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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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      Blood dripped down Shafaqat's side. Hotter than it should be. Much hotter. Poison? Possibly. Or just his imagination running away with him along with his heartrate. The sweet taste of blood was on his lips as well, legacy of the split lip he'd gotten pushing the assassin away.

      Wedged in the tiny gap between the coal bin and the wall, Shafaqat couldn't see where the assassin had gone. Couldn't hear him either. The thump of the engine and billowing steam obscured sight and sound too entirely. Turning his head to listen with his good ear gave him the slightest hints of something shuffling off by the main door to the engine room but that was it.

      How could an assassin have gotten aboard the Tender Blessings?

      There was no room for anyone to hide. Their bunks were one atop the other, five men crammed into one small room. Kitchen? That was only a nook in the main storage bay with one burner, a refrigerated cabinet for their food and then boxes of their dry food suspended between the rafters on rails. The shelves in the storage bay were full, floor to ceiling, with goods for the front. No space under the floorboards, either, as that was where the fuel storage bay began.

      No one went there. Transporting fuel for the fighters on the far front meant taking every square inch of space away from living quarters. An assassin, any sort of stowaway, would find nowhere to hide on the Tender Blessings.

      Then again…

      The airship moved slow enough through the air. No matter how proud Captain Ghufran Ali was of her, the Tender Blessings was as graceful as a pig wallowing in the mud. She was short and fat, with undersized propellers that barely moved them forward when they were fully loaded and facing a headwind.

      Which meant that an assassin with a breathing tank and balls of brass could cling to the rigging and then sneak inside once they were well under way.

      Still didn't make sense. He'd seen a glimpse of the knife before it stabbed into his side. A sound, the barest hint of boot against deck plating, had keyed him into someone else in his engine room. No face, hidden behind a dull grey mask. Eyes hidden behind mirrored goggles. Hair hidden under a hood. Hands hidden by thick leather gloves. For all Shafaqat knew, his body was hidden under brass-plated armor painted grey to blend in.

      The others wouldn't see him coming. They had ears that worked properly. Instead of watching for trouble, they listened for it. Shafaqat could not do that and had not been able to since he was a much younger man. Since shortly after he married his beloved wife. Now, nearing retirement, Shafaqat heard little at the best of times. He relied on his eyes to tell him when there was danger.

      They'd not failed him. They'd just been insufficient when faced with a blade that was not brass and an assassin with the intent to kill.

      "Allah give me strength," Shafaqat whispered before carefully easing out of his hiding place.

      He kept his hands clamped over the wound to stem what blood he could. Steel blades, shiny as fresh silver coins, cut deep. Brass could too. Anything could cut deep if you put enough effort into it. But this knife had slid into his body as if his skin and clothes weren't even there.

      Captain Ghufran had to be somewhere close-by. They'd talked about speeding up a touch just before the attack. Captain Ghufran had left the engine room, shut the door and then had opened it again a moment later. The door hadn't even had time to latch properly, just to swing back to the latch, and then it was open once more. Perhaps it was the only reason that Shafaqat was still alive. He'd watched from the corner of his eye.

      No matter. The assassin had clearly waited for someone to come and go, giving them a chance to enter without dueling with the security system on the door.

      Shafaqat snarled as he slowly, cautiously, eased away from the coal scuttle. Out along the wall towards the door. A gust of steam blasted into the room. Too much. The assassin had changed something on the engines. They were going to lose pressure, lose all their water, if that kept up and then they'd fall behind schedule. If they lost pressure, there was no way that they'd make it to the front in time to resupply. His children and grandchildren relied on the wages he earned on these runs. They could not fail.
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