color as Khyff's own, a bright golden yellow.

"He should rest for a while longer," the Androg stated, as if Khyff had no part in the decision.

"Nothing wrong with me." He swung his feet over the edge and sat up, pressing his fingers against his temples.
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