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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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      This story is dedicated to all the lovers out there who are just now finding someone to share their lives. Be happy together!
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      Minke let her forehead drop against the moving truck steering wheel. Then hit it again. And again. This drive was never going to end. Bad enough that the cherry blossom-strewn spring morning had turned into a snow-blanketed afternoon with the roads rapidly turning to ice under the wheels of her truck. Worse that she knew Eddie and the others would be having minor heart attacks about the fact that Minke hadn't made it to the island yet.

      The worst part was that there was just no way that she was going to get there before dark.

      March twenty-sixth was after Day Light Savings started but not far enough after that it was light in the evenings. Every single minute that she sat in traffic was another minute for the roads to get worse. And there was just flat no way she was going to make it to the ferry in time, no matter what she did.

      The smell of exhaust had long since passed nauseating. Even with her scarf wrapped around her face, the stench was horrible. If it weren't so dang cold, wind and snow blowing past outside the window, Minke would open her window. Of course, that'd just let even more of the semi-in-front-of-her's fumes in. The semi-behind-her was idling and belching fumes, too. Damn it all.

      "There has got to be another way to get there," Minke grumbled.

      She put the truck in neutral so she could roll for a moment without focusing on it, grabbed her cell phone and blessed the stupid thing for having a full charge. WS DOT's traffic map for the Puget Sound showed black all the way from Takoma up to Arlington on every major road. The little map program on her phone showed the same thing.

      But the side streets were clearer. Er. Not clear, just better.

      "Right," Minke said as she dialed Eddie.

      "Hey you, where the ef are you?" Eddie said after picking up before the phone even rang once. "We're freaking out here."

      "I am stuck between two semis on I5 just south of the Boeing Freeway," Minke said. "You gotta talk me outta hear, Eddie. I'm about to choke."

      "Right, if you're heading northbound--"

      "I am," Minke said, interrupting with abandon because Eddie wouldn't even notice but Kelley would and she'd feed good data from her laptop to Eddie.

      "--then you need to get off on the Boeing Freeway," Eddie continued without pause. "Don't take the freeway, just get off there. You want to take Broadway north towards downtown Everett. You can take side streets to get around the worst of it and then head down into Mukilteo to the ferry."

      "Send her to River Road!" Lyndon shouted in the background.

      "That's the opposite direction, Lyndon," Eddie snapped. "Come on. She needs to go west, not east."

      Minke set the phone to speaker, put it down in her lap and put the truck back in gear. Sounded like Kelley decided to hush Lyndon because there were distant kissing sounds muffling Lyndon's reliably horrible directions. She got a brief burst of speed, all the way up to twenty for a whole six car lengths, and then it slowed back down to a crawl. But that was enough to get her to the very beginning of the exit that led to the Boeing Freeway and Broadway.

      "Halle-flipping-lujah," Minke announced as she trundled up the exit past not just her semi-in-front but three more in front of it. "I'm on the exit. Which is thicker than snot with cars."

      "That's to be expected," Eddie said. "You're going to want to head west somehow. Everett Mall Way or Boeing Freeway are the biggest streets."

      "Jammed," Minke said, scanning the overpass ahead. "Both of them, totally jammed."

      "All right," Kelley said so clearly that she must have stolen the phone from Eddie. "Here's what you want to do, sugar. Get off, head not to Broadway but to Colby. Follow that north towards Everett. Then cut across to the west at 52nd."

      "There any chance I can make it before the last ferry?" Minke asked.

      Silence answered her. For a good long while, about a tenth of a mile and ten minutes of slow creep down the exit, past the light, then up the overpass and onto Colby. Minke trundled along, waiting.

      "I don't think so," Kelley finally said. "I'm so sorry, sugar. I checked and the ferry at Mukilteo has a good three hour wait. They're turning people away already."

      Minke nodded. "Well, I kind of expected that with the snow. You got a friend I could crash with in Everett? Just overnight. The hotels are all showing full-up signs."

      The three at the intersection of Colby, Broadway and Everett Mall Way were clearly packed. No surprise. Snow in the Puget Sound always meant every road shut down. And with the cold snap hitting them, it wasn't going to get better. At least Minke had a mostly full tank of gas.

      "I have a friend!" Lyndon said far too loudly. Her cheerful shout just about made Minke jump out of her seat.

      "Indoor voice," Minke told Lyndon. "Gimme an address and then call them, kiddo. Let them know I'm coming. Slowly. Really slowly."

      "You got it!" Minke said not one little bit quieter than before.

      The address was up in North Everett, in the graceful old Victorians that had been turned into business offices and apartments. Minke shrugged and continued her slow roll northwards. Hopefully she'd be able to get the truck to the island tomorrow. If it was still backed up then she'd just have to drive around to the north and take the bridge to Whidbey even if it added another three hours to the trip.

      Voices muttered in the background on the phone, one bright and cheerful, the others worried. Eventually Lyndon picked the phone up again, a good six blocks and twenty minutes later.

      

      "All right," Lyndon said, making shushing noises as both Eddie and Kelley told her to talk more quietly, "Dana's waiting for you. She's super-nice. You'll like her."

      "Dana?" Minke prompted.

      "Medved," Lyndon completed. "She'll be there, I promise. Dana's super-reliable that way. She's awesome. Just big. Be ready for that. Oh, and she uses a cane so she can't help much if you want to bring anything inside."

      "It's all staying in the truck," Minke promised. "I'm not moving a single thing until I get the truck there. Thanks, guys. I gotta focus but I'll call when I get there, promise."

      All three of them called 'be careful' and 'good luck', their voices a cheerful jumble that helped a lot. Compared to the misery of the rapidly worsening snow and the clearing traffic, they sounded like heaven. Minke sighed and focused on driving slowly and carefully up Colby. People were getting off the roads, sure, but that didn't help much when you were driving a moving truck over ice through a rising blizzard.

      Another mile and a half and she'd be there.

      Hopefully intact.

      [image: ]

      Dana scanned the street, looking for Lyndon's friend and her moving van. Seriously, the lot of them had no common sense. Who moved when there was a major winter storm coming in? There'd been warnings about it all week. The news had barely talked about anything else.

      She would have thought that Eddie Ziemniak at least had the sense to put moving off. The one time she'd met Eddie she'd been impressed with how level-headed she was. Lovely girl, really. One wouldn't have the slightest idea she was trans if she didn't wear T-shirts and hoodies announcing it for the world to see.

      Her girlfriend Kelley was quite reasonable, too, if a good bit flightier. Still rather calm about things like harassing white men and very good with a crowbar when said men decided to object to Eddie's apparel. Thankfully, given Dana's knee, the mere threat had run the men off but Kelley had looked as though she was perfectly prepared to 'throw down' right there.
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