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We are Called to serve

We are Honored to protect

We are Obedient to the vow

We are Safeguards of the truth

We are Enablers of life

We are Neutralizers of threats
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Tarthian Empire, Tarth

Tarth City, Kelthian District

Batchelors

Sumertsag 18, 4659 Tradestandard date

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Wulf stuck out his tongue.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Yvan rested a hip against the counter and winked.

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

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

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

"Got troubles. Need friends."

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"It wasn't your freedom money?"

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

Wulf frowned. "You mean an investor?"

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

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

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

Wulf drew a cross over his heart.

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

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

They both snickered.

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

"That low life."

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

"Straight up." Yvan raised a hand.

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

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

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

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

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

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

Yvan chuckled. "Guy prolly wet himself."

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

The guys shared another one of those glances.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Trink pulled a face. "Why?"

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

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

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

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

Trink and Yvan listened.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Yvan started to speak.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Wulf ground his teeth together. "What?"

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

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

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

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

Their mouths dropped open.

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

Nizamrak Building, Suite 4100, For Women Only Corporate Headquarters

Sumertsag 20

"Excuse me, sir."

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

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

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

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

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

"They all say that."

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Focus.

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

No image yet.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Um, he..."

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

If only it could reach his heart.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

She looked down to where he held her.

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

"Batchelors. It's in the—"

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

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

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

She gasped. "Oh sir, I would never—"

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

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

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

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

He jerked open the door.

*****
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Tarth City, Kelthian District

Batchelors

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Luc indicated the opposite seat.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Why the call, Trink?"

"Wulf's in trouble."

Luc stilled himself, listening.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

He lowered one brow. "You did call."

"Not technically."

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

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

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

Trink repeated the signal, accepting.

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

Mouth open, Trink stared. "Not permitted?"

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

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

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

"Can I do anything?"

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

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

"Sadly, to help the ones we love, sometimes inaction from us is exactly what they need most. Sometimes they
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