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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 my parents, both wonderful cooks, both amazing people who were utterly, deeply and eternally in love.
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      Sasa hummed as she peeled carrots. Nice thick ones from the garden, not orange like the ones from the store but purple-blue and tasty as all heck.  Van complained every time they pulled one about how 'wrong, wrong, wrongity-wrong' purple carrots were. But they still ate the carrots happily so Sasa wasn't going to listen to their grumbles.

      Really, she rarely listened to Van's complaints anyway. Like now. Van was off in the living room grumbling as they hooked up the new super-huge, high def, way too expensive flat screen TV that they'd bought with their bonus. Given that Van had saved that bonus since Christmas and not spent it until now, six months later, Sasa wasn't inclined to give them too much trouble about the ridiculous purchase.

      It really would be amazing even if it was far too big for their little living room. It was designed for a house three or four times their cottage. A thousand square feet did not, no matter how amazing it was, need a sixty-five-inch TV. Nope. Just didn't.

      "Done yet?" Sasa called as she finished the carrot peeling and carried them over to her cutting board by the stove.

      "No, I am not done yet!" Van snapped. "It's gonna be a while. This thing is different. It's like, web TV, you know."

      "No, I didn't," Sasa said. "That sounds nice."

      She grinned at the increase in grumble volume coming from the living room. Van might know what web TV meant but Sasa had no clue. It was obviously something nice, worth spending extra money on, but Sasa wasn't going to use it so why bother asking about it? She'd rather sit and read books while Van gamed or watched TV. The only shows she watch-watched were cooking shows and documentaries about far-away places she'd never visit.

      Though it would be nice to travel to, oh, Japan? Japan sounded good. They had lovely food and the knife that Van had brought back after their last trip to Japan was Sasa's absolute favorite. It was so sharp. Ridiculously sharp. She hummed as she chopped her carrots, diagonal, an eighth of an inch thick so that they'd cook evenly and quickly. The lovely knife made short work of the task.

      Good beef broth with plenty of stew chunks that she'd gathered from butchering out that quarter-steer they'd traded apples for. Thank goodness for the freezer Sasa had traded clothing alterations with Aubrey for. It was such a life-saver being able to freeze things and then use them as needed. She really didn't know how she'd survived before she got the thing.

      Well, she did. Lots and lots of canning and scraping by week to week on her wage alone. Not a fun time. Certainly not one she wanted to go back to. That had been shortly before she moved in with Van, of course. Everything with Van was different than without. For starters, rooming with Van was wonderful for her savings account.

      And her mood.

      Van cursed a blue streak as something went wrong in the living room. As Sasa wiped off her knife, she peeked around the corner to see what the problem was. Not that she could really tell but Van was standing in the middle of the room, their right hand clenched in their hair while the other hand waved the remote around wildly.

      "Something's not right?" Sasa asked.

      "No coming in the living room with bare knives," Van said without even looking Sasa's way. How unfair was that? If accurate.

      Sasa hid her knife behind her back along with the dish towel. "What knife?"

      "The one you're hiding." Van looked then, their expression grumpy enough that Sasa stuck her tongue out at them. "Oh, stop it. Yes, something is wrong. I don't know what."

      "Is everything plugged in?" Sasa asked.

      She headed back into the kitchen, put her knife on the cutting board and then went into the living room to perch on the arm of their fourth-hand sofa that Sasa had re-upholstered with the sturdiest denim she could find in the bargain bin. It was a surprisingly comfy couch for a frame that Sasa had had to repair in fifteen different places before she'd resprung the seats. And replaced all the cushions. And the cover which had been a hideous orange monstrosity of a paisley print.

      All of which, honestly, was why it was comfy now instead of horrendous.

      At least it didn't stink like dog pee anymore.

      Van glowered at Sasa.

      "Is it?" Sasa insisted with a little bounce and a bright grin that she knew would make Van growl. It always did. "Come on. Did you double-check that everything is plugged in?'

      "No," Van grumbled before going and checking every single cord was properly plugged in to all the myriad of devices. They muttered about each one as they went, inputs and outputs and DVD and Xbox and stereo and cable and goodness, far more than Sasa really cared to pay attention to.

      At least until Van stopped after saying 'wireless'.

      Sasa swallowed a laugh. "Yes? Is it plugged in?"

      "I hate you so very much," Van whined, their shoulders sagging as they leaned over the back of the entertainment center to fix everything. "No, the wireless was not plugged in."
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