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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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      Ru dove into the alley, slid behind the huge black slime-covered vent stack and froze, face tucked as close to the slime as he dared. His rucksack of belongings, too small and light but it was all he had, pressed against the base of his spine. The hiding spot was the best he could do, the darkest spot available at the moment. Better now than before he made his delivery. Hiding with that big box would have been impossible.

      If he was very, very lucky this spot would be enough. And if it wasn't enough then he'd be dead and that would be that. But he wanted to live.

      The alley stank of rotting garbage and piss, no surprise in this part of Hexal City. No sane garbage bot would come down here. They'd end up jacked and resold, half their parts missing and most of their gears replaced with crumbling ones. Their parts would be worth more than they were intact. Besides, garbage rotted and went away. Drained down the sewers by the endless rain that came from the upper levels.

      He shivered when voices came closer, shouting, angry, but didn't move. This wasn't Ru's problem. It never had been. The only reason the Bangers were looking for Ru was that he'd managed to walk by one of their fights just as it ended. Ru hadn't even seen who was down when the shouts went out of 'witness!' and 'get him!'

      So he'd run and now he'd hide and hopefully they'd miss him and it would be all right. They hadn't had any closer a look at his face than he'd had at theirs. Face rec notwithstanding, Ru was pretty sure they didn't really know who he was. Skinny kid in worn leathers with his hood up, hair hidden and eyes behind glasses? There were a million of those out there in Hexal. More like fifteen million, really, and Ru was just one of many.

      If he could get away from the search.

      That was the important part, the part that had him standing still despite the water dripping around and over him, despite the stink of black slime in his nose and the rumble of hunger in his belly. Two days since his last real meal. Food tablets didn't count even if they did keep you from starving and passing out. The bread had been old and dry, the soup thin and watery with just beans and random shreds of algae in it, but it was real food so he'd savored it while 'listening' to the preachers selling their tales of heaven and hell.

      Stupid to believe them. They didn't live here. Hexal's under city was hell already. He was supposed to think that there was something worse than what he saw around him day in and out? Get on with that. There wasn't anything worse that the things he saw every day.

      "That way!" a Banger shouted as he ran through the puddles at the end of the alley. "Saw a hood! He's that way!"

      The pack of Bangers howled and ran past the alley, shivs out and claws splayed. Ru glimpsed fangs and slitted eyes, pumping arms and legs open to the rain that were covered with tattoos and gene-spliced stripes of fur, then they were gone. Their howls, mostly awkward and weak compared to the howls of true Engineered, drifted through the street, up the little alley and to Ru's ears. Only once they'd been gone for a full five minutes did Ru carefully untuck himself from his hiding spot.

      He peeked into the street and sighed with relief that no one was there. Then he ran the opposite direction, heading towards the lifts. One advantage of being a delivery boy was that he knew the entire Undercity like the back of his hand. Right now the lifts were his best bet of getting to safety. Not what he'd wanted to do, spend money on a trip upwards, but if the Bangers were prowling then he couldn't get home on this level of the city. And to get to a level where he'd be safe he had to go higher than his legs could carry him.

      Ru made a point of letting one of the cleaner downspouts of water from Above wash over him before he got a ride on a lift. Sure, he dripped in his corner of the lift but he wasn't covered in slime or dirt and the other people on the lift, other than one tall, muscular man who really, really, really didn't belong down here, were equally wet so they'd done the same.

      And that man was wet, too, just the sort of wet that said he'd gotten rained on, not the wet of 'gotta wash off the worst of it before I try to be respectable'. Gorgeous. Skin dark as deep shadow, hair trimmed so short it was a bare fuzz on his scalp, the man stood like a one-man army even though Ru couldn't see a single weapon on him.

      Didn't mean a thing, not when the man was obviously from the Surface. Maybe from Beyond, outside of Hexal City entirely. Not too many people here had skin that dark. It spoke of deep space and exposure to the raw radiation out there. The poise said off world, too. He stood so tall, so straight, that he seemed to suck the air out of the lift compared to everyone else who carefully slouched so that they wouldn't brush up against anyone else.

      Especially him.

      As the lift reached the next stop, Ru's stop, the man's eyes swept around the lift. They lit on Ru, caught him staring fair and clear, which made Ru blush and flinch. The man's eyes, ice blue and shocking against that dark, dark skin, suddenly twinkled with amusement. Ru nodded to him, got a raised eyebrow and nod back.

      Then the lift open and Ru slipped out. With the man on his heels.

      Damn it.

      Ru let out a breath and set off across the plaza. Nice plaza, only a little dampness from the rain above, some scrubby bushes in big concrete pots five times as heavy as Ru was. People were nicer dressed, not rich but nice enough, with boots that had no holes and hoods that'd actually keep the rain off their hair. Most of the stores in the plaza were shut up, blinds sealed and steel shutters down, but there was enough traffic that Ru didn't stick out too badly. Give it another hour and he'd be arrested for loitering just because he was there.

      Up here you had to be different. Stand straighter, walk confident but not swagger. Putting on a swagger would get you arrested up here, just on suspicion. Wasn't like the High City where Ru would be arrested for not having proper ID chips but you couldn't be cocky here. So he worked on lowering his shoulders and using the walk his Ma had called 'places to go and things to do' when she'd taught it to him when he was tiny.

      Worked, mostly. Ru got some looks but every time he got one he'd look at the signs pointing towards the next lift station, count on his fingers, nod and then stride onwards. Places to go and things to do, that was Ru, just making his way to the right lift station so he could go do his things. Which was get home, back to his squat, eat some food tablets and then curl up to sleep for a few hours before his next shift. All things to do, important things, yes sir, very important things.

      He was just about far enough that he could get back down to the right levels when the man from the lift grabbed Ru's shoulder and hauled him backwards.

      "Don't," the man hissed at Ru.

      "What?" Ru hissed right back only to backpedal right into the man's chest as he saw the Guard coming straight at him. "What'd I do? I didn't do nothing!"

      "They're not after you," the man murmured. "They're after me."

      Ru stared at him and then cursed under his breath as the Guard spotted the two of them and shouted. First Bangers and now the Guard, just what this day needed. He jerked free of the man's grip, spun and ran at right angles to the Guard. Not away. That's an easy shot and Ru wasn't about to be an easy shot. Right angles took him through six big concrete pots who's bushes had gotten big. Another turn, right this time, and the Guard shouted.

      He didn't look. Didn't dare. The man's footsteps were right behind Ru and that was all he needed to know. One man army like that could protect himself. All Ru needed to do was get away so that's what he'd do.

      "Down," Ru gasped as he turned left into a broad street full of people hurrying home that his heels skidded on the wet pavement.

      "Up!" the man countered. "I have allies. They will help."

      "They're not here," Ru snapped at him as he wove between bodies, people, shouts piling up behind him that turned into screams as the Guard turned the corner too. "Down means Bangers. They're hunting tonight."

      "Ah."

      There was enough approval in that one word that Ru looked and yes, there was admiration in the man's eyes. He nodded, scruffed Ru so that he didn't smash into another concrete pot, and then they were off running towards stairs that led down one level. They needed ten levels to get to the bangers but there was no lift close enough, safe enough, for them to use.

      "Hold on!" the man shouted as he picked Ru up and slung one arm around Ru's waist.

      Ru screamed 'what?' as the man jumped straight down the center of the stairwell, not down to the next level like a smart if reckless man but the center, the pace where there were no stairs at all. He managed not to scream for more than a few seconds but damn, he wanted to as they fell. Just as Ru was convinced that he was going to die the man hugged him close and then grabbed a railing, swinging them like they were on a cable onto the stairs.

      "Oh fuck," Ru gasped. "How many levels?"

      "What?"

      "How many levels did we fall?" Ru asked, looking up where the Guard were cursing and firing randomly down the stairs as they ran after them. "We need ten levels."

      The man looked, still as stone for a second, and then nodded. "One more level down."

      "Stairs," Ru said as sternly as he could only to get a blindingly bright grin out of the man.

      They ran. Down the stairs and out onto the slimy street where the howls of the Bangers were far too close for Ru's comfort. The man stiffened at hearing it, lip curling up on one side. But he nodded and then gestured for Ru to lead. Ru shook his head, waited twitching until he heard the Guard's voices clearly, most of them cursing and swearing to beat and rape their dead bodies.

      "You owe me food," Ru said to the man, wagging a finger at him.

      "I shall be glad to provide," the man replied with that brilliant grin.

      His teeth were so white, white and perfect and even. Ru shuddered, bit his lip, and then nodded before taking off straight towards the howls of the Bangers. He was going to regret this. He just knew it. But the man was gorgeous and Ru still wasn't home yet. If he had to be trapped between Bangers and the Guard, well, there were uglier people to be trapped with.

      And if he was right that the man was off world then he might have some very good surprises for both the Guard and the Bangers. All Ru had to do was keep his head, run and then stay alive when the fighting started.

      He could do that. He would do that. It was something that Ru'd gotten very good at since Ma died four years ago. And if there was potential for a meal in there, well, Ru would take that up, too.

      "Keep close," Ru panted as the Guard shouted and fired towards their backs. Missed for some damn reason which probably had more to do with running out of breath after the chase than anything else but hey, Ru would take his luck where he got it. "The Bangers are nasty, not the worst but they'll still stab you if you give them a chance. Or claws. Or bite. Or beat you. They don't care."

      "Do they in fact hate the Guard worse than either of us?" the man asked. He didn't sound winded at all. Lucky or very healthy, Ru didn't know.

      Ru barked a laugh. "Man, there's no one the Bangers hate worse than the Guard. We just gotta set them on each other and then run like hell."

      The man hummed, smiled a wicked wild smile that might have made even the craziest of Bangers step back and away. "Good. I can use that. I will get you to safety, I swear it. You will not be harmed."

      It was a promise so formal that Ru nearly stopped to stare at the man. Stupid promise to make right now when there was a pitched battle about to happen but hey, maybe that was how off worlders rolled. Ru didn't know. Didn't care.

      "There!" Ru gasped. "That's them!"

      He didn't point, didn't dare throw off his stride. Instead Ru ran straight for the pack of Bangers howling and shouting as they beat someone to death. If he was very, very lucky he might save whoever it was and his life, too.

      Ru ran, focus narrowing. Time to fight.
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      Nthanda Ceelen, you are a fool. You spot a person with dark, bright eyes peeking out from under his heavy black hood, full lips and skin as golden as the sun rising over the bow of the ship and you lose all sense. Whoever the youth was, he was not someone who could help with the quest. At best, he was a distraction, a dangerous distraction.

      The Guard were quite determined to kill Nthanda before he could find what he needed to save his family. This youth was not a solution to that problem. Nor to his family's immanent fall. Even if his shoulders were strong and wide, his hips narrow and ass the sort of thing that would draw Nthanda across solar systems. Much too dangerous, this youth, and much too distracting.

      Still, Nthanda ran with the entirely too comely youth straight at the thugs who were apparently titled 'Bangers'. This entire trip had been a fool's errand and one that threatened not only his life but the stability of the entire Ceelen family. If he had a sibling or better yet offspring, then this would not be so foolish. Battle with strangers on a world the majority of the galaxy decreed to be worthless would not be the end of his line.

      As the sole survivor of the Ceelen line, Nthanda had a duty to continue his bloodline. The problem was finding one whose bloodline did not have conflicting modifications or mutations. The Ceelen were among the first to take to space and thus had a host of latent medical problems. Technology kept them from damaging Nthanda but they were lethal to all the children he'd attempted to sire and bear so far.

      The only solution that the doctors had come up with inside the confines of the law was finding a bloodline that had none of his markers. And sadly, that was a difficult task indeed. Three lines existed. None of the scions of those lines could be found though it was believed that they still existed. The trail had led him here to Hexal City on Melin only to go cold as a dead comet once he arrived. Even going down to the actual records offices in the lower levels of the city where physical records of births, deaths and marriages were kept had revealed nothing of use.

      Nothing other than the determination of the Guard to keep him from succeeding. Someone had paid them off. Someone rich and powerful which meant one of Nthanda's circle was a traitor. A problem to be sure, perhaps a deadly one if he didn't keep his head in the battle.

      But here he was, charging into battle with an unknown youth as his sole companion. A fool indeed. At least his shields had held against the Guard's blasters. He would have been most displeased to see the youth crumple, holes burnt through his perfect body.

      The Bangers looked up as the youth charged straight at them. They grinned like the predators they were, displaying altered fangs in the place of teeth and claws on their fingertips. The youth didn't slow, didn't hesitate, didn't even attempt to shout a warning to the Bangers.

      "Guard!" Nthanda shouted as he ran at the youth's side. "Coming quick!"

      The Bangers' eyes widened and then they howled very much like the animals they sought to become. Thankfully, their focus shifted past Nthanda and the youth towards the Guards who screamed at them the stop, to drop their weapons, or who simply shouted obscenities as they, too, charged the Bangers.

      Promising.

      The youth crashed straight into the line of Bangers, shoving his way through them. Nthanda followed through the gap and then cursed under his breath as he realized that this was no small pack of humans trying to pretend to be predators. This was a rape gang with their prey on the ground. The boy, only twelve or thirteen, sobbed and scrambled to get up as the Bangers let him go. Bloodied, bruised, barely able to move one arm and clothes half torn off, the boy still tried to live.

      Admirable. Nthanda gasped as the youth grabbed the boy and hauled him, one handed, up to his feet. The youth kicked hard at the knees of the Banger closest to him, knocking the Banger to the ground and opening another gap for them to surge through.

      Nthanda took it. He seized the youth in one arm, no squawk from him this time, and the boy in the other. The boy screamed and clutched at Nthanda's shirt. The youth slung an arm around Nthanda's shoulders, grunting loudly, but he kept his poise, riding Nthanda's strength as if he had done it a thousand times.

      His shield surged, knocking Bangers left and right, and then they were out of the gap, through the Bangers and running towards the next street. The boy jerked in Nthanda's arm, pointing urgently done one alley. Nthanda took him at his word and ran straight into it.

      It was narrow enough that he had to shift the youth to his feet in front of Nthanda so that he could carry the boy in his arms.

      "Where?" the youth called to the boy.

      "Up," the boy said, the single word half a sob, half a gasp of shock as the youth scrambled for a hanging railing.

      The youth's weight pulled that railing down, exposing a battered, slimy rusting stairway that led upwards. Nthanda grinned and followed the youth. So fast, so smart, so wise, this one. The stairway retracted behind them, hiding their pathway from the potential pursuit by either Bangers or Guard. Six flights of stairs later they emerged into a different level of the city. The youth followed the boy's quiet directions, leading Nthanda to a block of decrepit rooms built out of miscellaneous junk into the crevices between heating ducts and air vents.

      "Close enough to home?" the youth asked the boy.

      "Yeah," the boy said. He tried to stand, flinched when his foot touched the ground but managed to support himself on his own feet. "Thanks. I um."

      "I know," the youth said. "They almost got me earlier. Couldn't leave you."

      The boy shuddered, nodded to them both and then shuffled away as quickly as he could. Another wise one, that child. Nthanda breathed, looked around himself, and then frowned as he had absolutely no idea where he was or how to get back to the upper levels.

      The youth grinned. "Lost? I'm Ru."

      "Quite," Nthanda admitted with a grin of his own that became a laugh when the youth, when Ru, snickered. "Nthanda. I do still owe you food. Perhaps we could do that now? I do need to return to the upper levels quickly. There are those who will be quite upset with my ah, absence."

      "Slipped your watch, huh?" Ru said. His nose wrinkled adorably. "Okay. I'm not exactly dressed for high levels but hey, food is food, especially when it's free. The lifts are this way but you're paying. I already spent my fare for the day."

      "I am more than happy to…"

      Nthanda stopped. He stared at Ru's arm, at the line of golden skin peeking through the sleeve. At the blood dripping down Ru's arm to stain the sleeve a darker shade of black. Ru frowned, looked at his arm and then shrugged as if the wound was nothing at all.

      Instead of evidence that Ru had saved Nthanda's life.

      That spot on Ru's arm was exactly where Nthanda's jugular would have been. Ru had taken a death blow for Nthanda. He reached out, fingers shaking despite his efforts to control them, only to pull his fingers back when Ru glared at him.

      "Just a graze," Ru said as if he thought Nthanda was being a fool.

      "No, that knife would have struck my neck," Nthanda replied. "It bounced low, did it not? Off your arm and then into my jacket. The jacket is armored but my neck is not. It would have cut my jugular, Ru. Do not pretend that it would not have."

      Ru's face went red as Nthanda spoke. He wrapped his hand around the wound as if to hide it, shrugged while looking away. Such a valiant person and yet Ru seemed to view himself as having no worth. A by-product of living in the lower levels of Hexal City? Nthanda wondered and yet did not.

      "Still just a scratch," Ru grumbled. "Not that important."

      "I like to think that my life is quite important to me," Nthanda said, grinning when he was rewarded with a lightning glance and an amused smirk. "I believe I owe you more than just a meal, Ru. Please. Let us walk and we can discuss it."

      "Discuss what?" Ru said. "It's still just a scratch."

      He looked around and started walking to their left so that must be the way to the lifts. When Nthanda opened his mouth to explain, Ru held up a hand, waved it at the surrounding tiny homes and then scowled while tapping his head where his ears hid under the hood.

      So. Listeners who would take advantage. Logical. Nthanda nodded. Their return to the lift was accomplished in silence, Ru in the lead and Nthanda following him closely. This level of Hexal City was constantly wet, covered with black slime that Nthanda did his best not to touch. The stuff was toxic. They'd all been warned extensively about touching it before they disembarked on Melin. Ru didn't seem to have problems with it, though. He laid cautious fingerprints on a patch of the stuff when peeking around a corner and only brushed them against his thigh afterwards.

      Good strong genetics on him. Nthanda watched Ru, considered his options and decided that he truly only had one choice. As much as he would love to take Ru to his bed as a lover, Nthanda had to keep himself for the scion of the lines he found, should he ever find one. That meant that Ru must be considered a sibling, not someone to bed.

      Nthanda almost cursed at the universe for denying him the right to claim Ru that way. He would chew his own limbs off when those around him began to court Ru because one as beautiful, strong and intelligent as Ru was destined to be instantly popular.

      Still, he would offer Guardianship. As Ru's Guardian, Nthanda could bring him home, back to his flagship. He could train, educate, guide and, more importantly, add Ru to the Ceelen line. A new branch, strong and bright, was exactly what the Ceelen needed. It would also allow more pairings as Ru would not have Nthanda's difficulty in breeding. He was not a space-traveler, after all.

      "That's the lift," Ru finally said half an hour later. "It's a rickety one, goes nowhere useful, but it'll get us up to the higher levels. From there we can move onwards, take back routes, to whatever level you need."

      "Get us to the surface and I will take it from there," Nthanda promised.

      "You're taking me to the surface?" Ru hissed at him. "Have you seen me?"

      "Yes," Nthanda said. He struggled not to smile in the face of Ru's disgusted expression. "I see a brilliant young person, a powerful warrior and a good heart in you. That is what I wished to offer you. My family, my line, is dying. I was here to search for a mate whose genetics would produce healthy children instead of stillborns or spontaneous abortions. I did not succeed in that. However, I would offer you Guardianship. I will be your Guardian which will make you of my bloodline. My sibling as it were. You will inherit after I do and your children will carry the Ceelen name. Hopefully, your children will play and grow with mine, should I ever find the scions I seek."

      "…You want to adopt me?" Ru hissed, eyes wide under his hood and golden skin pale. "Me?"

      "Yes," Nthanda said. "You have every trait the Ceelen value and you saved my life, Ru. It is proper and, well, I have been alone my entire life. Having a sibling to carry the burdens of my position would be… welcome."

      That he wanted so much more than a sibling was irrelevant at this moment. Ru could not be the mate Nthanda needed. He would take what he was allowed and he would not complain. Nthanda's certainty rocked Ru back on his heels. He set one hand on the wall, ignoring the black slime that coated his palm, and then stared at Nthanda for the longest time.

      "Ceelen," Ru finally said. "You said that you're of the Ceelen line. The ones who run the Ceelen Shipyards. Ceelen Spaceliners. Ceelen Industries. Those Ceelen."

      "Oh yes," Nthanda said. "My father was the head of the family until he died three years ago. It fell to me to take his place. I… well. It is lonely, Ru. Please. Your path will be your own, that I promise you, but can it be much worse than this?"

      He gestured to the slime and ever-falling rain, the dark hallways and looming levels of the undercity. Hunger and no light and the eternal struggle for food which had to be bad for Ru to so willingly take the offer of food from Nthanda. Though he probably had expected a bag of food from a small shop and the immediate parting of ways with no words ever spoken between them again.

      Ru's eyes went wide. He looked around, frowned and then put one hand on his bag, discrete little black thing slung across his back. After a moment, his thoughts hidden along with his eyes because Ru bowed his head to allow his hood to hide his face in shadows, Ru nodded.

      "I accept," Ru murmured. "No sex. No pain if it can be avoided. I don't bleed for anyone against my will. And you don't set up any damned matches for me. I want someone then I'll seduce them myself. You'll have my back, right?"

      Nthanda's heart lifted so high that it felt as though his feet left the ground. "I will have your back in every way, Ru. This is my promise to you. Were you younger I would raise you as my own child. Instead, you will be as my sibling in every way possible for as long as you want. If you have family, I will bring them as well. You need but ask."

      Ru's intent stare, lips twitching as if he was amused, crumbled. "They're all dead. Sorry. Ma died four years ago and it was just us. She claimed to have relatives off world but they never answered any messages so I think she just made them up. Gave her the illusion of security, I guess. So yeah. It's just me. But thanks. I appreciate it. Now come on. We shouldn't stand around down here. You get any slime on you?"

      "Inevitably," Nthanda said with a tired sigh for the decontamination he would endure once back to the Graceful Swan.

      "Quick shower and we'll go then."

      Ru didn't explain where he would find a shower facility down here. Instead he strode into a downspout of water from above, bowing his head under its stream until his clothes were soaked and any visible signs of the black slime were gone. When Ru gestured for Nthanda to follow suit, well, Nthanda hesitated for a moment. An odd method but if it worked perhaps he would be able to avoid full decontamination?

      Which it did seem to do, surprisingly. The streaks of black on his coat washed away. While he was soaked, head to toe, and desperately grateful that his personal electronics were sealed against all impact and water damage, he was cleaner than he had been. It would suffice for the moment. Ru grinned at Nthanda's attempts to shake the excess water off. Then he gestured grandly towards the lift.

      "Indeed," Nthanda said, chuckling. "Do let us depart. There are lectures to endure and papers to sign."

      "And food to eat," Ru said so challengingly that Nthanda burst out laughing.

      "And food to eat," Nthanda agreed. "The best food I can arrange at short notice."

      "Gotta be better than what I'm used to," Ru replied. "Gotta be a lot better than what I'm used to."

      As the lift doors shut them in and the lift began is jerky rise towards the surface, Nthanda considered that very likely it would be the best food that Ru had ever eaten in his entire life even if Nthanda himself viewed it as marginal at best. What a life his new… brother… had lived. The entirety of the Ceelen would not know what to do with Ru.

      Nthanda found himself looking forward to it even as he dreaded it. If only he could keep Ru to himself and never have to share.
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