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Tarthian Empire, Tarth

Tarth City, Di Lusso District

Nizamrak Building, Penthouse Level, "The Loft"

Sofftem 21, 4664 Tradestandard date (TSD)

Luc Saint-Cyr slumped in the back of his hoversine, putting off the inevitable, because as bad as it felt being dumped, pity made things worse. All the oh-poor-Luc-how-are-you-doing questions made him want to rip people's heads off. How did they think he was doing? He went home alone every night and faced the same four walls with no one inside them but himself and his android servants. As much as he appreciated them, the androids didn't love him.

Apparently, neither had Wulf Gabriel.

Swearing, Luc reached for the door handle.

His driver swung open the door. "Allow me, sir. Have a good evening."

"Don't tell me—" He reined in his battered temper. Android or not, James deserved respect. Luc stepped out and straightened his coat. "Thank you."

"You're welcome, sir."

While James docked the vehicle with the rest of the fleet, Luc trudged to the railing. Atop the Nizamrak Building, over two hundred stories above ground, he drew in the crisp evening air of autumn. He let it all out, lifting his face to the night sky.

A chilled breeze, heavy with the earthy scent of rain, blew up the sheer sides of the building and buffeted his skin. To the east, a low boom of thunder began and rumbled overhead, threatening storms. A sleepliner docking at the starport to the west vibrated the air, its roar muffled. Straight ahead, the white marble walls of the Conqueror's palace took up eight square city blocks and reflected as much light as the moon. Tarth City spread around it, a splendor of lights ablaze all the way to the snow-capped mountains on the far horizon.

Closer in, Destine Pietan Stadium sent its bright glow upward, casting a white sheen against flat clouds. Vehicles streamed in one portico and out the other. He recalled his assistant saying a rock group managed by one of his companies was performing tonight. Iron Soul? Kumwhatmay? For the life of him, he could not recall.

Thomas Gabriel Stadium, he refused to look toward. Named in honor of Wulf's late father and built at Luc's personal expense, he'd presented the state-of-the-art sports complex to Wulf as a gift for their fifth anniversary, three weeks ago. Days before they broke up.

Outrageous headlines screamed his colossal failure in every language in the Empire. He'd built that place to underscore the legacy of a dear friend, but the media made Luc look like a clueless chump. Perhaps that's all he was.

He gripped the handrail and braced himself against it, arms stiff, head down. Up here, the hustle and hubbub of the city and the whoosh of traffic faded into the background. No matter how late he worked, when he returned, the empty penthouse taunted him with memories. Luc held his breath until his lungs screamed for air, but he waited, letting the pain build. At last, he released it and drew in the night's damp coolness.

He pushed himself away from the railing and plodded toward the Loft.

A human got over old lovers and fell in love again. He, well accustomed to the brevity of mortal relationships, should do the same. So why did it feel like the weight of the empire crushed his chest?

Luc was Sempervian. Immortal.

Wulf was human. Mortal.

Luc would get over the loss in time, wouldn't he? If there was anything a Sempervian had plenty of, it was time. But right now, nothing offered hope.

Outside the entrance to his home, he stopped, fingertips against his brow. He lifted his head, straightened his shoulders, and opened the door. The clean scent of polished wood and fresh flowers greeted him. Baked bread beckoned and his stomach growled in answer. He should eat.

Instead, he headed straight for the bar.

As usual, McDoth lay in wait. The attentive butler was as predictable as his immaculate tuxedo uniform. With his graying hair and wrinkles, most people mistook him for human. A kindly, aging grandfather who still worked for a living. Like James, the android was firepower mixed with grit. More tyrannical than a nagging spouse and more tenacious than a steel weed. No matter how far Luc went, McDoth would follow, protecting him, serving him, while refusing to let him forget a single detail, rule, or obligation.

Were it his choice, Luc would fire McDoth tonight. In truth, the android deserved a medal. His tolerance and patience knew no bounds. Their relationship had lasted centuries and would for a thousand centuries more.

If their king had his way, Luc would never rid himself of the human-shaped ball and chain. Which was the point of a referee. They kept you honest. At least...as much as they could.

"Welcome home, sir." The refined accent programmed into McDoth for this lifetime suited the look of a staid butler.

"McDoth."

The android dropped a few ice cubes into a tumbler and set it on the bar. "For your whiskey, sir. Do try to limit yourself to one this evening."

And there it was. The daily lecture. You drink too much. You eat too little. You work too late. You never stay home.

Luc reached past him and picked up a fresh bottle of his best whiskey, a Kelthian brand from a distillery he'd bought a few years prior.

"Allow me to take your overcoat." The butler reached for it.

He turned to give his servant access, changing the bottle from one hand to the other as he slipped off the garment.

"It's quite late, sir. You look tired." McDoth folded the coat over his arm. "How was your day?"

"Same as yesterday. Busy, but I accomplished nothing." He darted toward the stairs.

"Sir?"

He halted, gripping the banister so hard he expected to see marks when he let go. The promise of solitude in his chambers above beckoned, but there would be no ignoring the interrogation. He checked an impatient sigh and turned back. "What?"

McDoth came to even sharper attention, his habitual passivity giving way to concern. "It is good to have you home, sir. We see little of you. Shall I bring you dinner? No records show you ate today, unless the earlier visit to your club included dining on someone else's account."

"I'm capable of asking for food if I'm hungry, and don't need reminders to eat. I have no illusions about being your true employer, or that you keep electronic tabs on me. I'm not hungry. I'm fine. Stop fussing over me."

"As you wish, sir." The butler brought him the tumbler. "Remember, just one."

Luc lifted the bottle of whiskey and wagged it right in the android's face. "I will. Good night. I won't need help. I'm going to bed early."

Luc had taken three steps up the stairs when McDoth spoke again.

"Sir?"

He waited.

"You are not the only one who misses him."

At the unexpected confession, Luc jammed his tongue hard against his teeth. While his android servant offered compassion, the knowledge he would report changes in Luc's behavior prickled a bite of anger. Once he trusted his voice, he took a lower step and turned back.

His expression must have been a warning.

The android retreated a step.

"McDoth, forget Wulf. He made his choice. He has a new life with another immortal. I gave them my blessing. Don't worry about him."

"It is not Master Wulf who worries me."

This again. Fighting to be civil, he clutched a handful of his short curls and tightened his grip to the point of pain. He dragged his hand back through his hair.

Wulf, he had let go. Would he ever recover from the loss of love? Would he ever recapture the openness and trust he'd craved? Had he ever possessed it? Likely not. Not with Wulf.

"Sir?" McDoth crept closer. "Are you all right?"

"Stop worrying about me. I'm over him."

"I have served you too many lifetimes not to recognize a lie. As I do not report to you, I will worry over you if I wish."

Temper flaring, he had to bite the inside of his cheeks to not lash out. He needed no reminder whom McDoth served, nor why. That neither of them had a choice in the matter kept him silent.

McDoth offered the tumbler again and Luc snatched it, making the ice inside fly out. He pounded up the stairs to his room.

When he slammed the glass on the dresser, a chip flew from the base. Regret flashed over him. He'd promised McDoth he'd stop breaking glass, but the chip didn't give him the satisfaction he'd sought. With a perverse sense of pleasure, he picked the tumbler back up and smashed it down even harder. It cracked and then split in half. One jagged edge stabbed his palm.

He savored the hot flow of blood across his skin and spread his hand, opening the wound. The spike of pain took his mind away from his breaking heart. By the time he'd lifted his hand to examine it, the bleeding had slowed. The wound closed, leaving him with his never-healing heart threatening to tear itself from his chest.

He dragged himself over to his canopied bed and sat. Refusing to face the man in the mirror across from him, he opened the bottle of whiskey, tilted it up and drank half.

Alcohol didn't affect Sempervians. They drank the way they fought: with elegant efficiency and the determination of the damned.

Nothing hurt for long, except loneliness. That persisted, clamping itself closer than a shadow in deep winter.

He drank more, using the whiskey to launch memories of people he'd loved and times he'd enjoyed sharing the drink. Without Wulf, those memories brought him more pain than pleasure.

He finished the liquor in gulps. It might as well have been tea. Nothing. The empty bottle held no more promise than the full one. Drinking whiskey fast affected him no more than sipping.

A man had a right to a good bender now and then, but Luc's immortal metabolism denied it. He drew back the bottle and hurled it at the mirror above the dresser.

Glass shattered, as fragmented and ruined as his life. A shambles no one could reassemble. Like the love he'd wanted with Wulf, pieces would always be missing. A void. Scattered empty places nothing could fill.

Slots in the baseboards flipped open and cleaner-bots rolled out. The breaking mirror had knocked over a framed flatpic. As Luc hurried over to right the frame, glass crunched beneath his shoes. A dust of broken glass covered the image, and he blew it off. The flatpic showed Wulf and himself, side by side, both in tuxedoes, smiling for the camera. Taken during happier times. Far too long ago.

They'd been a couple for five years. When had it died? Hard to tell. Trying to understand, Luc had Wulf followed, tracking his every move. Perhaps Wulf had known about the spying.

He'd left Luc for Alitus Vivaldi, the Minister of Imperial Intelligence, spymaster for the Conqueror. How they must have laughed, knowing they fed him false data, while they cavorted in secret.

Luc opened the top drawer, threw the flatpic inside, and slammed it shut. It bounced back open, and after slamming it again, he had to shut it, gently, to make it stay closed. Fresh rage poured over him and he jerked open the drawer, removed the picture and threw it on the floor. He crushed it under his heel.

The glass broke over the image of his own face, leaving Wulf's intact. How like his life. How like his heart. Luc rubbed at the throb behind his eyes.

Enough!

He must stop brooding. He must channel it into work. That's what he needed.

Focus, not dwell. Move forward, not behind. Serve the mission. Serve the king.

He could not afford to lose control. He must stay focused. His eyes stung, and he pressed his thumb and fingers against the lids.

"Stop this! You'd think you'd never lost a lover." He toed off his shoes and tore off his clothing, then kicked the pile aside.

His shirt landed on one of the cleaner-bots, which set off the bot's alarm.

Luc yanked off the shirt before the alarm brought McDoth into the room. After balling up the garment, he tossed it aside.

He entered the bathroom and braced both hands on the counter, but could not force himself to lift his head. At last, he faced his own image, staring long and hard into orbs of whiteless obsidian, dark as his skin, cold as the onyx stones they resembled. Emotionless. Frigid.

Perhaps his lenses hid everything he felt. Had they hidden his love?

"You threw him away. You shoved him out of your life." He slammed his fist into the reflection. Glass cracked and shattered into the twin sinks, over his hands and onto the floor.

"Here, sir." McDoth entered. "Let me get you cleaned up." The android pulled him aside. "Be careful where you step. You've already cut your feet."

"Leave it!" Luc shoved away from him. "I don't want to stop the pain. Don't you understand? I need it!"

"Sir, you're covered in blood and a dust of glass."

"I'll live. Go away."

"But, sir, you're bleeding." McDoth opened the huge, glass-enclosed shower and activated the water. "There's glass everywhere. Please don't make me report your current state. He'll want to see you himself."

McDoth didn't have to use the immortal king's name. Who else would he mean?

Would Pietas punish or sympathize? It might be worth the risk. If anyone knew how to bear pain, it was Pietas. A flash of longing made him wish for the man's presence. Luc hesitated, suspended between two opinions. Did his desire for pain outweigh the risk of reuniting with his former lover? He'd spent millennia at Pietas's side.

No, he would not return to that relationship. Far too much pain between them now to bridge.

He stepped into the glass enclosure. Various nozzles cascaded heated water over him. "There's not enough water in the empire to wash away this pain, McDoth. I can't shed enough blood to make it right."

"I understand, sir."

"No, you don't." Luc brushed water off his face. "You have a chip for emotions. You can toss it, get a new one and be happy again."

"I am sorry you're in pain. Allow me to help you." The butler took his right hand. "I'll remove the shards from your knuckles and then work on your feet. We'll put some triefan on them and get you healed up."

"No!" He yanked free, refusing to allow the healing properties of the nectar. He picked out the glass and flung it aside. "I want this to hurt. I need it."

"Very well, sir." A brief pause followed. "Then let's get rid of the glass so it doesn't endanger anyone else."

"I suppose there are troops parading through my bedroom."

"I was attempting to appeal to your philanthropic nature."

"Good luck with that."

"Yes, sir." McDoth flicked a glance his way. "The bots are almost through picking up the pieces." Though dressed in his butler's uniform, McDoth knelt in the shower, tending to him as if Luc were a wounded animal.

While the butler removed glass from one foot, Luc stood on the other, hands braced on the tile wall. It hurt far more than he would admit, and he bit his lips to keep from crying out.

"McDoth."

The butler looked up, shielding his eyes from the water. "Sir?"

"I shouldn't have shouted at you. I swore I wouldn't break another mirror. I didn't intend to. I just—I'm lost without him. I can't even argue with anyone. There's no fight left. Some days I'm sure I'll never smile again. Never laugh again."

"I'm sorry, sir." McDoth returned to his task.

Later, after toweling Luc dry, McDoth wrapped him in a thick white robe and escorted him to the bedroom.

"McDoth, I promise not to do this again." He pulled off the robe and crawled into bed, then grabbed the android's hand. "I mean it this time."

"Sir, you owe no explanation to anyone. Least of all to me. It is your home to use as you wish."

"No. I gave you my word, and I broke it. I promised I would stop doing this." He patted him. "I will never do this again."

"Yes, sir."

His hands had already healed, the skin unmarked. Luc jerked them back. A Sempervian's pain never lasted—except in his heart.

The android covered him and laid a comforting hand on his shoulder. "I put your robe at the end of the bed, should you need it. The droid crew will replace the mirrors in the morning. Bit of a routine." McDoth went to the door and turned back. "Try to sleep, sir. It's hours before you have to rise." He shut off the lights as he left.

Luc lay on his back, one arm folded over his eyes. He rolled onto his side, eyes squeezed shut. When he opened them, a faint light shone at the door. Two dark areas showed where McDoth stood guard, as if his master were in danger.

Luc removed his lenses. Without them, he plunged into the void of blindness. How like his life. Isolated, watched. But always alone.
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Di Consueto District

Renyoj Building, Lucsondis Enterprises Corporate Suites

When Izzorah Ceeow landed on Tarth five years ago, he'd been nothing but a feline-humanoid alien from the backwoods of a distant world, but he'd made himself into a rock star.

The media called him "the Kin mega-star" and likened him to his famous cousin, Tovar. Fans shouted Izzy whenever he performed and wore his name on buttons that flashed to the beat of his drums on stage. Money filled every pocket. He'd given a fortune to help his people.

But standing in his luxurious hotel room now, none of that success mattered.

The jewel of the Tarthian Empire lay right outside his room. Tarth City, a fabulous place everyone raved about. It might as well have been across the universe. Unable to see anything past the reach of his arms, and terrified of heights, he stayed away from windows. The dizzying elevations humans craved in their buildings jolted sickening fear through him. At the mere thought of how high up he was, his stomach threatened to revolt.

He couldn't read or write in any human language. He'd hoped to find a cure for his sight but that miracle evaded him. Asking to be healed meant admitting he couldn't see, which meant admitting he was unqualified to be a Praetorian Guard.

Not that he planned to be one, but the recruiters on his homeworld had said he could join and then decide later. Why did recruiters always lie?

Humans called it being deported. Kin called it dak hhahvahcun—back to the planet.

Izzorah called it the end of all hope.

He'd hoped to regain his full sight, lost due to illness at age three. Human tech embedded in stud earrings guided him, but he missed things. He'd almost walked into traffic outside the stadium last night. Kory's quick reflexes had protected him. So far none of his band mates knew his secret, but they wouldn't always be there when he needed them. Even Kory, closer than a brother.

When the media reported that since Izzorah had no girlfriends, he must be married back on his homeworld, Kory suggested he flirt more. How could he flirt more when he'd never flirted at all?

Girls held no interest for him, but he'd never had a boyfriend either. On his homeworld, admitting he preferred guys warranted death.

Still, he played the game and tried to talk to girls, until the media linked him with any girl he spoke to. He'd stopped speaking to anyone. That made them talk even more. Hiding did no good. Every time he appeared, fans threw roses at him, embarrassingly detailed artwork of himself, and one girl even sent her panties. Seriously, a girl's underwear? He refused to open anything after that.

The guys started checking deliveries for him and tossing out things. Until one Kin fan sent him a pair of drumsticks painted with pale green kanya leaves, the emblem of the Ceeow clan. Those, he treasured. He used them every day during practice. During a concert, his sticks often broke because he played so hard, but those? Those he used like they were solid gold.

When not in concert, he hid. Was it any wonder the media dubbed him "the Lonely Kin?"

So he didn't have a girlfriend. So what? He laid back both ears and gave a khss, a short, sharp hiss from the back of the throat.

The Pride Council didn't care males outnumbered females seven to one, or that few females got pregnant. They were all up-in-your-ears about what should be and paid no mind to what was. Maybe same-sex love affairs were no big deal on Tarth, but if it got out to his Kin fans? They'd boo instead of cheer; throw stones instead of roses. He was no freer here than he was back home.

Having to hide from everyone made him as much a prisoner as he would have been back home. The difference was that back on the planet he had no hope at all. Here, he had band mates that needed him.

Still, he walked a tight line that grew more fragile with every mistake he made.

Half the followers of Kumwhatmay were Kin. If he lost the group's followers, then where would he be? A drummer with no band, that's where.

Back to the planet in disgrace, where the Pride Council would execute him.

Izzorah paced his room, ten steps back and forth between his bed and the wall. There had to be an answer. Some way out that let him stay in the empire.

He'd run away from a planned marriage to a female who'd since become the tzesar of the Falehla clan. They were as good as married. Only death would separate them. Never mind that she'd have beaten him whenever she felt like it. He'd have been hers to use or abuse as she wished. Once it got out he couldn't see, her other mates would have scorned him as less than a slave.

He couldn't go back to his family. He'd disgraced them by running away the night before the wedding. They'd thought he was dead until months later when he made it to Tarth and his cousins let them know he was alive.

There was no going home. If the Tarthians sent him back, he was dead.

Izzorah counted another ten steps. The band's management company, Lucsondis Entertainment, housed them in posh resorts or executive suites wherever they toured, always top-of-the-line, like this one. The room sounded cavernous. Why did humans require so much space for a bed and clothes? Not that he ever unpacked. His bagbot held everything. How much did a drummer need, anyway? A couple of T's, a couple of jeans, a pair of boots. Plenty.

Izzorah's kahlah, the Kin sense of enhanced smell, far surpassed that of others. They smelled a rose. Without seeing the flower, he smelled a yellow rose and knew the province of origin. If handled recently, he knew the gender of the person or persons who'd touched it and most times, their identity.

He was three before he understood other Kin didn't possess that level of ability. Like every Kin, he could read emotion with scent, but Izzorah sensed the changes as a person considered or responded. He knew why they'd reached a decision or changed their mind.

The outer door opened and his cousin Fletch entered. Scents from the hallway carpet and cleaners came with him. Fletch had gone from stressed and being in a hurry to calm as soon as he'd walked in.

When Fletch called out a greeting in Felis, the soft hiss of Izzorah's cradle language brought the joy of home, but he refused to give in to such weakness. Though native words would soothe his tongue and purr his soul, he must fit into human society.

"Speak Etymis." The disappointment ebbing from his cousin strummed a twang of guilt through Izzorah. "You know the rule. Speak Etymis until it's what we think in. That's how we'll blend."

"I forgot. Sorry. Oh, I got the address for tomorrow's meeting. We're set."

"Good. Thank you." He flung himself backward onto his bed and spread arms and legs wide. "This is one of the first beds I've been in that's big enough for a Kin. It's huge!"

His cousin landed next to him. "Sure is." Fletch scraped knuckles across Izzorah's head.

Laughing like he had when they tussled as boys, he shoved Fletch off and rolled to his feet.

His cousin, a full tradestandard foot taller, grabbed him.

He went down in a tackle that almost knocked the wind out of him. His cousin still had the upper hand in strength, but Izzorah was quicker. He flipped onto his back and knocked Fletch aside.

The table rocked, rattling the lamp. The light changed. Stretching his body, Izzorah flung out his hands and caught the falling lamp.

Fletch poked him with one claw. "Great catch, cuz."

"You almost broke it." He sat up, knelt and lifted the lamp to the table.

"Did not." Fletch gave him a playful shove.

Baring his fangs in a friendly dare, he gave one back. "Did."

The door opened. A musky human scent announced Kumwhatmay's lead singer and self-appointed shepherd. "Knock it off, you two!" Kory released a long sigh. "Sorry, didn't mean to yell. It's the middle of the night. The rest of us are tryin' to sleep. Please go to bed."

"Sorry, Kory." Izzorah straightened his clothes. "We were playing."

Fletch climbed to his feet. "Sorry we woke you."

Kory sniffed. "Man, somebody's deodorant isn't working."

"Can't be mine." Fletch plopped onto the bed. "I don't wear human junk."

The door clicked shut, lessening human smells. Grumbling sounded from the hall.

"Kory's a skik." Fletch brushed himself off.

"He is not. Humans don't play much once they grow up, that's all. But he's right. We need to go to sleep." Izzorah grabbed a pillow and smacked Fletch with it.

His cousin yelped and jumped up. "What was that for?"

"I told you to wear deodorant. You gotta fit in."

"Aw, geez. I'll smell human. I'll stink."

"You stink now. Use mine. It's a crystal you wet and rub under your arms. No smell."

"Fine. After my shower, I'll put it on. You nervous about tomorrow?"

"Can't help it." Izzorah extended his claws and raked them through his hair. "This time, our contract signing will be with Luc Saint-Cyr himself."

"The one they call the Man, huh? I heard he has android eyes."

He yawned. "Nah. He wears solid black contacts that cover his whole eye." That he knew such things made him purr with satisfaction. "I thought everybody knew that. Saint-Cyr is always in the news."

Izzorah peeled down the covers and crawled underneath. He punched the pillow and snuggled into it. Unlike some hotels, this one offered a Kin room, cleaned with non-scented products. When you could smell every emotion, the last thing you wanted was the reek of cleaning gunk. His pillow smelled fresh enough to pass even his dohda's tough inspection.

Papa, he corrected. Etymis, not Felis. He flicked an ear, annoyed with himself.

Fletch opened a drawer between the beds. "Who'd the band sign with last year? I thought you said it was the same company."

"It was, but that was Wulf Gabriel. He runs Lucsondis for Mr. Saint-Cyr. They were lovers until a few weeks ago. Kory says it's all they talk about on the news. Those two get no privacy."

"I'm gonna take a shower."

"Okay." He covered a yawn and stretched out under the covers, willing himself to be asleep before Fletch returned. But the sound of water running made him think of home, sleeping with a group of cousins on the back porch in the summer, listening to the creek behind the family lodge and the drone of ptera chirping in the trees. "Not ptera. Crickets."

The shower turned off, and the door opened, then shut. Steamy air moistened his face. Footsteps crossed the floor and Fletch climbed into bed. The light dimmed.

"Izzy?" Fletch's voice sounded louder in the dark. "Did you tell Kory you like guys?"

"No. He keeps trying to pair me up with girls, but I don't get involved with fans. I leave the room if the guys talk about...you know."

Fletch's covers rustled. "They still think you can see?"

"Yeah." Izzorah angled his face toward his cousin's voice. "Which is why you're here. They can't find out now, Fletch. Not after all I've been through."

"You've hidden it two years. Maybe ya oughta tell 'em you can't see worth kkkhh past the end of your arm. And don't tell me to use Etymis."

"Why not?"

"'Cause then you'd just tell me not to swear."

He flipped one ear forward. "Funny, Fletch."

"Yeah. Tell 'em. They love you. You can smell that, can't you? Shoot, you practically smell the words I'm going to say before I say them. I think you'll be able to tell whether they'll accept you."

"I can't risk being sent back to the planet. Maybe some day, but not now. Not when I'm about to sign a contract that could help me stay in the Empire for good."

"You worry too much, cuz."

"I know. Some nights all I think about are the ways I screw up. I go over every detail of the set, every part of the stage." With claws retracted beneath his nails, Izzorah slid a fingertip across the pillow. "I break into a cold sweat, worrying. But meeting new people in a human place has me wound up."

"Hey, I got your ears." Fletch knelt between the beds. His concerned face came into view even in the dark. "No way I'm gonna let anything happen to you tomorrow."

The scent of a crisp autumn morning came to him, revealing the family-love between them. He purred his thanks. "I appreciate you, Keet-sah."

"You haven't called me 'Keet-sah' since you learned the Etymis word was 'cousin.'"

"Sorry, messed up."

"You're Kin. You can't hide pointy ears, claws, and fangs. Why hide your language?"

"You know why. I have to blend." If he attracted attention, someone might discover he wasn't legal. He slid a hand down Fletch's arm. "Thanks for coming with me."

"Sure thing. You need family." Fletch moved, blurring from view. "Is Tark bringing his kids?"

"Nah. His divorce went through on the last leg of the tour. His spouse took them back to their homeworld."

A pang of sadness sparked the air. "Oh, man. That guy loves his kids. You can smell it every time he talks about them."

"Yeah. Nobody else has family."

Fletch made a sound across the room and Izzorah snapped his head toward him. Water poured into a glass, gulping and a belch followed, then a clink. Footsteps padded back to bed.

"G'nite, Keet-sah." The rustle of bedclothes followed. "Tomorrow's gonna be a great day. You watch."

"Right. Sure, Fletch." He turned onto his back. How much longer could he keep this up before the group figured out he was almost blind? He couldn't even track one person, let alone a roomful of strangers. He braced an arm across his churning stomach. He had to sleep. Had to be his best tomorrow. He squeezed his eyes shut, hoping they would somehow start working before someone discovered his secret.

But people with secrets did not sleep.

After a few minutes, Fletch mumbled and started snoring. The low rumble sounded like home, surrounded by a dozen cousins.

Izzorah conjured his favorite memory. The one that usually helped him drift off. Curled in a big huddle of guy cousins on a sleeping pad on the back porch, listening to the gentle whicker of horses out in the barn. The cool night air of a summer breeze bringing the scent of fresh cut samere. Clover.

Human places smelled of wallboards, glue, carpet cleaners, and dirty air. The conference room where he'd met Wulf Gabriel the year before had been spotless, but after a few minutes, his nose burned with chemicals from cleaners.

Kumwhatmay would probably meet in that same room tomorrow with the owner and all the other Lucsondis executives too.

He would not think about that. He would not get up. He had to sleep. He'd pretend he was home. Safe. Sleeping with family all around him. No one threatening to send him away for one wrong move.

Not an alien. He belonged. He was safe.

He would not think about making mistakes. He would not. That led to all kinds of problems and he had stayed up too late already. He'd be so tired he'd walk into a wall.

What if he walked into a person?

His eyes popped open.

What if he stuck out his hand to shake when no one was offering theirs? What if he got separated from Fletch and didn't know where to go? What if he had to speak to Mr. Saint-Cyr and the man took a dislike to him?

Izzorah flung back the sheets and sat up, then swung his legs over the edge.

Enough! Focus. That's what he needed. Focus. He could not afford to lose control. He must stay focused.

He headed for the shower.

Once he was wet, he slicked on his cousin's Kin soap. How good to be clean of human scents! On the road, all he had was hotel soap. His cousins sent him Kin soap sometimes and one time a fan had. That had knocked his ears off. He'd used every scrap of that and wished for more, but how could he buy it without reading the label?

He'd clawed himself into a ffffftting corner by pretending he could read, so now he had to put up his ears and purr with it.

He cranked up the hot water and turned his back, head tilted down so it soothed the tension in his neck and shoulders. He lathered Kin shampoo into his pelt, a thick band of long fur covering the upper part of his chest above his nipples, up to the collarbone. Humans likened it to a lion's mane. He always hid his pelt beneath shirts, unwilling to bare his alien nature to fans. It was one thing for them to know he was Kin. Another to flaunt it.

He lifted his face to the water, rinsed everything and turned around again. While the fall of heated water soothed his back, his mind wandered to the past. At their last concert, he'd been tired. He was always tired, but that night had been extra hard. His chest had been hurting him again and it hurt to breathe. He'd psyched himself up by remembering a vid.

He had never seen the audience, but one time, Kory had found a vid of Kumwhatmay on Imperinet and downloaded it to Izzorah's player. It showed Izzorah's drum solo halfway through the show. About ten Praetorian guards had sat on the front two rows, all decked out in black military uniforms, clapping in unison.

To Izzorah's music. The beat of his drums. His drums.

Talk about knocking your ears off. That cut them off at the base and threw them on the floor. He, Izzorah Ceeow, had played for Praetorian and hadn't even known it.

The night of the last concert on Kelthia when he was too weary to stick out a claw, he pretended the whole audience was nothing but Praetorian. He'd played better than ever.

The audience had hooted and cheered and screamed. After his solo ended, the others tried to join him on cue, but the audience went crazy. Izzorah fumbled a drumroll, unsure what was happening. When he realized what they were chanting, it shocked him into flat-eared silence.

Humans repeated Izzy! Izzy! Izzy! which was pure out-and-out stellar, but his people, the Kin fans out there, had set up the sustained howl of a speerus kinthu—a spirit of pride. A call to the spirit of the people to come witness. Come judge. It was done so bad things didn't happen without being seen, or to celebrate a wedding, or a birth. Except on that night, you could hear the pride as well as smell it. Chills chased over him even now, prickling his pelt as if he were there.

The crowd was calling for his people to come and witness his song.

Kory's warmth beside him had startled. He set a hand on Izzorah's shoulder. "Give 'em what they want, Izzy. They love you." He and the guys had gathered around him.

Izzorah's chest almost burst. His ears pricked up. His arms already ached from drumming and sweat drenched his face and pelt, but he played again. When he finished, crashing the cymbals in a finale, his exhaustion caught up with him. His heart hurt so bad he wondered how it could beat. He could not catch his breath. He could not get up to take the bow the audience cheered for. He tried to wipe his face, but couldn't lift a hand.

Kory and Tark had come over to his side. They each took an arm and helped him up and then lifted his arms for him. He stood there like a dead man while all four of his band mates whistled and cheered louder than the crowd.

His brothers in music.

If he never beat another drum, he could die with his ears straight up.

They'd had to bring him water and let him wipe his face before he could continue. After the concert, he'd stumbled into the dressing room and fallen face-first onto a couch, where he stayed until Kory came hunting him the next day.

Izzorah turned around and leaned against the glass wall, letting the hot water blast over his chest. He turned down the heat to keep from getting dizzy. Lifting one hand to his face to wipe away water, he recalled another vid on his player.

He'd asked Kory to help him download a song he liked by the group Forbidden Pleasures. Kory had gotten him that vid as well. The five members, three males and two females, had been singing, walking together in the rain and one of the guys turned to the other and kissed him. They'd both laughed, and then kept on singing like a kiss between men was no big deal. Not a major clawing offense worthy of ear-ripping. Which it wasn't on Tarth, but for him, seeing that kiss opened the door to a whole world he'd never known was possible.

A world where you could kiss someone you loved and no one called you a monster and no one punished you for being different.

He'd played that kiss over and over and over and over.

Then he discovered the guy who'd been kissed wiped the rain from his face and smiled at the kisser. He gave the guy a sexy I-will-have-you-later look and the other guy had an accepting smile that said yes-sir-whatever-you-want.

Izzorah's heart lurched so hard he feared it would stop. He might be new to reading faces and have little experience with people up close, but he recognized that look. It called to him like nothing else.

That submissive smile had powered more getting-off fantasies than anything else on his player.

If someone looked at him the way the first guy had looked at the second, he'd do the same thing. Look back with a whatever-you-want smile. Just take it.

An explosive sigh left his mouth. What human male wanted a submissive Kin male lover? They all thought Kin males were big predatory cats. Alphas.

Maybe in those vids they advertised to human females, but not in real life. Not on a world where males were property and warriors were female.

He slid a hand down his chest, over his pelt, down his abs, imagining himself as property of a predatory alpha...

A human male gripped both wrists and pinned Izzorah to the wall like a trophy. "What are you doing, my young Kin? Are you fantasizing?"

Snarling, Izzorah released claws and bared fangs, but the human stayed beyond reach. It was dark, and none of the man's features showed. Against this kind of strength and at such an angle, he had no defense. He forced his claws from their sheaths but couldn't reach skin. He growled, twisting. It hurt his wrists, and he yelped.

"Easy. Stop thrashing and I won't hold you so tight."

With abrupt resignation, Izzorah ceased fighting. He sheathed his claws, looking up with that submissive smile he loved so much. Open. Trusting. Giving.

"That's much better." The human gentled his touch, loosening his gloved hands. "I won't hurt you." A whiff of mint revealed the man's amusement, but there was no cruelty. The man meant him no harm. "You have nothing to fear from me."

Baked bread with cinnamon wafted into the air. Contentment. Few knew how to hide emotion from a Kin. No one hid it from Izzorah.

Naked, helpless in the human's hands, he shivered despite the heat roaring through his body. He lowered his ears in submission, his gaze down in respect. One did not meet a warrior's gaze without permission and what was this human if not a warrior?

He would be safe with this man.

"Hands above your head." The man's deep voice sounded the way velvet felt on the fingertips. He slid Izzorah's hands upward. It opened him and arched him toward the human. "Look at me."

He obeyed, a cross between fear and desire making him pant.

The man gave a low hum of appreciation. "You're all golden except for your hair." The human held both wrists with one hand and hovered the other over Izzorah's chest. At last, he used his teeth to tug off one glove. He tucked it in a pocket and then pet Izzorah's pelt. "Kitten soft."

Izzorah purred his pride.

The man's scent deepened to paper, scorched, smoldering. His lust bordered on pain. "Seeyoo, te ahsgah tsoh. Tientass te." Good, my male beauty. Look at me.

Hearing his own language spoken, he jerked. Darkness hid the man's eyes as if they were solid black against black skin.

The man linked their fingers and leaned into Izzorah. The rough-woven fabric of his coat and pants stretched over a big, big frame. Tall as a Kin and muscled enough to prove he had the strength of one.

Izzorah arched up against him, wanting his touch. Needing the caress of his hands, the taste of his mouth.

"Easy, Kin. Show me your fangs."

Flashing fangs was an insult. Humans didn't know any better. He bared them and licked the sharp points, which usually scared people off.

Not this man. "Seeyoo, good. You have perfect fangs. Your bite would hurt."

Izzorah released claws, opened his mouth wider and hissed a warning, but the man's scent of lust deepened.

"Seeyoo. Seeyoo, te tsoh dhoksi." Good. Good, my beautiful lover.

Lover? Wrinkling his nose, he drew in this human's scent. Clean, sweet truth. The man thought him beautiful. Izzorah resisted the grin bubbling up within him.

"Now your claws, dhoksi. Pierce the glove."

A human should know better. In battle, a Kin's claws penetrated bone, but Izzorah obeyed and felt the leather give way beneath his claws.

Desire emanated from every pore of the man.

Drawing in the scent, Izzorah made no further attempt to free himself. How could he be safe when he'd been held captive, imprisoned against the wall?

Because the man's scent held passion, joy and no menace or threat. That's why.

A flush of heat raced through him.

"Pronounce your name for me, Kin."

"Iz-ZOR-ah."

"Izzorah. What does it mean?"

"Kiss me."

The man laughed. "No, that's mwah te. I speak Felis. You're eager, Kin. I like that. You want me."

"Please."

"Good. Stand on tiptoe and give me your mouth."

He obeyed. At the smoothness of the human's tongue, not barbed and scratchy like a Kin's, he pulled back.

The man released him, but Izzorah kept his hands over his head.

"I'm going to taste you again. Don't fight me." The man cupped his hands around Izzorah's face and angled his head to slant his mouth. A kiss of power. Relentless energy. Savage in need, but with the softest mouth. Bold but tender.

Did the man fear he would break if kissed too hard?

Still kissing him, Izzorah gripped the man's jacket, dug in claws and pulled him tight. With one hand, he opened the coat and brought their chests together. Silk against furskin. The shirt covered ripped muscle and he pulled the cloth up, touched the smooth, human skin and ridged abs. Not a Kin's velvet. A crisp tangle of short curls in the middle of the naked chest trailed downward to pants.

The man stooped and cupped hands beneath Izzorah's thighs, lifting him up and pulling him close. "Wrap your legs around my waist. I want your body against mine."

Submitting, he gave a moaning whimper, unable to resist whatever this man wanted, whatever he demanded, whatever he wished.

The powerful human braced himself and kept on kissing as he ground his body against Izzorah's. The merging of their mouths filled every sense, every aspect of Izzorah, sheltering him in a warm cocoon of pleasure.

He nibbled the man's lips, tasting sweet and buttery with desire, the passion a honeyed cream.

The man released him. Curling one finger beneath Izzorah's chin, he bent and kissed him. "I'll see you soon." He added another small kiss and turned away.

"No!" In a flash of panic, he gripped the human's arm. "Don't go. Who are you? How can I find you?"

A glimmer of even-edged human teeth flashed. "I'm your destiny. Your warrior. I'll find you." The man disappeared into the darkness.

Izzorah followed, opened a door, and found himself in the brightly lit bathroom of the hotel.

"What?" He turned back, but the shower behind him had turned off. The floor was dry. So was his skin. He shivered, rubbing his arms to warm himself.

Had he dream-walked again? The last time that happened, he'd seen the death of a cousin. Next time Izzorah saw her, she relayed news of a near miss when a tree fell in front of her while she was riding. The exact thing Izzorah had seen in his dream.

He hadn't been asleep. Not then. And he couldn't be asleep now, could he? He was awake. Walking. In the bathroom and—

Three quick raps on the door made him jump. He laid a hand over his heart. "Who is it?"

"Who do you think? It's Fletch." His cousin knocked louder. "Come on, Keet-sah. It's time for breakfast. Kory says the group's doing a photo shoot after."

"Hang on." Izzorah wrapped himself in a towel before letting Fletch enter.

"'Bout time. Why'd you lock the door? I was dancing out there." Fletch brushed past him and used the facilities. The toilet flushed. "What you been doing?"

His cheeks burned. "Nothing."

"Uh huh. You get any sleep?"

"Sure." Izzorah ruffled another towel through his hair to muffle the scent of his lie. "I got in the shower a few minutes ago."

"Riiight. I sooo believe that. Look, I helped you unpack your silent drumkit yesterday and it's still set up, so I know you were up practicing. You're good, cuz. Stop trying so hard. One day, you'll pull an all-nighter and fall asleep at the wrong time."

"You're right." Why bother correcting him? "But I never miss concerts."

"Whatever."

"Go. I'll join you in the lobby."

"I think I should wait for you, cuz. What if you get lost?"

"I'll be fine, Fletch. Just go. We're coming back up here after breakfast, right? Tell Kory I'm right behind you. Gotta dress."

"Outside the room, turn right. Elevator's ten steps on the right. I'll watch for you."

"Wah doh. Thank you." He ran claws through the dark hair hanging over his eyes and then flung it back. Moving in close to the mirror to focus, he touched his lips. How cool would it be if his dream warrior was real...

Yeah, right. Never happen.

This was just like back home, and he was isolated, watched, and alone.
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Di Lusso District

Nizamrak Building, Penthouse Level, "The Loft"

Sofftem 22

At a small table in his home, Luc slid into the seat closest to the window. Though none of the autumn chill reached him here, outside, frost had etched itself into the corners and edges of the glass. With the back of his fingers, he touched the inner glass and found it cool but not cold.

"Good morning, sir." McDoth appeared with a pot of coffee. "I trust you slept well."

"I did. Had the best dream." He opened a napkin and drew it across his lap. "I feel like I could tackle half the Empire."

"Excellent news. Are you up to trying a new blend this morning?"

"Always." He lifted the cup and McDoth poured. Luc took a hesitant sniff, then sipped, let it rest on his tongue, swallowed and took another taste. Coffee was always served strong and black and at Luc's preferred temperature, never too hot, never too cold. He sampled it again. "Rich, slight citrus finish. Crisp. Delicious. Ah, I'd wager this was grown on Felidae."

"Quite right, sir. It's from your estate. Second harvest, as you directed."

He took a deeper drink. "Perfect. Top it off."

"With pleasure." The android refilled it and returned to the kitchen. As the door swung back open behind him, the smell of bacon and eggs wafted into the room, followed by the scent of fresh-baked bread, toasted. The door shut, and a soft clatter of plates and flatware arose, succeeded by the scrape of a spatula against metal.

Wrapping both hands around the mug, Luc cherished the combination of smells and sounds that meant home. This penthouse, this building, this city, this world—indeed, this empire—his. All his. Along with the team of immortals Pietas had assembled over the centuries, Luc had guided it to greatness.

When it was time to leave, it would break his heart.

He drained his cup and placed it on the table. "Cease this endless brooding, old man." No use dreading the future. It would happen when it happened and all the resistance he could muster would not keep it at bay. The fullness of time, Pietas called it. When that moment came, Luc would go, but until then...

This was his city and he would enjoy every moment of living in it.

On the horizon, sunlight gilded the tips of mountains. He scooted his chair a bit closer. Frost melted from the window. Atop the world in his aerie, he perched like a bird of prey, waiting in stillness while dawn-purpled clouds faded, revealing the populace rousing from sleep.

Lights winked on throughout the megalopolis. Seeing this city, built by his design and with his own hands never failed to delight him. From where Luc sat, the shadow of the Nizamrak Building stretched like an arrow across Tarth City Park, straight up the steep, rolling hills of Top Tier District and ended with its tip pointed at Empire Central Starport. Bigger than most cities in the Empire, the starport processed two million passengers per day.

Once Crossfire, the ship he still tested for Pietas, gained final approval, there would be more. Much more. Luc had poured money into this project for three lifetimes and the results would vindicate the time and expense. Once the ship was complete, the entire Tarthian Empire would fight and claw to license the technology. Crossfire's radical new energy source would render traditional ships obsolete.

Luc would dominate shipping and passenger vessels empire-wide.

No, he corrected himself. Pietas would. The calculating Sempervian king had waited thousands of years to control this technology again. This time, no traitors would rob him of it. He and Pietas might no longer be close, but would he ever cease fighting at his king's side, or for him?

"Never." Luc rapped his knuckles on the table four times. "Soomus bellum." The motto of the soldiers of Pietas. We are war.

The door swung back open and McDoth stepped inside. "Sir, did you call?"

"No, sorry, McDoth. Thinking out loud." He picked up his cup to take a drink but it was empty. "I could use more coffee."

"Right away, sir." He brought the pot, refilled Luc's mug and went back into the kitchen. When he reappeared, he carried a tray filled with a platter of scrambled eggs, crisp bacon, a steaming waffle with a pot of honey, sliced fruit and juice.

"This smells wonderful!" Luc rubbed his hands together. "I didn't get dinner last night and my stomach has been talking to me about it ever since I woke. You're the best cook I've ever known, McDoth. Thank you."

"Thank you, sir." He added a glass of cold water. "Would you like anything else?"

"No, I'm fine. Leave the pot and I can refill my own cup."

"It's gratifying to see you eating and in top spirits."

"A good night's sleep works wonders."

"Indeed, sir. Call if you need anything." The butler bowed and left him to himself.

He'd eaten half his breakfast when a sleepliner began its descent into the starport. Luc braced his elbows on the table, leaning closer to the window to watch. Mornings when he didn't have to be at the office, he brought a newsreader with him and had coffee at this window. Every time he did, he became a student ignoring lessons, far more interested in the constant change of ships gliding in to dock than the data he was supposed to peruse.

His mobile buzzed. Few had access to him, so if the device alerted, he always checked it. He tapped the screen. The icon of a clenched fist spun in the air.

Dessy.

Rheyn, he corrected.

Luc had spent too much time with Pietas. The king insisted on calling his sister by her birth name, even though every immortal in the galaxy knew she hated it.

In this lifetime, Dessy was Rheyn Destoiya, Empress of Tarth, the Conqueror. As such, the Empress deserved respect. She had reminded him of that since the day she took the throne.

Still, he considered ignoring her call.

The icon of an eye with a slash across it meant she didn't want to be seen, which meant he didn't have to be seen either. He set his to voice mode as well and placed it on the table.

"Good morning, Rheyn."

"Don't be so insufferably cheerful."

She should have seen him the night before. "Are you calling to ensure I'm not?"

"You're not what?"

He bit back a smile. "Cheerful."

A muffled but exasperated sigh came through the link. "I'm not in the mood. Just tell me you're going to meet the new governor at the starport like I asked you."

"Ms. Mead's had it on my schedule for days. She even had 'Pick up Governor Paquin' programmed to pop up on my notereader with the morning news. She's a slave master when it comes to tasks she's determined are my responsibility versus hers."

"Good. Your assistant is thorough. I've always liked her. Remember, don't be nice. I want her to be afraid."

She meant the governor, no doubt, but he couldn't resist the temptation to tease. "Why would you want my assistant to be afraid?"

The voice-only flashed off, and a life-sized hologram of the Empress from her bare shoulders up shimmered into view. Her sleep-tousled hair told part of the reason she had not shown herself, while beyond focus behind her, two of her male pleasure slaves hinted at the rest.

"Luc! What is wrong with you this morning? Stop toying with me. It's too early." She made shooing motions to the slaves. The sound of a door opening and shutting followed. "Good. They're gone. We can talk. Where was I?"

He finished his juice and dabbed his mouth with the napkin. "You were taking offense at something I said." As usual.

"Oh, yes. Now I remember. Don't think being my brother's pet means you can ignore me."

Pet? Not in centuries. He couldn't ignore her. He'd certainly tried often enough.

"Luc, are you listening to me?"

"Yes." Still on voice-only mode, Luc poured more honey on his waffle. "Please continue." He reached for the last piece of bacon but decided against it. She might hear the crunch.

"You are not taking me seriously."

"Oh, but I am. I assure you." He added salt to his eggs.

"No, you're not. I can tell. You need to listen to me. I am your Empress."

With Pietas, it was always, I am your king.

"You're absolutely right. Please forgive me." Careful not to click his fork against the plate, he began eating the eggs.

"Why I continue to tolerate you I do not understand. You're the most arrogant man I've ever known."

"I thought you said Pietas was the—"

"Don't interrupt me!"

Biting back a chuckle, he reached for the coffeepot. "My apologies." While she ranted, he poured himself another cup.

He understood her anger, misdirected as it might be. Like him, she nurtured a broken heart. Her previous lover had left her for his.

Despite her harem of male pleasure slaves, she had often spoken of her love for Alitus. With him gone, she had lovers, but no love.

How alike they were.

With his device still on voice, Luc finished the eggs and waffle, murmuring an occasional agreement. He had taken the last bite before she wound down.

"And take that device off voice!" She tapped a bejeweled nail on the viewscreen, making her image flutter. "I want to see you."

He patted the napkin across his mouth and then floated the mobile and tapped a control. "Better?"

"No. Stand up. I want to see what you're wearing."

He took his time standing and had to angle the mobile device better to include his upper body.

She peered at him as if looking out a window. "Move back a bit." When he had, she folded her arms. "You look like an executioner. A well-dressed one, but... Why are you all in black?"

"Why the sudden interest? Usually, you're trying to remove my clothing."

A seductive smile crossed her face and she swept back her hair. "Pietas and I had a bet and I'm about to win it. Now, turn around and let me see you."

He made one slow turn and held out his arms. "Happy?"

She squinted at him. "Are you wearing diamonds? At this hour?"

"It's a debit bracelet." He slid one finger beneath the linked bars of the black-and-white bracelet. "It's eternity style. All the rage in Tarth City. Fourteen carats." A flash over a pay-portal and it handled fees, made purchases and performed a bevy of other services.

"That bracelet probably cost more than most people make in a lifetime."

He gave a casual shrug. "I like style with function. Besides, black and white are my colors. I bought a second one with rubies between the black-and-white bars."

"Why?"

Silly question. "Because I wanted it. You did ask me to make an impression."

"And you're wearing the ring I gave you." With a pat of her hair, she gave him a pleased smile. "Good. It suits you."

Diamonds formed the letter L on the square-cut onyx on his right hand. Her DNA embedded beneath the gems marked him as hers and protected him from search and seizure if stopped by police or royal guards. All her lovers wore one.

If she intended them to return.

"Luc, before I gave you that you already glittered more than any two men in the Empire." She motioned him closer. "Where did you find that diamond stud on your tie? It's bigger than my thumb. Is it real?" She gave a small shake of her head. "As if Luc Saint-Cyr would ever be seen in anything fake." She reached out as if to touch the gem, but only succeeded in making her image flutter again. "That's not a diamond at all. That's the fire crystal Pietas was going on about last week. No wonder he wants one."

Luc slid a fingertip across the gem, relishing the awe on Rheyn's face. The only stone harder than diamonds, fire crystals ranged from industrial-use pale blue to jewel-worthy see-through turquoise, the favorite of Pietas. On the open market, a transparent one like this would fetch a price higher than the combined wealth of two planets. The platinum setting alone cost a fortune.

"That innovative Tyran extraction method I invested in produced it. Incredible power and yet so gentle it doesn't disturb newly forming crystals on the planet surface."

"Does that mean..." She hesitated. "Oh, Luc, that's not one of...?"

"No! I'm insulted you'd even ask." He patted his chest. "I'm the one who championed bringing the crystals into the forefront."

She toyed with one strand of her long, dark hair. "I know that."

"The Tyrans found this one at the base of their deepest mine, halfway to the heart of Kyrenie." The energy contained in a young Sil crystal was tantamount to an immortal's lifeforce. This one was spent. "It's ancient. Dead."

"Pietas told me you named it after him. Tell me that's not true. He'd never let me forget such a thing."

"It is and isn't. For insurance purposes, gems over a specific size require their own identity." He drew one fingertip across it. "This one is the Heart of the Immortal King. I promised to give it to him when this lifetime ends. One doesn't possess a Sil crystal. One honors it by revealing its form."

"It's beautiful."

This was becoming maudlin and far off their original topic. Dessy, however, did not take direction well. He had to make her want to get back to the matter at hand.

He smoothed the silk weave of his dark-gray neckpiece. "Looks good with my tie, doesn't it? This interwoven knot is Tyran. Requires significant skill to tie correctly. I can show you, if you like. First, align—"

"Don't try my patience. I asked you to intimidate Governor Paquin and make sure she knows she has no power here. How will you accomplish that?"

He displayed his appearance with a sweeping gesture. Either she would get it, or she wouldn't.

She studied him. "What are you trying to show me?"

"The governor is small in stature. I'm more than a tradestandard foot and a half taller. In addition, she's a public employee on her world. She will dress in travel clothes."

Rheyn pressed fingertips against brow as if fighting a headache. "I should have known you'd use fashion as a way to strong-arm someone. I suppose you learned that from Wulf."

His former lover had been a supermodel and still looked the part, but Luc did not rise to the bait. "High fashion and exquisite jewelry imply money. Money implies power. Power implies strength."

"So you always say." She motioned for him to turn around again.

He did so, allowing her to continue studying him.

"Luc, Luc, Luc." The lust in her moonlight-colored eyes told him her pleasure slaves had their work cut out for them. "You are one gorgeous man."

"Thank you." He gave a deep, full bow. "Did you win your bet?"

"Yes. I do love an alpha male in the morning and you are the alpha of alphas."

"Again, my thanks."

While he might have preferred her brother over her, Luc had shared many a night of lustful abandon with Dessy.

Her quick temper matched her quick passion, and she prized quality.

He prized ferocity.

"But Luc, why are you ready so early? She isn't due until noon."

"She changed her flight to the overnight shuttle. After breakfast, I'll leave for the starport and do your bidding."

"Then don't be late." The connection ended.

He returned the mobile device to an inner pocket and popped the last piece of bacon into his mouth. He was serving himself slices of fruit when McDoth entered with a fresh pot of coffee.

After pouring, he remained, eyeing Luc.

"Problem, McDoth?" He drank, holding the android's gaze over the cup.

"You seem oddly cheerful. Was the Empress also happy this morning?"

Luc swirled his coffee, cautious as always around the android. McDoth reported to and interfaced with the master android referee belonging to Pietas, as did the one watching over the Empress. What one knew, they all knew.

"The Empress of Tarth was her usual self and she says she won a bet." He raised the cup in salute. "To small enjoyments."
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4 - Unwanted Meetings
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An hour later, with breakfast behind him, Luc tapped a vid-link. "Good morning, James. We'll use the party hoversine today. Since we're representing the Empress, replace the Lucsondis flags with hers."

"Right away, sir." The android shot him a salute and signed off.

If the Empress expected Luc to impress the governor of Notidisia, the holographic disguise should help. Flying royal flags meant his long black party hoversine would appear as a light armored Tyssen Battle Hover. From outside, no one would realize it wasn't what it looked like: a green-and-brown camouflaged troop carrier with the cargo capacity of a thimble. Because his vehicle carried her personal approval within its codes, every security barrier at the starport would accept him, including the Praetorian cohort guarding the royal gate.

In the breaking dawn, Luc strolled along the pool on his penthouse roof. Summer had ended, but he took advantage of the rooftop's shields and swam every day he could, all year long. The cool morning air helped him focus and offered calm before the storm of his day. The pool's still water reflected the vivid orange and crimson gleaming in the sunrise. He paused beside it, allowing the quiet to infuse his senses.

As he reached down to touch the water, a vibration sent a shiver across the surface, announcing the hoversine.

Luc headed back toward the wide landing platform on the other side. He arrived as the camouflaged vehicle rose above the edge of the building. Black flags emblazoned with Destoiya's clenched white fist snapped in the wind, even though the air was calm. No one seeing this would realize it wasn't what it resembled.

The vehicle settled onto the ground and James exited, sharp as always in his black chauffeur's uniform. He opened the rear door. "Good morning, sir."

"James." Luc ducked into the roomy interior with its spacious, reclining seats and the full bar of a party hoversine. He settled back, stretching his legs, but upon recalling what his empress required, he sat up, ramrod straight.

Intimidate a woman.

How revolting.

Most times, his stature and solid black eyes intimidated on their own. He stood a head taller than the average person.

Owing loyalty to both the Empress of Tarth and the Sempervian king plunked Luc right in the middle of their power struggle. This time, they both wanted the same thing. He could not play one against the other or use his considerable leverage with either to do things his way.

Earlier in this lifetime, he'd earned a name for ruthlessness as the Harbinger. People feared him. The Harbinger would not think twice about intimidating anyone.

Did people fear Luc Saint-Cyr? Only in business.

They envied more than feared his shrewd business acumen, knack for buying at the right moment, multiple trusts and charitable foundations.

His people guided humanity to keep them safe. Sempervians used their accumulated wealth and combined talents to protect the weak. To stand in solidarity with an ally.

So why not use diplomacy for this?

Perhaps Pietas was right. He'd grown soft. This was the longest life he'd ever lived. Living forever did not mean you got old.

Sempervians were warriors.

Warriors died young.

Luc pressed fingertips against brow, fighting the onset of a headache. He might have to obey, but he didn't have to like it.

****
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Di Lusso District

Nizamrak Building, Tarth City Bank

How far? How far? Izzorah swallowed, fighting to control his stomach and vanquish his fear.

It was just after dawn and the open air and distant bounce of sound meant he was in a clearing with no people-scents. The assistive device embedded in his stud earring made a soft tink, showing the directions he'd requested were active. A brief hum meant forward and he walked in that direction.

A high-pitched ting for an upcoming turn sounded, followed by a low tong. He turned left. Another turn warning came, then a low pong and he turned right. The hum kept him going straight.

The short, tinny plink that came next meant he'd arrived and the low pong meant the door was on the right. He fumbled for an entry panel until he realized the door had sensed him and opened. Trace levels of human scent meant people had been here but had gone.

"Welcome to the Bank of Tarth," chimed a genderless but pleasant electronic voice. The buzz-clink in his earring meant the bank's AI had connected with it. "Automated tellers are available now. How may we serve you?"

"Washroom, please."

"Gender-oriented restrooms are at each end. The central restroom is neutral. Straight ahead, then right after the main console."'

His earring directed him to the washrooms with no difficulty. Once inside, he bolted into a stall. He barely had time to lock the door before his stomach revolted against the meager breakfast he'd eaten.

He'd refused food until Kory insisted, claiming they had a big day with important people to see and places to go. Which was why Izzorah had tried to avoid eating.

Once he'd caught his breath, he opened the stall door. "Where's the sink?"

His earring hummed, and he took a few steps forward. White against dark showed him the shape, and he rinsed his mouth, then splashed water on his face.

He pulled off the earring and dried it, fastened it back. Not for the first time, he wished he'd had one while crossing Felidae on his bid for freedom. He'd covered half the planet on horseback. Unable to see stars or horizon, he'd depended on sunrise and sunset, an old compass, his wits, memory, courage and above all, the stubborn horse he'd had since he was a teen. Purkinje wouldn't have liked it in the empire, but his four-legged friend had gotten him across Felidae and saved his life. For that, Izzorah would always be grateful.

A plain silver dot that hooked to his ear might get him places, but it didn't keep him company or carry him. It couldn't shade him when he napped, and he couldn't sleep next to it for warmth on a chilly night.

What it could do was get him back to the hotel before the guys found him.

After the group breakfast and travel to their meeting place, Kory had sprung the last piece of news. He'd waited until they were standing right in front of the Nizamrak Building before telling them they were meeting the Lucsondis executives all the way up on the fifty-second floor of the building.

The fifty-second.

No wonder Kory had told no one where they were going. If Izzorah had known about this, he'd have never set one claw tip in that shuttle.

Upon hearing the news, Izzorah had eased backward. When none of the guys asked him where he was going, he turned and fled into the dark. He hadn't stopped to get directions until his stomach threatened a mutiny. With a little luck, he could take public transport back to the hotel. He'd sign the contract later. Forget the photo shoot. He'd missed the one on Kelthia, and they'd added him digitally later.

Water dripped into his eyes and he stopped himself from wiping it on a sleeve. Kory would yell if he ruined the rental suit. He grabbed a cloth and dried his face.

What was wrong with humans? Why did they build up instead of out? Elevators weren't too bad, but once he got out, he had to deal with windows. The hotel had been bad enough, and they'd only been a few floors up.

It didn't matter that he couldn't see. He knew there was nothing past the glass except a plunge to a horrifying death. How did anyone work inside a tall building when they knew that? Other Kin might be okay with it, but not him. Not after he'd—

"No!" He refused to let the thought even form. "No, no, no." He would not think about what happened to him. He would not.

The fifty-second floor meant they'd be higher than the tops of the tallest trees on his homeworld.

Imagining that made him queasy, and he hastened back to the stall and locked it. He braced his hands against the walls on either side of him.

A bout with minere at age three had damaged his heart and left him with limited sight. He was one of the lucky ones. He'd survived.

One of his earliest memories before losing his sight was watching mighty kanya trees whipped by a rruhass. The swirling winds on his homeworld raced across the plains, destroying everything they touched. They tore out trees by the roots, scoured the ground clean of buildings and blew away anything in their path.

He'd gone outside to see one during a storm. The roar of the wind hurt his ears, so he laid them back and covered them, but his head felt like it would burst. His clothes flapped in the wind and blowing sand stung his face.

Out of nowhere, his father scooped him up and dashed back inside with him.

Izzorah clung to him, but over his father's shoulder he'd seen a tree crack halfway up and then topple onto a small shed and splinter the building into bits.

Once they were safely inside, his father had set him down and gripped him by the shoulders. "Don't you ever do that again! What if that had been you instead of that shed? Think what would have happened to you!"

The fear of that had ridden him ever since. What if this building fell over like that tree and broke into pieces? Worse yet, what if he fell like he had that time when—

"No!" His rebellious stomach promised another uprising. He took several deep breaths to calm himself like Kory had shown him. It helped with stage fright, but it would never help if he fell like—"No! I am not thinking that. I am not."

A door opened. "Izzy?" Fletch called. "You in here, Keet-sah?"

Izzorah threw back his head and gulped air, resisting the urge to growl. Maybe his cousin wouldn't find him. Maybe he'd go away.

"Izzy?" Fletch knocked on the stall door. "Come on, Keet-sah. I can see your feet and smell you freaking out. Kory said you ran away before he could catch you. The guys are all out looking for you. Were you sick? Are you okay?" He knocked again. "Talk to me."

"I'm—Hang on." He straightened his clothes and squared his shoulders, and then yanked open the door.

Fletch backed off. "Your face is almost gray, Izzy. Is the minere coming back?"

"No." He brushed past him. "You know how I get when I perform. Let's go back to the hotel. Or your place. I can sign the contract there. Kory will understand."

"No, not the way you're sweating. This looks serious." Water ran and then the sound came of Fletch wringing out a cloth. "Here. Use this to wipe your face. I'll call Kory and tell him I found you."

He held out his hand and Fletch placed a warm, wet hand towel in it. Izzorah's teeth chattered, so he clamped his jaws tight so Fletch wouldn't hear.

He washed his face while Fletch made the call. The warm cloth soothed, but not enough.

"Look, Fletch, I do this before every show, but this time it's bad. Maybe I'm too tired. I should go back to the hotel. Get some rest. Take me back there, okay?"

"If this is stage fright, then you need to just get out there. You'll be fine once you're meeting people. Kory said to remind you this is for a five-year contract."

"I know, but I can't. Not this time. I still feel sick. This is different. I can't do this."

"Yes, you can." Fletch patted Izzorah's shoulder. "Remember the day you arrived on Tarth?"

Gut-clenching nausea swept over him at the memory. "Can't forget."

"There you are in the biggest starport in the empire. A scared kid, fresh off the planet, no clue what he's doing."

The memory made him tremble. The fear returned, even though the incident had happened five years ago.

Fletch squeezed his shoulder. "You couldn't see past the end of your own arm, but you found your way across the entire starport, into Tarth City, right into the Kelthian District and showed up at my place. You knew less than a dozen words in Etymis, couldn't read in any language, and you were too scared to ask a soul for help. Yet, in five years, you're fluent in Etymis and you've made yourself a rock star. If you can accomplish that, Keet-sah, this meeting is nothing."

A sound more cry than laughter tore from Izzorah. "Different. I left home to avoid an arranged marriage."

"Your folks must've been scared when you disappeared."

"I know. But I'd have been married. I would've had no freedom. She'd have locked me up, Fletch! I had to get to Tarth. I had to be free."

"Is this stage fright, or being up so high?"

"Both." Izzorah breathed in a gulp of air. "You don't know how many times I've gotten sick before I go on stage."

"But you always go." Fletch wasn't asking.

"Yeah. Yeah, I do. I have to. I might have fears, but I love my music. I can't let Kumwhatmay down." Izzorah ripped the stud earring off his ear and stuffed it into his pocket. "Why am I like this? What's wrong with me?"

"Who knows? Maybe when you were born, your grandmother dropped you on your head."

With a laugh, Izzorah set a hand in the middle of Fletch's chest and shoved. "Yours dropped you. Bounced you twice."

Fletch nudged his arm. "I'll be right next to you," he kitsed in Felis. Kin hunters used the silent language to communicate while tracking kweeoh, a dangerous prey. A step below telepathy, humans heard nothing, but Kin never missed a word. "Nobody will know I'm your eyes but you."

"Don't leave me," Izzorah kitsed back.

"No way I will. Ready?"

He took one deep breath and blew it all out. "Ready. I'll do it." Even if it killed him.
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5 - Unexpected Delight
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Tarth City Park District

This early in the day, traffic in the city was as light as Luc's earlier mood had been. He ought to have used the travel time for work, but he once more became an errant student staring out the windows. Traffic slowed as the vehicle approached Cyr de Typhin Bridge. The massive stone lions guarding its entry hearkened back to the bridge's opening. Named for him in a different life, he never crossed it without remembering a past filled with glorious accomplishment and purpose.

As de Typhin, he had designed the city's layout, still in use as a blueprint. Tarth City Park had been his crowning achievement. But how many knew he'd built a secret warren of tunnels beneath the park and a bolt hole in the bridge's base? The human builders had long since died, taking their secrets to the grave. Luc refused to succumb to his usual melancholy at the thought and just enjoyed the job well done.

The vehicle floated across the bridge, past pillars displaying carved symbols, each representing one of his former lives. The Chosen, mortals who served the immortal Sempervians, had arranged the design. The day he'd stood at the entrance for the grand opening ceremony, he'd been told that within the week, Pietas had need of him elsewhere. De Typhin would have to "die" and be reborn in a new life, with a new persona and name.

After de Typhin met his abrupt and "tragic" end, the city hurried to rename multiple sites after him, including the churning Typhin River beneath the bridge. Its frothy water bisected the entire park which ran the length of the city. The so-called tragedy of de Typhin's short life had led to his work as another Tarthian hero, Ran Holding.

He still marveled at how he'd gone from city builder to cattle farmer and then from farmer right back to the city as the Grand Master of the Thieves' Guild on Kelthia. The Neene Saint-Thomas Thieves' Training Center, known affectionately as the Neener, bore that name. Landmarks throughout the city honored many Sempervians. By combining multiple lives over the previous centuries, they had made Tarth City a showcase in the Empire. Except for the Chosen, the countless mortals who labored beside them, humans were still unaware they worked with immortals.

Even when Dessy won a second life as Conqueror and established herself as her own long-lost daughter, no one guessed. She'd now been empress three times. Major sites around the city bore her names. Luc's own second stint in a row as head of the Thieves' Guild drew no attention. Only one pair of mortals outside the Chosen had noticed, but his long relationship with them had won solid allegiance. They told no one, and likewise, he hid their awareness. Better no other immortals know someone had seen the passing of power from one life to another.

But in this beautiful city he loved so much, what had been named after former-thief, playboy, entrepreneur Luc Saint-Cyr? So far, a wing of the engineering college at Tarth Tech, for which he had paid dearly, and a library for the science department. Even the lofty Nizamrak Building did not bear his name. Oh, investors had tried, but he was having none of that. The letters in Nizamrak meant something to him. His name meant nothing. It wasn't even really his.

He turned his attention back to the reports on his viewscreen.

The hoversine began its climb up an endless, snaking road toward the starport.

When they pulled up in front of the royal entrance, the Praetorian Guard showed all due reverence, waving the vehicle to a prime holding position. Within minutes, James announced their passenger was en route. The android stood beside the curbside door.

The roomy interior let Luc stretch, and he took full advantage. Playing delivery boy for the empress would not ruin his good mood. He might be subject to her whims, but he would fulfill them in his own style and his own way. How many lifetimes had he been captive to the demands of one royal twin or the other? This life brought the dubious joy of serving both. Dessy harassed him one day; Pietas the next, or they ganged up on him and made demands at the same time. He pressed the aching spot between his eyes. Would it never end?

A discreet knock from James meant the governor was approaching.

Luc exited the vehicle. Wearing his best negotiation face, he squared his shoulders, hands at his sides.

Governor Paquin stopped a good distance away. She wore passable shoes of an indistinct color, a serviceable coat the hue of day-old coffee grounds, beige gloves and carried an oversized, well-scuffed leather handbag. A bagbot followed her, its top displaying the warning, "Keep back. Private. Diplomatic immunity: Notidisia." A close-fitting hat covered most of her hair. The unruly wisps poking out from beneath were muddy brown. She looked as though she'd just awakened and pulled on whatever hat was at hand.

After a timid glance at the armored vehicle, she took two hesitant steps closer to Luc. "Are you Mr. Saint-Cyr?"

"I am." He clasped his hands behind him. "Welcome to Tarth."

She gave him a long, appraising look and then came straight up to him. About the size of Luc's assistant, the Governor reached no higher than the middle of his chest. After setting down the handbag, she took a step back.

"Oh, my, Mr. Saint-Cyr. I'd heard you were tall, but..." She took one more step back. "Not this tall. Are all Tarthians as big as you?"

"I'm sure you'll see soon enough. Have your bagbot load itself in the back. My driver will ensure it's secured."

"Thank you." She aimed a remote at the bot and it rolled toward the curb. "You know, you are quite intimidating."

Good. He resisted the urge to gloat. "Am I now?"

"Indeed you are." She peered up at him. "Especially with those solid black eyes."

He closed his eyes and opened them, twice. In the press, his slow, blinking gaze had been likened to the unfeeling stare of a bird of prey. Luc did all he could to foster the illusion.

But this woman continued to regard him with open interest.

It left him refreshed yet disconcerted at the same time. Perhaps she would prove a bigger challenge than he'd thought. He gestured toward the vehicle and then walked toward it, not waiting for her to join him.

She reached his side within moments, carrying her handbag.

He stepped off the curb and opened the door. When he gestured for her to enter, she remained where she was. Even with him standing this much lower than she, the woman had to look up at him.

She removed her gloves and tucked them into a pocket. "When my aide said you were meeting me, I researched you."

"Did you now?" Ms. Mead had provided him with information the woman had accessed, and an overview for him of the governor. Good family, honest, no evidence of corruption. The last things Destoiya looked for in a political ally. Luc had wondered why she'd chosen the woman. "I'm sure the colorful descriptions in the media entertained you."

"Oh, it did. It surprised me that you own more property and business interests than anyone in the Empire and are considered one of the most trusted men in business. Yet you possess a scandalous reputation in your personal life. Such behavior would be cause for disgrace on my world. Here, they celebrate your exploits with great glee."

Had she just praised and chastised him in the same breath? There was more to this woman than he'd thought. Luc did not respond to the Governor's comment, and gestured again for her to enter.

When he joined her, she was looking up and around at the luxurious interior.

Her gaze returned to his, and she gave him a knowing smile. "It's true that appearances are deceiving, isn't it?"

"I'm sure it is."

She placed her bag on the seat between them. "When I realized the Empress had asked the most powerful man in the empire to pick up a simple governor, I wondered what message she was trying to send. I didn't have to look far. If she could command you, how much more could she command me? She wanted me to fear her. However, you are more dangerous. Her influence is felt empire-wide, but yours stretches further than any borders. Is it true you hold honorary citizenship on two worlds as thanks for bringing trade with the empire?"

"No, Governor. It's five worlds and two empires."

"You are one scary man, Mr. Saint-Cyr. If half what they say is true, you'd be a formidable enemy. Yet while they once feared the Harbinger, they revere the businessman. Is it true no one says the name 'Harbinger' out loud?"

"It is."

"Why?" The twinkle in her eye showed she knew.

Luc answered anyway. "Harbinger was my working name in the Thieves' Guild, but members began whispering it when I became the Grand Master."

"I see. I read that people refer to you by that title now because they think you know what will happen next. My, my. A businessman who once led the entire Thieves' Guild of the Tarthian Empire. Have you no fear of scandal?"

"What others think is not my concern."

"Yet your businesses all have massive PR departments to guide public opinion."

"I imagine you have a point."

"I do." Smiling, she unlatched the bulky leather bag. "Tell me, sir. Does the Empress command you in everything?"

He studied her with a new appreciation. Appearances had indeed deceived him. This was no dowdy worker. This was an astute politician who spoke her mind. Her "fashion choice" was as much a front as his.

"Governor, in the Empire one obeys the Conqueror's will without question."

"And do you? Obey her, I mean."

He smoothed the hang of his coat. "Remain here long enough and you'll discover that for yourself."

"I'm sure I will." She opened the bag and a fuzzy, pointy-eared black creature poked its head out. It gave a plaintive, mewing cry. "Oh, there, there," Governor Paquin cooed. She lifted the small cat and brought it to her cheek. "My baby is all right now. You're not stuck in there anymore." She kissed the animal.

"You put an animal in that thing?" Luc tilted the bag. Upon closer examination, the sturdy animal carrier had plenty of breathing holes and a comfortable-looking padded bottom. "Ah... Clever camouflage. Until you pick it up, it looks like nothing more than a handbag."

"I had to hide its true nature. A person carrying a kitten? Everyone would want to pet the kitty. Rather like your transportation, I imagine." She flashed him a knowing smile.

She made it difficult not to like her, but he refused to smile back and instead, folded his arms. "I'm surprised you brought a pet to your fealty ceremony."

"It's a formality, isn't it? The ceremony? My world has already pledged itself to the Empire as an ally. We're not conquered people."

"True."

"I didn't want to leave her. She's just a kitten and still gets upset when I leave the room for extended periods." She rubbed her nose against the cat's. "Don't you, Pooky?"

The cat mewed in response.

"Your cat answers to Pooky?"

"Oh, no, she's a true cat. She doesn't answer to anything. She comes and goes as she pleases, but Pooky is what I call her."

The cat leaped from her arms onto his chest.

Luc flinched like an utter rookie. He, who had seen battle on countless planets and fought beside the most fearsome soldiers in the galaxy. Not his best moment. Pietas, whose affinity with cats reached mythic proportions, would never let him live it down.

"Oh, my!" The woman reached for the cat. "I'm so sorry!"

"It's all right." He petted the cat which arched beneath his hand.

"No, I should have had better control. Pooky, come back here this instant!"

The beast rubbed her head beneath his chin. Luc smiled at the governor. "You said she was a true cat. Let her stay. I don't mind."

Pooky stuck her nose on his and nudged him and then tossed herself onto his chest. Warm nose pressing into his neck, she butted her head against his throat. When he touched her head, she wrapped her tail around his wrist and her trilling purr filled the cabin. The unadulterated love of an animal, of any kind, provided one of life's greatest pleasures. The adoration of a cat, however—That demanded serious attention.

"I..." The governor set one hand over her mouth. "I've never seen her take to anyone like that. I believe she's claimed you."

He continued to pet the purring animal. "Cats seem to like me."

The governor gave him an appraising look. "I see that."

So much for projecting a badass image. The rest of the trip, Luc engaged in small talk and tried not to show how much he enjoyed the cat.

****
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Di Lusso District

Nizamrak Building, Tarth City Bank

Outside the bank, Izzorah followed Fletch to where Kory and the rest of Kumwhatmay waited. The mixed scent of the guys' emotions told him the whole story. They'd known he ran because of fear, not to abandon them. The guys had worried for him, not about him.

He drew in their collective scent like a big hug. "Sorry, guys. I freaked."

They gathered around him at once, touching his arms and shoulders, patting him on the back. All murmured reassurances. Even Tark, whose overall sadness and loneliness rivaled Izzorah's, took time to tell him he understood.

Fletch hung back, but he kitsed his own reassurances.

Their acceptance eased his feeling of guilt for running, but shame hung a heavy chain around his neck. His fear had made him so predictable Kory had hidden the truth from him.

"I'm sorry," he told his band mate. "I know I let you down."

"Don't worry." Kory hung an arm around Izzorah's neck and gave him a brotherly squeeze. "You've never been a disappointment to any of us." He released Izzorah. "Not once."

"Thanks, Kory."

"No worries." He stuck his hands in his pockets. "But, man! You are quick. I couldn't believe how fast you disappeared."

"Picture this." Tark slapped the back of his hand on Izzorah's arm in a playful tap. "Kory looks behind him and around him. And then he looks at us all confused and goes, 'Where's Izzy?' and we all look around like 'Hey, I thought I felt a sudden vacuum.'"

They all laughed, even Izzorah, although his cheeks burned.

"Okay, guys." Kory gestured for everyone to gather around. "We're going inside and then heading upstairs. Izzy, you okay?"

"I'm here," Fletch kitsed. "You can do this."

"I won't run again, Kory. I promise."

"It's okay. I get it. I have my own fears. Maybe I don't puke if I get too close to a window, but stuff scares me every day."

Izzorah would never have believed anything rattled Kory, but the sincerity in his words came right through in his scent.

"All right, everybody. We're going in. Izzy, you stick next to me if your cousin isn't close. I got your back. Ears," Kory corrected. "I got your ears." He leaned in so close a big grin showed. "The lobby's filling. Come on."

"Over here." Fletch kitsed. "Five steps."

Izzorah went right to him.

Ahead of him, Fletch entered the glass doors. "Man, this place is huge." He turned and walked backward a few steps, looking up and around. "I wish you could see this." He returned to Izzorah's side and kept quiet after that.

The lobby echoed with the sounds of humans, Chiasmii, Tyran and androids scurrying in every direction. The mixed smell of people, sweat and soaps sent a queasy wave from Izzorah's stomach up to the back of his mouth. He set a hand over his throat and swallowed.

A subtle whiff of flowers from his homeworld teased him with their delicate scent. He jerked his head in their direction.

Without hesitation, he followed the fragrance to his right as if summoned. Plowing straight through a sea of bodies, he shouldered his way toward the elusive scent. He walked into a human, who mumbled a curse, but then went around him. He missed an android by a finger width.

Izzorah lost the scent and stopped to get his bearings. There were hundreds of people, so the air was moving and the mix of scents changed. He closed his eyes and went stock still, listening as well as smelling.

How high were the ceilings in here? Considering how many people he could sense, the echo sounded off. Wrong. Dampened. But somewhere before him was an area that made no sound at all.

Plants caused that. He opened his eyes.

Off he went, straight ahead.

After a few steps, he halted, took a deeper sniff and drew both ears forward as a new scent registered. A kanya tree? He sneezed to clear all scents and inhaled again. How could a kanya tree be inside a building?

But another smell, a blend of loamy earth with a distinct bite of spoor and compost meant it existed. Straight in front of him. Here. Inside this room.

Beyond puzzled, Izzorah followed his nose toward the tree and walked right into a low wall, almost waist-high. He'd taken off the directional earring, so it hadn't warned him. He never walked looking down. He couldn't see as far as his feet, so he used scent to guide him. How had he missed a wall? Still, he pulled the earring from his pocket and put it back on.

The earthy soil smelled within reach, so he felt along the edge of the wall and came into contact with scrubby plants of some type. It felt like grass, but how would grass get indoors? Did humans use it instead of carpet? He rubbed the short blades between fingers and thumb, smelled his fingertips.

It was grass.

Izzorah stretched out his arm and found nothing beyond the wall but more grass. He braced himself on the cool brick and hoisted himself up onto the grounds, where he knelt. After clawing a short line in the dirt, he rubbed the soil between fingers and thumb and sniffed it. This soil had come from his homeworld.

He touched it to his tongue. The mingled taste and smell swamped him with homesickness. Not just home. This alkaline soil had come from his mother's estate.

How was that even possible?

The scent evoked a memory of the week before he was to marry. He and his mother had ridden their horses to the top of the highest hill. They'd dismounted in the heavy shade of three kanya trees.

Arm in arm, they walked among them. His mother stopped, lifted her hand to shield her eyes from the afternoon sun. "These trees reach their arms up so high into the sky, Izzy. I wish you could see them. And the view from here! Beautiful."

"What is it? What do you see, Ayleese?"

"Our land. Horses and cattle grazing in valleys rich with grain. Silver rivers full of fish. Our family's land stretches as far as I can see, from horizon to horizon and three days' ride past that in any direction. Because of your marriage, this land will stay in our family. We won't become beggars. This land is ours because of your sacrifice." She squeezed his arm. "Thank you, Son. You've saved us. Without you, we'd have nothing."

He kicked at the grass. How would he hide his blindness once he was away from home? Once his mate discovered the lie, she'd beat him for fooling her.

"I'm afraid, Ayleese."

"Stand still." She put an arm around his shoulders. "Listen. When you're alone in the silence you can hear the music of the wind singing in your soul."

He tried, but fear dragged down his heart. He shook his head. "I can't hear it."

"Come with me. Touch this kanya tree." She placed his hand against one. "Feel the bark? Feel how rough it is? The world and all its troubles made the bark hard and rough. But inside, the tree's heart is safe, protected. Family is your bark." She cupped her hands around his face and smiled at him. "Whenever you touch a kanya tree, remember your family and in that moment, we will be right there with you."

Kneeling, he made a furtive swipe at his eyes, and examined pink flowers growing among the short grasses. These must have been the flowers he'd smelled. He stuck out a claw tip and dragged it along the petals of one blossom. Ran a fingertip along its velvet surface. Low-lying plants from his homeworld, maybe from his mother's own property filled this entire area. How had they gotten here, in the lobby of the biggest building in Tarth City?

"Izzy!" Kory's angry voice rang out.

His heart stuttered. "I..."

"What are you doing?" The band's leader snapped his fingers at him. "Get down!"

"I smelled—" Izzorah gestured toward his right.

"I don't care what you smelled. You can't climb into a terrarium in the Nizamrak Building." Kory tapped Izzorah's hand. "Get down from there! Now!"

"But, Kory, I want to—"

"Now!" He grabbed Izzorah's arm and guided him. "Careful."

"But, it'll just take me a minute to—"

"No! We will not be late for a business meeting so you can play in the dirt. Get down from there."

"Okay." Izzorah hopped down and brushed himself off.

"You said you wouldn't run off again, but I turn my back for one second and poof!" Kory threw up his hands. "You disappear. I didn't know where you'd gotten off to. The whole band is out looking for you."

He hung his head.

"Stay with me this time, all right? I mean it."

"Okay." Izzorah took one last sniff toward what Kory had called a terrarium. His chest ached. He'd felt so close to home...

"Come on! We need to be in a preliminary meeting. We're getting upgraded equipment and we need to try it out, so let's go."

Izzorah accompanied him.

The group was waiting and this time their scent held nothing but annoyance. Fletch smelled disappointed.

"Sorry, guys. I smelled some flowers, and..." He shrugged. "Sorry."

All but Kory turned toward the elevators. He tapped Izzorah on the arm. "It's okay. I get it. I do, but you have to stay with us. No more running around. Once we get up there it's all business. Understand? You and your cousin had better behave. You need to pay attention. Especially to the new synth-drums you're getting."

He kept his head down. "Yes, Kory."

"Now let's go."

Izzorah walked beside him.

Fletch came up on his other side. His cousin kitsed at him, but Izzorah paid no attention. He didn't need another lecture. He'd screwed up and he was sorry, but he'd do it again.

Once they entered the elevator and the doors closed, his homeworld's scent faded.

Isolated in the corner of the enclosed box, he rode upward, past anywhere a sensible Kin ought to be going.

No, he would not think that.

Instead, he'd think about the soil he'd smelled and the flowers he'd touched. How wonderful that someone had created a place with real, living plants from his homeworld. He'd thank them if he knew who they were.

He carried a longing for home so fierce his chest ached with it, but he could never go back. He had betrayed his homeworld. His people. His family.

He was nothing but a skohtal. A coward. No matter how many times he told himself he had a right to leave, and a right to freedom, the truth was, he had bolted like a coward. He had cost his family everything.

They would never forgive him. Never let him come home, no matter how much he missed them.

If only he'd gotten to touch the tree...
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6 - A True Cat
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Parliament District

In the Parliament's living quarters, Luc carried Pooky to the entry of Governor Paquin's suite. He remained at the door, petting the small animal while James delivered the bagbot.

The governor inspected her rooms.

Pooky meowed as if asking a question.

Luc rubbed one of the cat's ears between finger and thumb. "I have no goodies for you. Next time I'll put one in my pocket."

Pooky gave a long, answering meow and then leaped from his arms to the top of a table near the entry, and down to the floor.

The Governor brought out a small treat. Stooping, she held it on an outstretched hand. "Pooky, come." When the cat pranced over to claim it, the woman petted her. "I know she's coming for the treat, but I like to pretend she's obeying me."

"I have a son like that." The two shared a smile.

"Thank you for the generosity of your time, Mr. Saint-Cyr." She stood and came closer. "I hope we'll meet again, in other circumstances."

"I'll be your escort to your fealty ceremony and dinner afterward." To which he now looked forward, instead of dreaded.

"Ah, yes. The ceremony. I'm sure it requires much kneeling while wearing full political regalia and many uncomfortable accoutrements."

Luc rubbed a hand across his mouth, but doubted it hid his smile.

"Now the dinner..." she said. "That is a formal occasion for which I plan to shop in Tarth City." She pulled off her hat, taking her "hair" with it to reveal short silver curls. Ruffling her fingers through them, she gave him a perky smile. "I might need many outfits to choose from."

"No doubt." On impulse, he brought up his debit bracelet and tapped it twice to activate it. Destoiya would roast him alive for fraternizing, but it would be worth it. "Icia Teoh, Tarth City Mall." He gestured to the simple bracelet she wore. "Tap it against mine and hold it there." When she did, he added, "Icia, take personal care of my friend, Governor Paquin, please." He lowered his hand. "Best designer in the Empire."

"Oh, thank you, but I doubt I could afford her."

"Trust me, my friends can." The smile he got in return gratified in a way few gifts ever had.

"Mr. Saint-Cyr, thank you." The governor shook his offered hand. Instead of releasing him, she set her other hand atop his. "I doubt she asked you to be nice, but you were. It's no secret the Empress wants our world outright. She beheaded the last four governors she appointed. I hope to keep my head, at least long enough to protect trade and mining rights for our world. If either of those interest you, I'd be happy to arrange a meeting with our trade ambassadors. Privately, if that's what you desire."

Admitting his interest in anything, public or private, while in this room would be like speaking in Destoiya's bedroom. The almighty Conqueror might blow off fashion advice and the notice paid to a cat, but trade? Never.

He squeezed her hand, withdrew his, then tapped a finger against one ear. "I'm sure it will please Her Majesty to know."

She glanced around and turned a questioning gaze toward him.

He gave a subtle nod.

"Thank you, Mr. Saint-Cyr." Resolution swept across her face. "I will keep that in mind."

"It's helpful to know that all mobile and debit accounts in Tarth City come with a preloaded list of contacts. To reach me, tap LUC on your debit bracelet. It connects to my umbrella company, Lucsondis Enterprises. Ask for me and give your name. The person who answers will route you to someone who can reach me. If you call, I will answer."

They bowed to one another. As he turned away, Pooky wound herself around his ankles and he picked her up.

"Take care, little one. With my huge feet, you could end up with a flat tail." He brought the cat up to his face and rubbed his nose against hers. He handed Pooky to the Governor and went out the door.

Outside, James had transformed the military hover back into a shiny black hoversine. Luc slid into the darkened interior.

"Where next, sir?"

"Well, James, our dear Ms. Mead has been rescheduling meetings for me for weeks. There's no sign of her handling the ones on my personal list herself, so I'll do what she expects. I have energy for once. Might as well use it. We have until my first business event of the day." He withdrew his mobile. "I've sent you the list. Connect to them and see who's available. We'll pick whoever is closest and able to see me."

"Yes, sir." The vehicle set into smooth motion and the white marble facade of Parliament faded from view. "I have the first meeting arranged. A HalfKin school in the Vensahn District reports availability for a photo op in thanks for a donation."

"I'm overdressed, but let's go." He reached for his tie. "I can refasten all this later."

****
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It was mid-morning before they drew near the Nizamrak Building. "Let me out over there, James. I'll go in through the front."

"Sir, security protocols require me to—"

"Yes, yes, I know. I'll take full responsibility." He tapped on the window. "Here."

The vehicle slowed and moved toward the curb. "Sir, I've advised your security detail of your whereabouts." A minimum of six plain clothed idBot guards had eyes on him everywhere he went. "But I go on record as having advised against this undertaking in the strongest terms."

"Duly noted, James. Thank you." He exited before James could even open his own door.

The android scrambled out and stood, all but glaring at him over the roof of the vehicle. "Sir, I—"

"Yes, I know. Security, danger, public, blah-blah-blah. I'm fine. Go home. You recorded my request and affirmation. You're protected."

"Sir, it's not me I'm worried about. It's you. If you—"

"James." He raised one hand. "Don't make a scene. Just go."

The android hesitated, touching in his concern. Finally, he got back in and pulled away.

Luc could imagine the flurry of questions and answers ricocheting among the various referees. You let him do what?

He stayed on the curb, needing a few minutes of relative peace before the day began and data inundated him on every side.

He drank in the distinct sounds of the city. Elevated trains whooshed through clear tubes. The faint hum of morning traffic, a little dust. A mixture of voices blended with the patter of hurrying feet. A crescendo of city noise. Isolated within his private vehicles or ensconced inside the upper floors of the building, he never heard this.

One of the city's silent trolleys pulled up nearby, allowing people off and others on. Hundreds of citizens swarmed around where he stood, brushing past as if he were invisible. Perhaps he was. Luc Saint-Cyr always traveled in high style. A man standing on a street corner would go unnoticed, unrecognized. When had he ever noticed anyone standing here?

Was this spot visible from the Loft? With one hand, he shielded his eyes, but the sheer black sides of the building revealed little demarcation between floors. Where did his three-floor penthouse begin?

Awareness of someone standing next to him brought Luc out of his reverie.

A man in a business suit had his head back, also staring up. He looked over at Luc. "You a tourist like me, or local?"

"Local."

"I'm in for a convention." The guy jerked his thumb toward the Destine Pietan Stadium, behind them. "Sightseeing. This building is where he lives, isn't it?"

"Where who lives?"

"You know. Him. The Harbinger."

How amusing. Pietas would love this. Luc cleared his throat. "I was reminded this morning that people don't say his name out loud."

"You didn't hear it from me." He leaned closer. "You ever see him?"

Every morning in the mirror, but only long enough to shave. "Once or twice."

"He as scary in person as they say?"

"People exaggerate."

The man stared up at the building again, gave a quick glance toward Luc. "Maybe I'll get lucky while I'm here. Sure would like to tell my buddies back home."

A smile rose unbidden. "Perhaps you'll be in the right place at the right time. By the way..." He shook the man's hand. "Welcome to Tarth."

"Thank you! My name's Luc. Like—you know. Crazy coincidence, huh? You meeting a guy with his name right in front of his building."

Luc covered a laugh by coughing into his fist. "More than you know."

"Pardon?"

"There's more to see than you know." Luc tapped his diamond debit bracelet twice to activate it and brought it up to his mouth. "Tarth City Guidebook. Deluxe version." A translucent holographic map opened before him, full of icons. "Here, tap your bracelet against mine and take a copy. This is the best guide in the city. It shows everything." Except Luc's real homes, other than the Nizamrak Building.

"You sure about this? Oh, wow. Thank you!" He accepted a copy and perused it. "This is way better than mine! Thank you." He shook Luc's hand again.

"Enjoy your stay."

"I sure will!" The guy popped up the map and walked away, studying it. He stopped, turned around and waved at Luc. "I never got your name."

Would the man eventually realize? Luc smiled. "Call me James."

"See you around, James." He wandered off.

Luc decided against pressing his luck any further and headed for the lobby. He neared the bank of elevators, which would alert Ms. Mead. His schedule would download to his mobile and missed calls would arrange themselves in call-back priority. When he arrived, she'd be waiting, ready to maneuver through the demands of the day at his side.

He slowed, stopped, and stood still while people rushed past him. Despite its noise suppression system, sound filled the four-story lobby. The ding of elevator doors opening, the click-click of hard-soled shoes, electronic beeps and blips, the ambient buzz of hundreds of people walking and talking. Yet off to the right, he sensed a silent sentinel, beckoning.

The Felidae Terrarium.

He veered away from the bank of elevators and worked his way through the crowd toward it. He stood for some time, admiring the sole kanya tree, so like an oak with its rough bark, thick branches and wide leaves. The air smelled cleaner here. Fresher. The vivarium lowered the noise threshold even better than he'd hoped. That alone made him glad he'd had it designed and installed. Buzz in the office was that all his employees liked it, even if the media referred to it as an "interplanetary horticultural spectacle." The flowering pink groundcover was coming in. Filling out and growing less sparse.

"What the...?" Luc leaned closer to examine a small hole dug in the flowers. Had someone let a pet dig here? He glanced around for security and motioned to one of the company's black-and-white painted copbots.

The faceless, pawn-shaped bot rolled toward him on one silent wheel and stopped an arm's length away. A wide black stripe opened where a mouth would be. "How may I serve you, Mr. Saint-Cyr?"

"Explain that." Luc pointed to the hole.

The bot rolled closer to the grounds, sent up an eye stalk and pivoted toward the hole, then back toward Luc. "The first shift supervisor reports it was made by a Kin."

That was unexpected. "A Kin got inside the display and dug a hole." Kin could be as playful as domestic cats, but he'd never heard of one vandalizing property. "Please explain where security was during this incident."

"The night shift supervisor was watching him, sir."

Unbelievable. "Watching while a Kin dug a hole."

"Yes, sir."

"In my terrarium."

"Yes, sir."

"Is the supervisor on the grounds?"

"He is, sir."

"Summon him, please."

"Complied. Anything else?"

"No. Thank you. You can go."

"Happy to ensure your safety, sir."

A uniformed android officer walked toward Luc. The droid smiled in a more human fashion than he had ever seen on a Tarthian Empire android. The ones owned by Sempervians were far above them in every capacity.

The android came to attention. "You called, Mr. Saint-Cyr?"

"I did, indeed." He pointed to the hole. "I'm told you watched that hole being dug but did nothing to stop it."

"That is true. It wasn't a big hole, sir. More of a scratch."

Automated security forces did not allow breaks in protocol. They were sometimes counseled for interpreting and enforcing rules too strictly.

Luc tapped a finger against his lips, considering. What made this incident different? "Something happened that made you decide not to interfere. Tell me about it."

"Kin sometimes scratch things in order to better smell them and that's what he seemed to do. After he made the hole, he brought soil to his nose and sniffed. I was about to dispatch a bot and ask him to depart when a human went over and spoke to him. The Kin climbed down. They both left. I examined the area and determined the damage did not qualify as vandalism. The Kin had not been unruly and seemed surprised to encounter the display. I believe he was unaware the grounds were off limits, so I let the incident go. Plus, I'm programmed to recognize all Lucsondis employees. I documented his name in case there were future incidents."

That's what copbots did best. They documented everything. Everything. But, they didn't stop Kin from digging holes in the garden.

"Did you report it to his supervisor?"

"No, sir. It was a minor infraction. No harm done. However, I relayed the incident to both Personnel and Security Services, suggesting they remind all employees the display is new and therefore fragile."

"You went well above the usual requirements." Luc leaned in to see the name on the android's identity bar. "Thorough work, Officer Foxworthy."

"Thank you, Mr. Saint-Cyr."

"Please relay to the groundskeepers that I want this repaired."

"I had already done so before you called, sir. Anything else?" When Luc shook his head, the officer saluted and turned away.

Luc headed in the other direction. A Kin climbing into the terrarium to dig a hole and smell the dirt? Nothing but odd. Still, picturing it sure started the day with a smile.

He called the express elevator and began the ride up to his office. Before he could finish shrugging off his overcoat, not even halfway up, his mobile vibrated with two rapid buzzes. That was Ms. Mead, updating his schedule and notes.

The doors opened, revealing his diminutive silver-haired assistant. The woman was often the sole reason he survived a full day of office confinement. Marielynn Mead could run his entire empire without him and not a soul would know the difference.

"Ah, there she is. My secret weapon of success. How did I manage before hiring you?"

Blazing a smile at him, she gave him a quick bow. "Good morning, sir."

"Good morning to you, Ms. Mead." The casual bow most Tarthians afforded one another would not do. Not for her. Luc performed the full version, as deep as he reserved for the Empress and with far more sincerity. "Ready for the day?"

"Absolutely, sir."

As always, his assistant was the epitome of class. Today, she wore a solid blue Icia Teoh sheath dress. She'd accessorized with a single rope of pearls and wore one pearl set in silver at each ear. A trio of male and female aides trailed after her, all wearing blue that matched her dress. Luc could not tell if that was on purpose. He'd never noticed these three before.

"Allow me to take your coat." Ms. Mead accepted it and handed the garment to the male aide, who hurried off with it. "The contracts you requested are on your desk. I've prioritized them."

"Excellent." Luc offered his arm, and she took it. Sun streamed in through the floor to ceiling windows, making the open space seem warm, welcoming. He nodded toward various employees while he ambled through the expanse of offices leading to his and she brought him up to speed on changes in the Empire's marketplace overnight.

The dip taken when he and Wulf separated was now nothing more than a faint memory. A picture of himself and Wulf facing opposite directions, both with arms folded and the catchphrase Heartbroken Harbinger had flashed across news screens for days. Once someone else's calamity replaced gossip about his and Wulf's, a market rebound followed.

Galling to have one's love life fueling not only gossip and entertainment sites but also economic news. Everywhere he turned, questions arose, making concentration impossible. At least now, he could move past the—

"Sir?" Ms. Mead stopped, releasing his arm. "Have you heard a word I've said?"

He considered faking it, but shrugged. "I stopped listening after 'market's up.'"

With an indulgent smile, she took his arm once more. "Shall we go over your day now, sir, or after another pot of coffee? What will this be, your third?"

How well she knew him. Her office doors opened ahead of them and he entered behind her. "Might as well not put off working, Ms. Mead. I'm sure you'll have someone send in the coffee-droid."

"I sent for him when you stepped into the elevator." She motioned toward one of her assistants. "Send Joe in when he arrives." After accepting a tablet-sized notereader from her other assistant, Ms. Mead continued through a waiting room the size of most building lobbies and past her own huge desk to a set of double wooden doors carved with oak leaves.

As she approached, they opened and Luc entered behind her.

Inside his Lucsondis Enterprises office, his feet sank in plush white carpeting. The vast room held a loose grouping of white couches and chairs on the left and center. On the right, a dark mahogany desk half the size of his bed sat in front of a matching credenza. An ornate bookcase filled with leather-bound books filled the corner. Most were gifts from Rheyn, though the entire bottom row was a gift from her mother, Destoiya the Great; Rheyn, in her previous life.

The floor-to-ceiling windows exposed a forest of towering buildings on one side. The majestic sweep of Tarth City Park filled the other. Past the park, the megalopolis covered every rolling hill, all the way to the mountains.

He proceeded across the room to the bank of windows. This was where he belonged, high above the terrain like an eagle. He clasped his hands behind him. "What a beautiful city."

Ms. Mead came up beside him, both arms wrapped around the notereader. "You say that as if you noticed it for the first time."

"I had the most incredible, detailed dream. I knew the moment I woke that something good would happen to me today."

"And has it?"

He met her gaze and held it. "It's been good, but I have a feeling whatever it is has yet to occur."

"What do you think it is?"

"No idea." Luc returned to admiring the view. If this hadn't been the Nizamrak Building, he'd have worried about exposure, but the same reinforced glass on these windows protected the empire's secret maximum-security prison on the planet Ohy. "Though I imagine I'll know it when I see it."

"Sir? Looks like coffee's here."

"Wonderful." He met the barrel-chested break-droid at the door. "Top of the morning, Joe."

"Good morning, sir. I've filled your coffeepot with your 'morning poison' and you have a full mug on your desk. As a precaution, I must warn you the beverage—"

"—is hot," Luc finished for him. "Yes, I know. I'll consume it with care and not partake of more than the allotted caffeine within my workday. I know the health warnings by heart. Thanks, Joe."

"You're welcome, sir. Have a nice day." The droid rolled off, a light on his head blinking availability for the next customer.

Luc lifted the cup and inhaled the fresh brew. He tasted it. "Ecstasy. Hotter than I have at home, but every bit as rich." He set down the cup. "Ms. Mead, will you look at my tie, please?" He motioned to it. "Is it straight? I had to refasten it."

She lifted one eyebrow.

"I over-dressed for the places I went this morning."

"And where was that?" She set her notereader to hover-mode and let it float beside her. "One layer is a bit off. I think I can fix it if you like."

"Please."

Ms. Mead began adjusting it, lifting one side and tugging the other. "You pick the most complicated knots."

"I like the look of a woven knot, but a Tyran takes a mirror to get right." He lifted his chin, so she had room to work. "I was going to check it on arrival, but I got distracted."

"I heard. James called me, warning you were unprotected."

"What a doomsayer."

She chuckled. "He's paid to be, isn't he? He is your bodyguard after all." With a last pat on the finished garment, she released him. "There. Perfection. I can't imagine how you managed any of that in a moving vehicle."

"Years of practice getting dressed in the dark." He winked.

Shaking her head, she gave him a fond smile. "No doubt."

"You'll be pleased to know I worked through a few things you wanted me to handle. You can check them off my schedule."

She took back the floating notereader and activated it. "Such as?"

"I visited that school for HalfKin children in the Vensahn District. Stopped by the florist over there. You know the one."

"Owned by the elderly Kin male?" she asked, without looking up. "The one you helped escape from Felidae?"

"Yes. I had him send flowers to all the teachers at the school and asked him to place fresh flowers on your desk by lunch."

Her attention shot straight to him, and the pleasure in her eyes made him glad he'd done it. "You did? That was thoughtful of you. Thank you, sir."

"Thank you. As much as you do for me, you deserve far more."

"My, but you are in a good mood."

He fought a smile. "Don't get used to it."

"I'm sure I won't." She tapped her screen. "Anything else I should know?"

"I had a second breakfast at Batchelors."

"Second?"

"I'd eaten before going to the starport, but I can never resist the food at Batchelors. I ate with Trink and Yvan. The three of us discussed their fifth location. I can't wait to have them in this building." He would not admit his fondness for Yvan's cheesecake or hashing over restaurant details with Trink was a cover for spending time with old friends. "Ms. Mead, they'd run over budget on the soundproofing costs and wanted approval. You could have given them that. The live music they're planning mustn't disturb other residents in the facility."

"Did you approve it?"

"Those two know what they're doing. They bring solid returns on every investment I make with them. I signed off on everything they wanted and told them what an outstanding job they were doing. Would you believe this? They say the tables they reserve in their restaurants for my exclusive use have turned into tourist sites."

"But no one else can sit at them. How can that be?"

"Trink says people ask for seats near the Harbinger's table, hoping I'll come in. He's thinking of charging an upgrade fee." Luc chuckled at the thought. "All I wanted when I negotiated the tables was the convenience of having a place to dine without waiting. The guys said it's a small price for the investment help I give them."

"I don't doubt that." She tapped her screen a few times. "And how did they react to having your personal approval?"

He puzzled over her question. Where was she going with this? "You orchestrated our meeting because you thought they needed my personal attention."

Flashing him a smile, she wrapped her arms around her notereader. "Did you think I wasn't aware you talk to every employee from security personnel to droid supervisors? No one escapes your notice. You shake hands with all of them and thank them for a job well done. Sir, the people and droids who work here—Well, I know you don't like to hear this, but they adore you."

His throat went dry and his stomach tightened.

Pietas expected him to achieve certain things and had laid out how they should be accomplished. The cold and unapproachable Harbinger had been Pietas's way. The friendly Luc Saint-Cyr was his own. Making people like him was not on the list of methods approved by the leader in either empire he served.

"I'd prefer they trembled when I walked past." Luc sat in his roomy leather chair and opened a drawer in his desk.

"Oh, please." Ms. Mead tapped a finger on his desk. "That is false, and you know it. You love making people smile."

True, but he could not afford to be so obvious. His king would be neither pleased nor forgiving. "Ms. Mead, I smiled at a few people. Shook a few hands. This morning I did the same thing with two people I know and like and trust. It's nothing special."

"You don't realize the impact you have on people."

He avoided her gaze by moving items around in his desk drawer as if looking for something, but shut it, choosing no items. He ran a fingertip along the grain of wood on his desktop. "Let's discuss my agenda."

She drew up her handheld screen. "Mynkoh Ceeow will be here in a few minutes. There's a formal five-year-contract signing with Kumwhatmay at ten, followed by a catered lunch in the Fasra Room and a photo op with the group. In the afternoon, the board is holding a—"

At last, an item he could argue with her about. "Kumwhatmay. Our Vice President brought them on board. Wulf should handle that."

"Sir, Mr. Gabriel is on Ohy."

"Ohy. That's the military world soldiers call 'Oh-hell'."

"Yes, sir. The group is—"

"Wulf on Ohy. We don't do business there. It's restricted."

"No, sir. He's—" Her cheeks brightened, and she cleared her throat. "Sir, he's traveling with Intelligence Minister Vivaldi."

Alitus.

Great. Luc had navigated from one uncomfortable subject to another in one easy hop. He pinched the bridge of his nose. "And I'm stuck with a group of rockers all morning."

"Sir, if you'd like me to resched—"

"No, no. I'm sorry, Ms. Mead." He hadn't meant to complain, at least not out loud. "If you think I should handle this, I will. Tell me about them."

Ms. Mead skimmed her notes, tapping a finger on the screen. "Kumwhatmay surpassed sales goals for the past year. Sold out every concert. They have more requests for appearances than they can fill. Record prerelease sales. One more thing." She looked at him over the screen. "Their command performance at the palace resulted in the Empress wanting copies of their music to give to friends. I thought they warranted your personal touch."

"I can't imagine what the Empress liked. She has no taste in music." Luc sipped his coffee.

Ms. Mead's mouth twisted in a sardonic smile. "I hear it was a toss-up between the lead singer and the drummer. The singer is a freed pleasure slave and from the looks of him, he was a good one. He's not one of her own Jades, mind you. His service was public. The drummer's a Kin male."

"What?" Luc sat forward so fast he almost spilled the coffee. He placed the mug on his desk. "You mean we have another Tovar in our midst?" The drummer for Wind and Thunder had made headlines by playing the sacred Kin drums for human entertainment. His world had exiled him for it. "How did I miss that?"

"This one doesn't play Kin drums. It's human-style. Mr. Gabriel signs off on everything for the group. Perhaps he didn't mention them to you."

More like Luc hadn't paid attention. He'd ignored every other sign Wulf sent his way. Wulf hadn't dumped him for no reason. "Well, I'm paying attention now."

"Pardon, sir?"

"Nothing." He had to stop verbalizing his thoughts. Around Pietas that could prove dangerous. "Go on."

"I can tell you the drummer is cousin to our own Tovar Fasra." She tapped her screen. "I have a life-sized holopic of the group from the music-vid they did for I, Ran. One moment, sir."

While she looked for the file, Luc sipped coffee. Wouldn't it be strange if the drummer turned out to be the hole digger from the terrarium?

Never happen.

"You said it's called I Ran. So, it's a sports vid."

"Goodness no, sir. It's about Ran Holding. Kumwhatmay did the soundtrack."

"Ran Holding? Why would anyone make a vid about"—Luc caught himself—"him?"

"Ran Holding was a hero."

"He was no hero."

"Sir, history begs to differ. He was a pioneer on Mjuka and fought for cattle rancher's rights. There's a statue of him there."

Luc scoffed. "Ran was a simple man who wanted to keep what he earned and pay less tax. People rallied around him. That statue overemphasizes his importance."

"Mr. Saint-Cyr, I'm surprised. I don't know why you have such a low opinion of the man, but from what I've read, those who knew him considered Ran Holding a saint."

He set down his coffee and wrapped his hands around the mug. If he did not meet her gaze, she'd think he agreed with her and he could not let her opinion of Holding go unchallenged. Luc slid a fingertip around the edge of the cup and forced himself to turn his head toward her. "Ms. Mead, no man is a saint."

She gave him a condescending smile. "Says the man whose last name includes the appellation and who deserves the accolade himself."

"I do not." His cheeks heated. He refused to back down, though everything within him warned him not to continue. "I promise you, there are many who'll attest to that. Ask Wulf."

"There are more who'll agree."

"Ms. Mead!" He flattened one hand on the desk. "I do not pay you to flatter me."

"You could not pay me enough to do so. You pay me to tell you the truth." Her expression dared him to argue.

If he persisted in disagreeing, she might become curious why he dismissed Ran Holding's importance. Luc kept his silence. He busied himself with minor tasks, reopening the drawer in the desk and withdrawing a tablet and stylus. He gestured for her to continue.

Ms. Mead tapped her screen. "Now, I have not seen the vid, but the previews look wonderful. The actor who played him is our own Lucsondis star, Dennis Eldrin."

"Why would they pick a handsome man like Dennis to play—"

Ms. Mead raised her eyebrows.

Luc sighed. "You know, Ran was a regular guy like me."

She gave him a startled look before chuckling. "I doubt you would be considered a 'regular guy.' I watched a docu-vid on Imperinet about Ran Holding. He was Kelthian, same as you. Your height, broad-shouldered, black-skinned. He'd lost his sight as a child and had cybernetic eyes. In fact, I think he fits your physical description."

Indeed it did. Luc had been Ran Holding in another lifetime. All the more reason to keep the memories private. "I'm sure he'd think I was quite the pampered playboy compared to him. I'm roughing it if I go a week without a manicure." His hands no longer bore Ran's calluses, but permanent ones marred Luc's life. "Enough about Ran Holding. Kumwhatmay did the soundtrack. Good for them."

"Ah, here's the picture of the group I wanted. It's life-sized."

Five young men faced him in holographic form, each dressed as a pioneer farmer on Mjuka. Battered leather hat, raggedly cut hair, well-worn duster, leather pants, chaps and boots. Tough guys used to a tough life.

Luc rose with coffee in hand and went around his desk for a better view. "You'd think they were ready to jump on horseback and ride off." In his life as Holding, he'd dressed the same way. Not for show. "Were they in the vid?"

"Yes, sir. Extras. I forget the word for what they're supposed to be. Has to do with cows, I think."

"Cowboys."

"Sir?" She squinted at him over her portable screen. "Oh, yes, cow-boys. What a colorful word. Why are they called cow-boys when they spend their time on horses?"

Rather than enlighten her, he sipped his coffee.

The group member in front had light brown hair past his shoulders and an angelic face. Three others were average, not the usual rock stars. The fifth, standing in the rear, a hat shielding most of his face, had a square jaw and a mouth with flat planes. He and the one in front were similar in height, taller than the others.

"Are you sure these are their actual heights?"

Ms. Mead checked more notes. "Yes, sir. The drummer is the tallest, and he's five feet ten inches tradestandard. Seven inches shorter than you."

"Ages?"

"Tradestandard, the singer is thirty-one; the others are all twenty-nine, except the drummer, who'll be twenty-seven this week." She frowned, poked at her screen. "This can't be right. One of my aides must have made a mistake. It says he left Felidae at age eighteen, five tradestandard years ago. He can't be twenty-seven."

"It depends on whether he was eighteen tradestandard or eighteen in Felidaen years. A solar year on Felidae is equal to one and a quarter of our tradestandard years. To get his correct tradestandard age, you'd multiply his Kin age by one-point-two-five and add..." Luc played with his coffee mug. "Your eyes are glazing over. Trust your aides. It's a matter of relative ages."

"I should learn this."

"I'll message you the link to an age calculator I use." He circled the hologram. Their boots looked as worn as his had. "I wonder how they explained having a Kin on Mjuka during Ran Holding's time. Felidae hadn't been discovered yet."

"Well, with those hats you can't tell which one is Kin. Shadows their eyes and noses. This picture doesn't show true color. Kin are golden, aren't they?"

"They're all colors, although black is rare. But most Kin have golden furskin." Luc compared his height to the man in front, almost eight inches shorter. "I'm guessing this one's the singer and the drummer's the one in back with the lantern jaw." A square jaw and firm mouth did it for him, every time. Being Kin was a bonus.

"Right on both counts."

"If he's twenty-seven he's reached his full height. Odd. Kin males are usually six feet eight to six feet ten. What's his name?"

"Izzorah Ceeow. The singer's Kory Askkot and the—"

"Pardon me, but did you say Ceeow? Any relation to Mynkoh Ceeow?"

"My notes don't say, but with sixteen Kin clans, it's likely they're cousins."

"You know what they say. 'All Kin are cousins.'" Luc sat. "That's all for now, Ms. Mead, unless you have more for me."

"No. Everything is under control."

"No doubt. You're why I can give ulcers instead of get them. If I dropped dead today you could run my business and no one would be the wiser."

"Sir, I run your business now and no one's the wiser."

Luc laughed. "True. You know, if Kumwhatmay has a Kin member, we'll want to use that newly renovated conference room that's cleaned with organics. What's it called? The Fasra room, I think."

"Are you trying to run my business now?"

"Your pardon, Ms. Mead."

She gave him a small bow and started for the door, but then paused. "How was the visit to the starport this morning?"

"Better than expected. I'll fill you in when we meet later today. Buzz me when Mynkoh arrives and then send her in."

She shut off the holopic and headed for the door.

"Oh, Ms. Mead, I just remembered, I want a cat for my office, please."

She took a step back toward him. "You want a what?"

"A cat. I meant to ask earlier, but—Never mind. Get me one, please."

"Get you a cat." She looked at him as if he'd asked her to park the moon in the room. "Is that some kind of—Is it a new android?"

Luc leaned back in his chair. How rare was it he saw her flummoxed? "Not an android. You know." He moved one hand through the air as if he were still petting Pooky. "Cat."

"You want a cat. With four legs. And a tail. For your office."

He fought a smile. "Yes. That is what I said. I'll take it home with me at night, but a cat in my office would be soothing. Restful."

Covering her mouth, Ms. Mead coughed. "I don't know that cats can be called restful. Exciting, yes, or perhaps even annoying, but restful? Sir, a cat will be...well, work."

"Perhaps, but I want one." Even Pietas had a cat, albeit his was a panther and weighed almost as much as Luc. "It will need a bed and..." He waved a hand, dismissing the details. "Other cat things. A toy mouse, perhaps, and a water bowl. Cats need water. And food. Yes. I'm sure they need food. Buy some of that. No, have your staff research it. I know you have more important things to do than going to pet shop for me. Oh, and have them hire someone to groom and walk the cat. They need exercise and I'm quite busy, but I'll take time to pet it."

There was no response, but then she opened her mouth, closed it and cleared her throat. "Are you serious?"

"Why wouldn't I be serious?"

She tapped her screen. "Any specific breed?"

He considered Pooky. "Soft black fur and green eyes. Sweet disposition. Other than that, I have no preference, other than to be a true cat."

"You mean not a facsimile, toy, or android?"

"No, a cat that does as it pleases and pays no heed to what I tell it, but is still loving." He considered that. "Yes, in fact, that's essential. Independent but enjoys being with people."

Ms. Mead looked at him askance, but then made a few notes. "Any hurry?"

"Is a week too soon to ask?"

"I will do my best. Anything else?" A smile flashed across her face. "A dog or horse? Or perhaps an elk?"

Now she was playing with him. "I have horses, Ms. Mead. Stables full of them. A few dogs on one or more properties. No need for an elk, as interesting as that might be. All I want is one small cat."

She opened the double doors, stepped through them and looked back with a bemused smile. "One true cat, coming up."
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Luc drained his coffee, set the mug on his huge mahogany desk and stood.

What were Wulf and Alitus doing on the most gods forsaken planet in the empire? Civilians on the military station left the main concourse under armed guard. How unlike the gadabout Wulf to acquiesce to limits.

Had Rheyn banished Alitus there as punishment for unfaithfulness?

Luc rejected that. The edict from Pietas had been more than clear. The relationship between Wulf and Alitus had his blessing. Not even Dessy—Rheyn, he corrected—would dare disobey Pietas. In the empire one obeyed her, but even she obeyed him.

Finding out her former lover had been unfaithful must have rankled. Destoiya would have taken that as a personal affront. How had Alitus had time or energy for another lover? None of them had realized the man was an immortal, created in secret by Pietas. Alitus hadn't known it himself, until he'd died and come back.

And where, exactly, were the other three Pietas claimed to have created? Good luck getting that nightmare sorted.

The love between Alitus and Wulf might be real, but the physical match? Luc almost felt sorry for them. Alitus had sated the Empress, she-who-could-not-be-satisfied. How long would the man be happy with Wulf? No matter how much the mortal tried, he could not give what an immortal needed. Not long enough. Nothing and no one sated like another immortal.

Luc had been at the top of Rheyn's long list of favored lovers for thousands of years. Faithfulness, however, wasn't in the woman's vocabulary, though she demanded it from others. Not that he had any claim to being worthy of such devotion and he avoided relationships with other immortals. He had far too much to hide. But she had always been a favorite.

Being quick and easy had benefits and they were both that.

A buzz sounded and the doors opened. He turned to greet his employee.

"Welcome, Mynkoh." Luc gestured to a white leather chair and stood before the matching one.

The sleek Kin female looked lithe and exotic in her tight black leather skirt and gleaming boots. She'd left her white shirt open, unfastened to a point below her breasts. She draped her black leather coat across the arm of her chair. "Hook leather" matched hair color, which, among the Kin, was an honor permitted to warriors alone. Mynkoh laid back both her ears and bowed enough to be polite.

He bowed in return and spoke the ritual Felis greeting, wishing health to her family. With Wulf gone, he lived alone. She had never married. An inappropriate greeting for two bachelors, but it was the Kin way. She answered in kind, with more dignity than an empress. Especially theirs.

Mynkoh's amber gaze on him felt like the predatory stalking of a panther, resplendent and powerful. The leather suited her—dark, edgy, feisty, polished. The dusky velvet of her furskin begged to be petted. A beauty even when angry.

When she sat, Luc followed. "Tell me about your trip."

She ruffled one clawed hand through her black curls. "Better than the job. Advising the military about their own security breaches is like throwing sand into the desert. Few notice and less care."

He steepled his fingers. "Recommendations?"

"Let idBot win the contract. For Women Only doesn't need more nightmares."

"Mynkoh. We don't turn down business." She'd worked for him for years, as senior security chief on his Crossfire Project, but he needed her expertise on an upcoming project. One he had yet to discuss. "Still, idBot doesn't want a military disaster either."

"That's right. You own idBot too." She twisted in the seat, crossing long, slim legs. "I'm sure you'll find a way to avoid losing. You're good at getting your way."

"I admire a woman of faith."

She stuck out one claw. "I am no woman, Saint-Cyr. I'm a Kin female and a warrior. Believe me, this is not what you want. Let someone else look stupid."

"Don't hold back, Mynkoh. Tell me how you feel."

She bared fangs and with arms folded, leaned back in the chair. "If you want a bootlicker's opinion, go ask Wulf."

His humor cut off. "If ever a word fit Wulf, bootlicker was not it. He challenged me every day. I'm surprised you hadn't heard. He left me for Alitus Vivaldi. The minister of Imperial Intelligence."

Mynkoh pointed a claw at him. "When you change shirts, the media flashes the brand and color across Imperinet. When you change lovers, it floods the news for days. If you think I could do my job and not know you're single again"—she flicked the claw at him—"Tu dil foonik."

"A fool I am not. Except perhaps in love." Although that depended on whose opinion he asked.

She tossed her head, her ears flicking. "Did you fire Wulf at least?"

"I'm above such petty revenge."

"Humans. An unfaithful Kin would be cast out or killed."

"Look, Mynkoh, I respect your in-your-face honesty. You don't hold back no matter how distasteful the message. But Wulf leaving me will not be part of our conversation. It happened. It's over. Clear?"

"Clear." She wrinkled her nose. Kin smelled emotion.

He must reek. It hurt too much to hide what he felt. Luc got up and put space between them by walking to the windows. He faced outward, toward the city. "Since you're here and we've finished our business, I'd appreciate some advice. I need a source of labor for a project on Felidae. You have contacts there."

"If you mean for slaves, no."

"I don't keep slaves. I'm referring to workers. Businesses on Felidae won't hire Kin males. The males are hungry for work. We could use some who can read." When she didn't respond, he turned toward her.

Mynkoh had cast her gaze down and idly brushed a thumb across the green stone in the hilt of her hook knife. She laid her ears back.

Luc waited. Time, he reminded himself. You have it in abundance. Give it where it's needed. I should have spent more with Wulf instead of taking him for granted. When she didn't answer, he returned to the chair, sat on its edge and rested elbows on his knees. "Surely some can read."

She lifted her head and stared at him, her cat's eyes bright. "The Pride Council believes if all they do is satisfy a female in bed or work a farm, why do they need to read? If you knew our people's culture better, you'd understand."

He'd argued this subject with Kin females before. No point in repeating details she'd refuse to acknowledge. She was entitled to be wrong. "A certain warrior I know made uninformed decisions that lost revenue. Her mate knew better, but he had no rights, so his voice wasn't heard. It forced them to sell valuable land to survive."

Mynkoh squinted at him. "You're referring to your son's in-laws. I heard."

"Khyffen may not be my true son, but he means as much to me as if he were. Mehrenn and Drustin Ruh lost a fortune in land because of her poor judgment. Mehrenn knew better, but the land was in Drustin's name. No one listened to him."

"Word has it you bought the land cheap. The Kin hate humans encroaching on their territory."

"Not encroaching." Luc braced a hand against the arm of the chair and leaned back. "Khyffen and Mehfawni have HalfKin twins on the way. I'll hold the property in trust for them until they're old enough to inherit. I'd prefer to designate Mehrenn as trustee, but legally it has to be Drustin. So Mehrenn will manage it as my steward."

"Of his own land."

"The point is, my friend, your people don't consider it his land. At least this way, he'll have a say in how it's run. I gave my word I wouldn't develop it, but I do intend to live there part of the year. I'm building a house."

"You are a king surveying his domain, Saint-Cyr. How will my world survive with humans carving it up?"

"If Felidae hopes to survive in the empire's marketplace with seventy percent of the population unable to read, you'll have no choice but to seek human help. Human investors. Train your people equally and you'll thrive. If you wonder why I hire so many Kin males, there's your answer. I refuse to ignore their plight. So long as the males are not free, neither are the females."

She picked at a mark on her blade's scabbard. "I'm not indifferent. I had a Kin male on my work crew once and he worked hard and didn't give me a tip of claw. He wanted an opportunity."

"You must know someone who'd be willing to supervise a group of male workers."

Mynkoh often twisted a ring, gripped her knife's hilt or picked at its blade when she was avoiding an answer. When they'd first worked together, he'd pressed her for a response. Over the years, he'd learned to give her space. Now, she stroked one claw up and down the hilt of her knife and then shifted in her seat, planting both feet on the floor.

"It won't work, boss." She avoided his gaze. "Males working together aren't in our culture. Males can't get along with others for any length of time without clawing someone to shreds. They're too aggressive." After a slight pause, she lifted her head, laid back her ears and looked straight at him. "They wouldn't survive."

"Tzesareens supervise hundreds of male farm workers. They work together without incident. Kin males do not fight unless they're forced into it."

Ears flat against her head, she extended one claw. "Spend a week on Felidae and you'll see. The tzesareen represents his mate. He is a prince of the people, but he acts on his mate's authority. They obey her."

"Perhaps they'd need a Kin female as a supervisor, then. An alpha they'd obey. I need someone to supervise building the house."

"If you are hinting you want me to—"

"No, no." Luc held up his hands. "Someone local. You're far too important to set on a task like that."

She glared at him through lowered lashes. "They call you the Harbinger because you always know what the future holds and manage to prepare for it ahead of time. If you're trying to change Felidae, give it up. We are Kin. We don't change. Males will never have 'rights' the way men do here."

A knock at the door interrupted and Ms. Mead poked her head inside. "Sorry to disturb you, sir, but Kumwhatmay is here early. Should I send them up to Lucsondis or ask them to wait?"

"I'll meet them up there. Introduce everyone else first." The door closed. "Mynkoh, either tell me you know someone who can help or admit you have no contacts back home." Luc steepled his fingers against his lips, waiting for her to decide.

She sat there, ears twitching. If she'd had a tail, it would have been lashing.

"Today, please," he prompted.

She licked her fangs as if thinking about dinner. "I'll find someone for your stupid plan, but if there's blood, don't expect me to clean it up."

****
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Di Lusso District

Nizamrak Building, Lucsondis Enterprises

After following Kumwhatmay through wide, brightly lit halls, Izzorah reached the appointed conference room. He trailed Fletch inside, but stayed near the entrance, away from huge windows filling an entire wall. The rest of the group went straight toward them, right up against the glass.

Their excited chatter interspersed with taps on the glass. "Look how far you can see from here!" Tap, tap, tap. "Everything is so tiny from up here!" Tap, tap, tap.

How could they do that and not lose their minds with fear? Didn't they think about how far they could fall?

Sweat trickled down Izzorah's neck, making him shiver in the cool air.

"Hey, cuz." Fletch put himself between Izzorah and the light. "Turn sideways so you're facing the wall, not the window. There, is that better?"

Unable to speak, he nodded.

"Okay, here's the layout. Nobody's here except us and Kumwhatmay. About ten steps on your right there's a large conference table with chairs, set with glasses and pitchers of water. Uh-oh."

Izzorah's throat tightened. "What?"

"There are flat screens the size of your palm at each seat. You press buttons to turn them on."

"Oh, you mean notereaders? We use them for contracts and to sign off on expenses."

"How? You can't read or write."

"I fake reading them and try to keep up with whatever Kory's doing. He reads the fine print and I trust him. Anything else, I call you or your brother. I can sign my name and I know what it looks like on my equipment. Plus, I know the band's name too. It works out."

"Smells clean in here."

"Yeah, it does." Izzorah took a deep breath. It didn't sting his nose and throat. What a nice change from the cloying riot of scents that filled most human spaces.

This one had only a hint of leather from the seats and a tang of lemon. He puzzled over that before realizing an underlying woodsy smell meant it must be a type of polish. The floor had none of the usual carpet that humans seem to like so much and had no more give than bare wood.

"Izzy, Kory's motioning to you. He's over by the wall about ten paces straight ahead. I'll wait here. Use the usual ear signs. Two flicks if you need me."

Izzorah flicked them once to show he heard. Humans were clueless that they were using the Kin ear language. In ohtikshah, every movement and angle conveyed a different meaning.

He counted off the paces in his head. Kory's soapy scent came to him before the blur of the singer's familiar size and shape filled Izzorah's limited vision.

"The windows in this room are huge, Kory." Izzorah forced a smile. "I bet you can see the whole city from here. Not that I'm going to look, you understand."

"Don't I know it." Kory nudged him. "Check this out."

He sensed movement. Pointing? Panic flared. His father's advice rang in his head.

Stay calm. Listen. Smell everything.

He followed Kory's outstretched arm. A dark wall lay straight ahead, with a large white outline framing a darker square. Spot of light focused on it. Some picture, but of what?

He tamped down panic by clinging to his father's advice. Never squint, Izzy. Others will know you can't see. Keep your head up. Walk proud. Never let anyone see your weakness. Izzorah flicked his ears twice to signal Fletch for help, raised his right hand and bumped glass. Why did humans cover everything with glass? How could he gauge texture with no way to touch things?

Fletch kitsed what it was for him.

"Oh, wow." Izzorah stroked the glass. "An autographed portrait of Tovar Fasra, with a pair of his drumsticks inside the frame. How cool."

Kory slapped his back. "Did you notice the name of the room we're in?"

"Uh..." He waited, but Fletch wasn't supplying any info. "Must've missed that."

"The Fasra Room. How famous would we have to be for there to be a Kumwhatmay Room, huh?" Kory bumped his shoulder into Izzorah's. "Cool picture, isn't it? Does it do him justice?"

"Not the eyes," Fletch kitsed.

"Tovar and I talked at family gatherings. About drumming." He pretended to study the portrait. "The eyes are off, but otherwise, yeah." His heart raced so fast he felt light-headed, but he bared fangs in a smile big as a human's.

For once, he didn't hold it in, no matter how impolite it was for Kin to show their teeth. Fletch said humans didn't care and Kory was always after him to enjoy himself. Why shouldn't he?

Maybe Fletch was right. Maybe if he smiled more, he'd find someone to love.

"You did good." Fletch came up beside him.

"Thanks to you, Keet-sah."

"Ears up. Door's opening."

Izzorah turned toward the sound of multiple people entering. Instead of laundry soaps, their clothing gave off the bite of artificial cleaners. Shoe polish implied hard-soled shoes. Businesspeople in formal dress. A familiar female voice followed. Woman, he corrected himself. Kin said male and female. Humans used man and woman.

"Who's she?" Fletch's subsonic voice lowered. "She smells good."

Izzorah recognized Ms. Mead, even without sight. "Little bitty thing with silver hair?" He switched to his normal voice. "Business type? All efficient and precise?"

Fletch purred, but the sound cut off. "She's older, but she's hot. Can't put a claw on why, but she's sexy. Sure of herself."

"That's Ms. Mead, Mr. Saint-Cyr's assistant. Always smells of lavender mixed with kai spice." He sniffed. "She's covering up a Kin lover."

"You're right. You can bet humans can't tell. Wonder if she knows we can?"

"I'm not sayin' a word."

"Who are all these people, Izzy? Recognize anybody?"

"Not a clue. Haven't smelled any of 'em before."

Ms. Mead gathered everyone together. "Welcome to Lucsondis, gentlemen. I'm here to introduce you to the Lucsondis senior executives. Although you won't work with most of us, we support you." She introduced Kumwhatmay first, calling each by name. Izzorah lifted his hand in turn. Fletch was introduced last. She went through the list of staff names, but Izzorah could not see responses.

"Shaking hands," Fletch kitsed, standing behind him to the left. "You're up next."

"Izzorah Ceeow," Ms. Mead gestured, "this is President van Damme and Vice President Ahnee Chan, of the Stunts and Martial Arts division."

Izzorah stuck out his hand and felt it clasped in a firm grip. "Pleased to meet you." The Acting and Modeling division was next, followed by two people from Photography and Media.

At the name Feeyona Joie, Izzorah perked up his ears. "I've heard of you, ma'am."

Her laugh echoed the delight he sensed in her scent, a warm vanilla. "Oh, have you now? Tell all."

"You were a model for those Draap jeans with the diamond-encrusted hems." Izzorah felt himself blush. "You made them look ssssso hot."

She giggled and the vanilla scent deepened. "Why thank you, Mr. Ceeow."

"Folks call me Izzy."

"Izzy it is." She leaned in close and kissed his cheek. "And you can call me Fee. I'll be taking pictures of you and the group later. When I ask you to smile, think about those jeans. You have a great smile."

A Kin female would've socked him for such a blatant display of fang, but Izzorah felt so good, he didn't care.

Fee patted his cheek. "Perfect, baby. I hope to get a blush from you too. You have the most captivating green eyes I've ever seen. They fascinate me." She let go and greeted Fletch, the next person in line.

Once she'd shaken Fletch's hand and moved on, Izzorah nudged his cousin. "Did you hear that?" he kitsed. "She likes my eyes."

"Rub it in, why don't you? You prefer guys, but what happens? The prettiest girl in the room flirts with you. It's not a fair world."

"Shut up, Fletch. You're jealous 'cause I saw her first."

"Um, excuse me? Did you say 'saw' her first? I think that was me."

"You were right. I do feel better now." The door opened and Izzorah turned toward it.

Fletch made a rrrl, a deep rumble to warn he'd fight for territory.

"What's wrong, Fletch? Who is it?"

"I bet it's Saint-Cyr. Tall as a Kin, black-skinned. Walked in like he owns the place. Stinks of romtzeet."

"Testosterone?" Izzorah inhaled, sniffing for it. "Mmm, yes, he does." His lashes drifted down and he purred.

"No wonder you like guys. You eat that stuff up."

"Guilty." The man's scent reminded Izzorah of his shower fantasy. The idea of the man himself pinning him, a thigh wedged between Izzorah's legs...

What if Saint-Cyr was his destiny? His warrior? Izzorah swallowed, not easy to do with his mouth so dry. He bumped into the table and gripped a chair.

You skik. Get real. A rich human like him would never be interested in some drummer in a band.

A tart spark of fear flashed from Fletch. "Oh, no."

"What?" Izzorah edged closer to his cousin.

"There's a Kin female with Saint-Cyr and she's a warrior. In black hook leather, knife on her hip. I can't see her face."

"She'll hear us if we kits." The skill wasn't forbidden to males, but it was used for hunting. Males hunted only during famine or after the birth of a child, when their mate could not.

"I see who she is and you won't believe it."

"Well..." said another familiar voice, right next to Izzorah. "What a small empire. What are you doing here, Fletch? And Izzy? Are you behaving yourselves?"
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