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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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      The emergency lights blinked, slow as the heartbeat of a dying man. Kawehi watched them, breathing in for a count of eight, holding it, letting it out over the count of eight. Over and over and over. His heart still pounded like the beat of a fast-spinning neutron star. His legs were cold. Mostly numb. Kawehi could have craned his neck, looked at the blood pooling around his knees, but there was no point to that.

      Screaming for help wasn't going to do any good. He'd tried that for quite a while. Tried struggling. Tried praying. None of it had worked.

      The gravity was off and he was trapped in debris wedged between to emergency doors trying to crush everything in their path so that the air wouldn't leak out. Kawehi didn't know which side of the doors had the leak. Had to be one or the other. He licked his lips, tasted sweet blood and salt tears, each in their own distinct little bubbles.

      Possibly both sides had leaks. He couldn't feel air flowing in either direction and it was too dark to see if the droplets of blood were moving. The explosion had rocked the entire ship. All power had gone out, other than the weak emergency systems like the lights. And the doors. Damn them. His comm was gone, floating somewhere in the debris field that surrounded him so he couldn't even call the helm to see if his husband was still alive. Couldn't confirm that he lived either. Kawehi couldn't get his arms free enough to feel around for it. Couldn't call for help or win his way to freedom or grab a tool or...

      "Stop it," Kawehi murmured before returning to his careful breathing exercises. "In, hold, out. Don't use up your air too quickly, you fool."

      The Stellar Darkness should have been able to handle anything. She was a strong ship, built to handle impacts, Gensyn system level radiation surges and virtually any weaponry that might be fired at it. Kawehi didn't understand how she'd been damaged so badly. Unless it was sabotage. Who, he had no idea, but it was the sole thing that made sense of this entire situation.

      In, hold, out, hold. Kawehi held himself still and waited as the blood around his knees spread slowly up his trapped legs until it touched the debris and shifted form like a tiny blob eating him and gaining strength to grow. Microgravity did such strange things to blood. Best that he stay still or he might just drown in his own blood even though the injuries had happened to his legs, not his head.

      "Another blocked door!"

      Kawehi jerked. "Farai! Farai, I'm in here! Farai!"

      "Kawehi?" Farai's voice came closer, within feet. Then something touched his not quite as numb as he'd thought feet. "Oh fuck, you're stuck? Trapped?"

      "Injured," Kawehi replied as the shaking he'd been trying to hold off got the better of him. "Bleeding from knee injuries. My feet are mostly numb, Farai. I can't get any leverage and this debris is… very dangerous. Do be careful, please."

      "Uh, yeah, definitely," Farai said. "I can knock you out, make it less painful when we open the doors."

      "No."

      He could hear Farai cursing under her breath on the other side of the doors but no, he could not endure that. As old as he was, he probably should consent to being drugged unconscious. But he couldn't. The sheer thought of being helpless when the doors released the debris made panic claw screaming up his throat. Kawehi clamped his teeth shut so that he wouldn't scream at Farai for even suggesting such a thing.

      "All right, Andile and I are going to crank the doors open slow," Farai said after a minute that felt much closer to six years. "If you can, try and push the debris away from you as it loosens up."

      "I shall do my best," Kawehi promised. "I hope you have a first aid kit ready."

      "Yep, got two," Farai replied. "On three. Here we go. One, two, three."

      The cranks were well-greased, moving smoothly enough that Kawehi had several seconds of conviction that they weren't doing a thing at all. Then the debris holding him in place suddenly eased. He wiggled his arms until he could catch the beams pinning his legs, one in each hand.

      One good thing about microgravity, you didn't need to be enormously powerful to move huge chunks of steel. Kawehi exerted steady outward pressure and the beams moved. Slow, then faster once the doors opened wider. He gasped when the whole mass suddenly broke free and bounced away from him, into the walls of the hallway and then back at him.

      "Whoop!"

      Farai caught Kawehi's ankles, hauling him out of the path of the debris and into the open space on the other side of the doors. Far more open space on this side than on Kawehi's. Virtually no debris, only a few floating bits of sidewall that had broken free during the explosion. Good. Perhaps the damage wasn't so bad elsewhere.

      Though such thoughts were only a vague distraction from the pain in his legs as Andile swiftly wrapped nanite-laden bandages around his knees. He took care to capture as much of Kawehi's blood as possible as he did it. The bandages stiffened, taking on a red tint as the nanites began to work to return Kawehi's blood to his body and his knees to their proper, aching and arthritis-riddled condition.

      "Okay, yeah, you got clocked hard," Farai said as she put more bandages on Kawehi's forehead, chin, neck and in three places on his left side that he hadn't even known where damaged. "You with us?"
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