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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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      Heat pounded through Ariel's spacesuit. So hot here. She'd not expected it when she accepted the assignment to Hammer. Good name for the planet. The heat really did hit you like a sledgehammer between the eyes. In the chest.

      Despite the special cooling systems in her suit, she started sweating as she stood next to the ramp of the landing vessel. Sweat dripped down her spine, pooled under her breasts in sticky little rivulets that she already knew were going to drive her crazy. No showers. That was something that Captain Hyun Pini had emphasized during his lecture up on the Drifting Star. There wasn't enough water for showers on Hammer so they'd all have to make do with sonic showers and the occasional sponge bath.

      If it weren't for the easy to mine metals littering the surface of Hammer, Ariel suspected that no human would ever come here. Heck, most of the races in the galactic union avoided it. Captain Hyun had laughed when Noga had asked if any other races would be on the planet.

      "That hellhole is too hot for pretty much every race," Captain Hyun had said, burly arms crossed over his barrel-like chest. "Pretty much the only ones that come here are the Nikiphoros, us and the Creators. Neither race interacts with humans. Nikiphoros are up on their floating cities and the Creators come and go as they will. Don't expect to see anyone other than your landing party."

      "Holy fuck," Noga wheezed as xe came down the ramp with xyr insulated bag of personal belongings. "How is this hot?"

      "What's taking so long in there?" Ariel countered. "I'm sitting here stewing when we could be getting to the shelter."

      "Chikondi and Khurshid are arguing with Eirian about whether or not to bring everything off the ship right away," Noga said. The roll of xyr eyes was there in xyr voice even if Ariel couldn't see it through xyr helmet faceplate.

      Ariel thumbed her comms to the internal signals they were supposed to use for communication in the field. "Eirian, quit being a lazy ass and get your gear out of the ship. It's lifting off as soon as we're clear."

      "But sir!" Eirian protested. "We could--"

      "Shut it and get out here," Ariel snapped at her. Seriously, the girl was such a pain in Ariel's ass. Lazy and slow, not to mention bright enough to get away with sluffing her work off on other people unless she was watched like a hawk. "With all your stuff. Don't you dare make anyone else carry your weight in this heat."

      "Yes, sir," Eirian groaned.

      The roll in her eyes was clear over the comms, too. Not that it mattered once Khurshid and Chikondi appeared on the ramp. Their shoulders showed relief, at least until the heat hit them. Then they flinched and shuddered, both of them. Justified. The lovers had grown up and lived on cold worlds until now. Hell, Ariel wasn't sure that they'd ever been somewhere that the heat got above twenty degrees Celsius even in the hottest weather. Hammer was going to be a real danger to their health.

      At least they'd been sensible and only brought the absolute minimum of gear. Chikondi's bag was no bigger than his head. Khurshid's was about the size of his torso but Ariel already knew it was mostly full of wet wipes that they'd be using to keep clean and cool off. Smart man.

      When Eirian staggered down the ramp, she was lugging two duffels, a backpack about half the size of her whole body and a smaller bag slung across her chest that bounced with every step. Such a puppy, that girl. She had so much to learn.

      Which, of course, was the reason she was on the team.

      "Right, into the transport," Ariel said. "We're on the way in ten minutes and if your gear isn't inside, it gets left behind for the landing vessel's engines to fry."

      Ariel thumbed her comm back to private so that she didn't have to listen to Eirian complain about how unfair that was. Took a second for Noga to follow suit. Chikondi and Khurshid too longer, heads turned towards Eirian as if they were arguing with her. But as Ariel climbed into the driver's seat and the landing vessel closed its ramp, they finally went private too.

      Not the best situation, ignoring one of the party, but damn it, that girl needed to learn not to complain all the time. Took ten minutes to load everything into the back. Took another two for everyone to get strapped down in their seats. Predictably, Eirian needed Chikondi to help her get the webbing secured properly.

      "We're off," Ariel announced and then thumbed her comms right back off again.

      [image: ]

      Their new habitat was a good two miles away from the landing zone. Made of the most heat resistant material humanity could buy off the galactic market, it was a shockingly dark spot in the middle of white rocks, glowing magma rivers and the never-ending ash that filled Hammer's skies. Big as a city block, the black dome was grey from all the ash that'd fallen on it. There were drifts around the base of it, like snow.

      Eirian tapped Ariel's shoulder.

      "Yeah?" Ariel said, turning her comms back on with a mental sigh for her privacy.

      "That's where we'll be living?" Eirian asked so earnestly that she sounded thirteen instead of twenty-three. "There's no windows."

      "Kiddo," Ariel said, "the walls are four feet thick. We got monitors that'll show us what it looks like outside, set up like windows. Not safe to have real windows. You'll be fine. Besides, there's tons of room inside. The thing's the size of a city block back on Old Earth and it's about twenty stories high."

      "Whoa," Eirian breathed as she sat back in her chair. Hadn't loosened her webbing so that was a lesson she'd finally learned. Ariel just hadn't realized that the seats moved forward and back enough for Eirian to touch her. "I didn't think it was that big."

      But it was. As they drove closer, the quiet chatter between Chikondi and Khurshid about the projects they were going to start with died off. Noga cursed about the bumps from time to time but even xe shut up as the dome loomed over them. Ariel couldn't blame them. It was huge and alien despite being human manufactured.

      Ariel just hoped it was cooler inside because the inside of the transport was quickly climbing past fifty C.

      Driving up to the habitat felt like driving in to a brick wall but as they approached a door just big enough for the transport slid open. Ariel booked it, not wanting any more heat than necessary to get into the habitat. It was going to be bad enough living her for a month and a half. She didn't want to make it worse than it had to be.

      Of fucking course, Eirian screamed when Ariel sped up. Then screamed again when the transport entered the access tunnel. And then finally a third time when they emerged into the parking garage of the habitat, big empty space with matte black walls that it was. One other transport, ash-covered and black as night, some storage racks on the far wall full of parts and that was it.

      "Out," Ariel ordered. "Get your gear and get inside asap."

      "Yes, sir," Noga said, snapping xyr webbing open and
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