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        Duty defined Jing Althus' life.

        Duty to Nthanda, his cousin. To the Ceelen who expected him to lead if Nthanda fell.

        Someone had targeted the Ceelen for destruction.

        Only one person could help Jing discover them: Iman Hogarth, conman, genius and the most beautiful man Jing had ever met.

        If Iman would help.

        Jing's only hope was to convince Iman that he was worth risking Iman's life.
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      Jie grunted as xe hauled the fifty-jillion pound bucket up another step. Stupidly heavy bucket. Stupid stairs. Who put stairs in the middle of a garden? Couldn't put in a proper ramp or a hill or something, oh no! Couldn't do that. It might damage the roots of the growing apple trees or oh, heavens, encouraged runoff or something.

      Stupid Kunzang and xyr stupid plans for xyr stupid damned garden. Jie grunted and hauled the bucket up another step. Three more to go. Xe panted and glowered around at the slowly blooming garden.

      It really was lovely if xe was going to be honest. Really. Truly. The moss that Kunzang had put in instead of grass, less mowing and maintenance, was a delightful shade of green. Apple trees that had been just sticks were starting to leaf out as they woke up to the fact that they had soil and water and light. Beyond them were the pear trees, already established, and plums and lots of rows of carrots and parsnips and further off an entire field full of potato heaps that kept getting taller and taller as Kunzang added more much and seed potatoes to the top.

      And there was a soon to be lovely water feature off to the right that would grow a some really awesome fish for them to eat eventually. Plus lilies and watercress and Siberian Iris and yeah.

      It was beautiful.

      Jie groaned as xe pulled the bucket up another step, arms aching. It was just so much work! Planting and weeding and feeding and hauling dirt and mulch from one place to another. Pruning the blackberry bushes that clawed you for just looking in their general direction. Not that Kunzang got clawed. Xe seemed to always know exactly where every creeping blackberry vine was and ever thorn on it and so xe never ended up bleeding.

      "Ah, there's the dirt," Kunzang said, bright and chipper and way too pregnant to be hauling anything. "Did Dumisani send you up here with that by yourself, Jie? It's much too heavy for you."

      "You're not—" Jie grunted as xe hefted the bucket up the final step, "supposed to carry anything. You're pregnant."

      "Well, sure, I know that," Kunzang said as xe calmly picked the bucket up and carried it along like it weighed nothing at all. "But I meant you, dear. You're far too young to be carrying this much at once."

      Jie glared up at Kunzang even though it was just the truth. Four foot eight inches wasn't much height. At least, not compared to either Dumisani or Kunzang. While Dumisani was five nine, Kunzang was taller. Six and half feet tall, so big that xyr swollen belly looked only like a small bump instead of the overwhelming bulge Jie's Ma's belly had been the last time xe got pregnant.

      "You're not supposed to carry things," Jie complained as xe ran after Kunzang and took some of the weight of the bucket away from Kunzang.

      Kunzang just grinned at xem. So utterly fondly, really, someone that big and that strong shouldn't look like a steamed bun of a person, all soft and sweet and tender. But yeah, Kunzang really was that soft-hearted. Skin like the darkness of space and heart like the sun.

      Made Jie feel kind of like an ember about to go out sometimes, standing near Kunzang.

      "I'm fine," Kunzang said, chuckling. "The baby's not due for another two weeks."

      "You don't know that for sure!" Jie huffed. "Besides, Dumisani had to head into town. It's just the two of us here. I don't want you taking any risks."

      Their portion of the station was fairly remote. New station, too, so there weren't anywhere near as many people on it as there would be in a decade or two. It was why Jie'd moved here. Part of why. Well, it made a lovely excuse at any rate.

      "I've had six other babies, dear," Kunzang said while chuckling. "I know my body. You don't need to fuss."

      The new bed for tomatoes looked like it was going to be good. Jie had spent most of xyr short life working with computers and scanners, not plants, so xe wasn't certain of that. But Kunzang's enthusiasm for all things vegetative did teach you a thing or two over time. Jie could see bits of broken egg shell in the soil already there. The seedlings they'd brought out this morning looked very good, too, bright and perky from their spots in the bed.

      Long and narrow planting bed, flagstones on either side so that Kunzang or Dumisani or, now, Jie could come and prune and pick and pin the growing tomato plants up to the trellis overhead so that they wouldn't sprawl all over the area.

      "I'm still going to fuss," Jie announced. And then glowered at Kunzang's delighted laugh. "I am! You don't get enough fussing."

      Kunzang grinned. "I suppose I don't. Dumisani wouldn’t fuss if xe had a gun pointed at xyr head."

      And hadn't.

      It was how Jie had met both of them. They'd come into Tempest Station, Jie's old home station, and been looking for something. Books or tools or something else. Jie had never asked and frankly didn't care. Xe had too much work in xyr cousin's uncle's best friend's repair shop to give a damn what two tourists from a further out station, one so new that it hadn't even acquired a name beyond it's numerical designation, wanted.

      They'd had a comm break and had asked, oh so nicely, if Jie could look at it. Right before Raiders charged in looking for loot to steal. Jie had tried to shove both Dumisani and Kunzang into the back room where they'd be safe but they'd picked Jie up bodily and made xem drop the panic button that would've set off the automatic defenses.
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