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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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      Grey bit his lip, pausing at the top of the stairwell to peer down at the raucous birthday party below. His father had invited absolutely everyone that Grey most feared. Dominique Otto held court over by the bar, her shiny red leather corset pushing her far-too-ample bust nearly up to her chin. She'd eat him alive if he dared to intrude on her discussion.

      Grey could just see Brett Von Nifterik draped over the one truly comfortable chair. He'd slung one leg over the arm and was casually sipping at some violently red drink that was guaranteed to stain the cream carpentry. Soon. Brett adored ruining things that Grey cared about.

      Worse than either of them, Berhane Desjardins was standing by the exit with his arms crossed over his chest. Glaring. Straight up at Grey.

      Grey ducked back against the wall, heart pounding. He had to go down. As bad as Dominique, Brett and Berhane would be, they couldn't compare to Father in a snit. He could already hear Father ranting about how weak-willed and stupid Grey was and how he'd been cursed in fathering him.

      Stay and face Father's wrath versus go and deal with the others. What a choice. He'd rather cut his own throat, dive out the third story window into the rose bushes below than do either.

      Frankly, the rose buses outside the second story library windows would likely break his fall nicely. He could handle the cuts from the thorns. It would only be a few dozen scratches after all, maybe a couple of deep ones and a few stuck deep in his flesh but that wasn't that bad…

      "You cannot be serious."

      Grey started so badly that he nearly fell down but the man emerging from the (forbidden to guests) second floor toilet wasn't talking to Grey. He was far too obviously staring at, in total disbelief Ekene Derrickson. Who, Grey knew, Father had not invited to his birthday party. After all, Grey liked Ekene and she made no secret of the fact that she enjoyed his company while loathing Father entirely.

      She was six and a half foot tall, with all the muscle of a martial artist and the movements of one, too. Tonight, she wore black leather pants, a black silk shirt and a black leather jacket that came to her hips. Somehow, she looked stunningly elegant despite the funeral colors and military fabrics.

      The man next to her was nearly as appealing. He was a good five foot eleven, barely shorter than Ekene, but he was twice as wide at the shoulders. Where Grey and Ekene had golden-pale skin, he had rich brown skin, wild black hair and a smile as he turned and spotted Grey that would make anyone's knees go to water instantly.

      "Ah, is this him?" the man asked. "I see what you mean. He's temptation personified, isn't he?"

      Grey's jaw dropped.

      "Very much so, Yasu," Ekene agreed. She strolled over to Grey's side, resting one heavy hand against his cheek. "I'm always tempted to steal him away."

      The name tipped Grey off to who Yasu was. Father complained about the new Lord Sua, Yasu Salazar Hernandez, every day. Yasu had blocked several laws that Father wanted passed to make his business easier. He'd also gotten Father's businesses investigated, all while 'dodging' counter investigations that showed nothing illegal or even mildly immortal in Yasu's history. Where Father was indifferently honest, Yasu was charming, polite and so law-abiding that he was impervious to Father's best efforts to destroy him.

      "Would you?" Grey asked before he could think and realize that this had to be a joke.

      Ekene's hand jerked. Then her fingers curled around the back of Grey's neck as if she was half a second away from pulling her into her arms.

      "Ah, you are so lucky, my friend!" Yasu said, not to Grey but to Ekene. "I would that he would have chosen me."

      His smile was both sad and proud, sad as he stared into Grey's startled eyes and the proud of Ekene. Grey licked his lips and dared to reach out to catch Yasu's hand.

      Yasu jerked, just as hard and obviously as Ekene had, glorious eyes going wide.

      "I… There are people who hate me below," Grey explained. His hand shook in Yasu's. "Father invited them even though I asked him not to. Perhaps because I asked him not to. I won't. Escape. Easily. Or at all. I can't. I know that. I mean, I don't know what you see in me but if you mean it, yes, please. Steam me away. Forever. Both of you."

      Yasu's easy smile went puzzled, then stiff. Then it faded into a stern look before transmuting into the sort of fury that got men killed. Ekene's nostrils flared as she somehow stood even taller than normal. Grey could have sworn he heard war drums for a second as both Yasu and Ekene looked towards the drunken party below.

      "They would fight, would they?" Yasu murmured.

      "Happily," Ekene agreed. "I have no problems with that."

      "No, it is no problem for us to fight but our briar rose here cannot defend himself." Yasu grinned at the little shocked noise Grey made. "Kitten? You are not without your own claws, little one. They simply are not the sort to cut deeply is all."
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