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      To everyone fighting to live as their true selves.
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        Leave your past on the ground, lest it weigh you down.

        COLONIAL AIR CORPS MOTTO

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        What’s past is prologue…

        WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE
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        The Frayed Rigging

        Nike City, Avon

        United Colonies of Fortune

        February 16, 1449 After Landing

      

      

      

      Jagati slouched in her chair, took another sip of the Rigging’s nutty ale, and watched Eitan wend his way to the pub’s excuse for a dance floor, only belatedly realizing that his desertion had left her alone with John.

      She briefly wondered if he’d done it on purpose, but turning back to see him sliding into the dance, she figured Eitan was simply being Eitan and relaxing in his own way.

      Given the hornet’s nest of their last job, everyone on the crew could use some relaxation.

      Even now, Jagati had trouble believing their struggling freight company had ended up at the center of an illegal tech scheme.

      They’d come out of it okay, and in the keepers’ good graces, but they hadn’t come out of it unscarred.

      She rubbed the side of her leg, where the bandage itched, and glanced back to Eitan, who had found himself a dance partner.

      “Think she’ll take him home?” she asked John.

      He followed her gaze towards their crewmate. “If she doesn’t, half the pub will be following him back to the Errant.”

      She grunted her agreement, then turned her glass around on itself a few times.

      “So—” he began.

      “I think we should—” she said at the same time.

      They both stopped. “You first,” he said.

      “Ugh.” She stopped turning the glass and rapped her knuckles on the table as she considered the conversation she, John, and Eitan had just finished. “It’s just, all that talk about sensing and emotions and that minute in the cargo bay and . . .” Her voice clogged as she recalled the moment she and John had kissed—and what a kiss it had been. Then she hissed and shook her head. “Listen, sure, for kids like Rory and Jinna, it’s simple,” she said, referring to their mechanic and the young woman he’d been secretly pining over for years. Thankfully, Rory had taken Jinna and his starry-eyed self back to the Errant, leaving the grownups to enjoy their evening in peace.

      “Young they may be,” John countered, “but Rory and Jinna are both seasoned veterans and have lived a life. And Jinna is carrying a child of her own, under what could best be termed trying circumstances. I can’t think of anything less simple.”

      “Yes. Fine. Whatever,” Jagati admitted, waving her hand. “But they’re still both younger than we are.”

      “Yes, they are.” He almost smiled, and she almost punched him. “Which I suppose means we have less time to waste.”

      “Exactly! Wait.” Jagati frowned. “That’s not what I meant.”

      “Oh?” He raised his glass and took a drink before asking, “And what did you mean?”

      She bared her teeth. “Sometimes I hate you.”

      “I know.” This time he did smile, then leaned in so they were face to face, close enough to smell his soap.

      She really liked his soap.

      She cleared her throat. “So . . . about the queen being in my net,” she began, referring to another conversation they’d had, this one a few days ago, regarding their relationship.

      Or, rather, their relationship post The Kiss. It was during this conversation that John had told Jagati the next move, should there be one, was hers to make.

      “Yes?” he prompted.

      She stared, huffed out a breath. “I think I might keep it.”

      His right brow rose. “I don’t know what that means.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “You aren’t going to make this easy for me, are you?”

      “It’s not easy for me,” he admitted, his own huff of breath displacing a curl that had fallen to her cheek. Then he reached up to brush it back, and Jagati was so shocked she didn’t even slap his hand away. “I want to know what you want,” he said softly.

      “I thought I was being clear.”

      He tipped his head, indicating this was not, in fact, the case.

      “I want . . .” Another huff of air. “I want⁠—”

      “Excuse me.”

      At the diffident greeting, John and Jagati both sat up straight as cadets in basic to see they had company, in the way of an older man whose coat was as weathered as his copper skin.

      “I apologize if I’m interrupting,” the man said.

      “Oh, you’re not interrupting,” Jagati piped up.

      “Of course not,” John said.

      “Nothing happening here,” she added.

      “I see.” The man’s expression twitched with amusement. “In that case, might I ask if I have the pleasure of addressing Captain Pitte of the CAS Errant?”

      “Only if you’re not planning on thrashing him,” Jagati said.

      “I’m Captain Pitte,” John told the stranger. “How can I help you, Msr…?”

      “Doctor, in fact,” the man introduced himself with a slight bow. “Doctor Alain Natsiq, and I’m in need of an airship. I was told you might have one to hire?”

      John looked at Jagati. She sighed and nodded.

      “That we do,” John said to the doctor. “How may the Errant serve?”
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      “How may the Errant serve?”

      It wasn’t the first time Jagati had heard John ask that question, but it was the first time she’d heard it with mixed emotions.

      Plus side, they could use the cash a new job would bring in.

      Minus side, she was pretty sure she’d been about to kiss John again.

      By all rights, she should have been relieved by the interruption.

      She was relieved.

      Mostly.

      Smog it, she thought as the doctor waved to someone on the other side of the pub.

      “Just letting my associates know I found you,” Natsiq explained as he dropped into the chair John offered.

      “Associates?” she asked, turning with John to spy a tall, slender figure with coppery skin and ink-black hair weaving through the crowded tables.

      They were followed, Jagati noted, by someone of much shorter stature, the only visible feature being a mop of brown hair lightly touched with silver.

      “Well, two of them,” Dr. Natsiq explained. “Dr. Panesar is still at the airfield, inventorying our supplies. The other two came with me. My eldest, Kallik.” Natsiq indicated the taller of the approaching pair with visible pride. “They are also a doctor.”

      “Two Dr. Natsiq’s?” Jagati focused on the elder physician. “Doesn’t that get confusing?”

      “It would,” Alain agreed, “but Kallik uses their full name, Natsiq-Corvais.”

      “I try to,” the young doctor in question said as they arrived at the table, a goblet of red wine in hand and a twinkle in their dark eyes, “but generally our patients give up and call us Dr. A and Dr. K.”

      “They do not,” their father replied.

      “They do when you’re not listening,” Kallik said with an infectious grin.

      The elder doctor rolled his eyes. “And this is Pyotr Aaberg,” he continued as the last of the party broke through the crush, carrying two pint glasses.

      Jagati, turning to the newcomer, felt a sense of shock.

      Why, she couldn’t say as, aside from his stature, the man was about as innocuous as they came.

      Then she glanced at John just in time to see him schooling his features, and realized that it wasn’t her shock she felt, but his.

      Smogging empathic woo woo, she thought, and gritting her teeth, she reinforced the internal walls that Eitan—who, unlike Jagati, had a lifetime of knowing he was a sensitive—had helped her construct.

      “You forgot your ale, Alain,” Pyotr said in a heavy Stolichnayan accent, pushing one of the two pints he carried across the table.

      “Oh, thank you.” Alain accepted the drink. “Pyotr, Kallik, may I present Captain John Pitte and . . .”

      Jagati filled in the expectant pause. “Jagati O’Bannion.”

      “Jagati is the Errant’s first mate,” John explained.

      “A pleasure to meet you,” Pyotr said, climbing into the chair next to Kallik.

      “And are you a doctor as well?” John asked Pyotr.

      “Not me, no,” Pyotr waved John’s question aside. “I am merely an administrator.”

      “Pyotr is far more than that,” Alain said. “As the team admin, he handles all the tedious details, so we in the medical staff can focus on our work.”

      “Interesting,” John said, then glanced at Jagati before asking, “And what work do you do, precisely?”

      “Nothing illegal, I assure you,” Alain began.

      “Just a little insane,” Kallik added.

      That had both Jagati and John turning to Alain, who raised his hands as if in acceptance of the judgment. “Are either of you acquainted with the organization, Medics Beyond Borders?”

      “Sure.” Jagati shrugged. “We’ve come across MBB camps a few times over the years.”

      “The organization does an excellent job filling in the gaps left by the keepers, with none of the same protections the keepers enjoy while doing it,” John added.

      “Like I said, a little insane.” Kallik raised their glass in a toast to their companions.

      “Not so insane this time,” Pyotr said.

      “We’re flying to the eastern border of Stolichnaya—in February,” Kallik pointed out.

      “Keepers,” Jagati said, then shrugged as everyone looked at her. “Not a fan of cold weather.”

      Alain sighed. “Unfortunately, neither was the captain of the airship we had originally chartered.”

      “It wasn’t the cold she objected to,” Kallik said, their voice taking on an edge.

      “Is that so?” John glanced at the younger doctor.

      “Captain LeVeau has opinions on just who Medics Beyond Borders should be helping,” Alain explained. “In that she believes we shouldn’t be helping anyone outside colonial borders.”

      “Talk about missing the brief,” Jagati muttered as, from the other side of the pub, the musicians transitioned to a louder, faster piece.

      “No succor to the enemy?” John guessed, pitching his voice up to be heard over the clapping that accompanied the music.

      “Never mind that there are as many MBB members in the Coalition as there are in the United Colonies,” Kallik pointed out.

      “Which is why we came looking for you,” Pyotr added, glancing at John.

      Alain nodded. “After LeVeau cancelled on our contract, we went to the airfield office, and a fellow named Alvaro mentioned the Errant had just returned to Nike and might suit our needs.”

      “We might,” John said, his eyes darting to Pyotr and back to Alain. “But there are some matters to discuss, first.”

      “We have the fee,” Alain said before naming a sum that Jagati judged as just on the right side of doable.

      “Which is good to know,” John replied, “but money isn’t the only issue.”

      “Please,” Kallik held up their hand, “if you’re going to turn us down, do it fast so we can start looking for another airship.”

      “We’re not turning you down,” Jagati said, glancing at John.

      “Not at all,” he agreed. “We merely like to go into a deal with a certain amount of transparency.”

      “Meaning?” Pyotr asked.

      “Meaning, the Errant is an older ’ship,” Jagati explained. “Like, liquid-aluminum battery old. No crystal power.”

      “Oh, if that’s all . . .” Alain appeared ready to wave that off.

      “Not entirely,” John said.

      “We’ve also got sparse guest furnishings,” Jagati said.

      “And a dodgy engine pod,” John added.

      “Not to mention the twenty-year-old bact-system, so water rationing is a necessity,” Jagati continued.

      “Basically, the Errant isn’t the fastest, or most comfortable, transport on the airfield,” John concluded.

      “Forgive me,” Alain said, “but this still feels as if you are turning us down—just more politely.”

      “It’s more that we like to under promise and overdeliver,” John said.

      “There’s a reason we carry freight more often than passengers,” Jagati added before picking up her drink. “It can get a little boring and a lot ripe.”

      “You realize we work in aid camps, don’t you?” Kallik asked.

      “Fair point,” John admitted, then met Jagati’s gaze.

      She glanced at the doctors, and Pyotr, then back to John. She dipped her head, and he turned to the waiting clients.

      “And it looks like we have an understanding.”

      “Excellent,” Alain smiled. “Pyotr, you have the contract still?”

      “Right here,” Pyotr patted his coat while Jagati rose from her chair to wave wildly at the dance floor.

      “Figure we should get Eitan in on the conversation,” she explained at John’s questioning glance. “Eitan’s one of the crew,” she said to the others. “Our mechanic already called it a night, but you’ll meet him soon enough.”

      “Smog it to Earth and back,” Pyotr swore, then looked up, sheepishly. “I seem to have dropped the contract somewhere.”

      “Possibly at the bar?” John asked.

      “Seems most likely,” Pyotr said, sliding off his chair.

      “I’ll—” Kallik began.

      “I’ll help you look for it,” John cut in, popping up from his seat. “We’ll be back soon,” he promised.

      “If you’re sure,” Kallik said, though they sounded perfectly happy to remain and enjoy their wine.

      “We will be fine,” Pyotr promised as first John, then he, turned to push through the surrounding tables.

      “I hope the contract isn’t on the floor,” Alain said, eyeing the sticky floorboards.

      “Did you say something about another crew member?” Kallik asked.

      Jagati looked back at the dance floor and realized Eitan hadn’t noticed her earlier hail.

      “Hold on a sec,” she said, jumping from the chair and heading toward the rhythmic crowd.

      Halfway to her goal, she huffed out a breath and decided to try something different.

      Standing still, she focused all her attention on Eitan’s enthusiastically spinning figure and was rewarded by the sudden flick of his head in her direction.

      As soon as their eyes met, she jerked her chin, which afforded her a quick nod from Eitan who immediately broke away from the dancers to join her.

      “Possible job,” she explained, leading him back to the table.

      “One you seem less than pleased by,” he said, reminding her he could sense more than her summons.

      “The job is fine,” she replied. “But there’s something off about Pitte.”

      “You know, he has a first name,” Eitan murmured, but as they had reached their table, she didn’t have time to hit him.

      “Eitan Fehr,” she flicked a hand at her crewmate as the two docs rose from their chairs, “meet Dr. Natsiq and Dr. Natsiq-Corvais.”

      “Pleased to make your acquaintance,” Alain said before relaxing back into his chair.

      “Please, call me Kallik,” the younger Natsiq inserted smoothly, reaching out their hand to grasp Eitan’s.

      Sweet merciful keeper’s hive, she thought, as the smile Eitan gave Kallik nearly made Jagati’s head swim.

      “Both doctors, you say?” Eitan asked as he, Kallik, and Jagati took their seats. “Are either of you acquainted with Tiago Hama? He is a friend, about to graduate from Yousafzai Medical.”

      “We haven’t met, but then, we both graduated from Oronhyatekha, in Moosehead,” Alain explained.

      While the Natsiqs and Eitan made nice, Jagati thought about the way John had been so eager to help Pyotr find the missing contract.

      Something’s up, there, she thought, tapping her glass.

      But what?
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      John remained silent as he moved through the crowded tavern, dodging the occasional swinging mug or wayward elbow as he went.

      He did not stop at the bar but rather turned in the direction of the tavern’s entrance and then through the door.

      Stepping out onto the Rigging’s sheltered porch, he took a deep breath of the chill night air before leaning against a pillar, crossing his arms, and staring out into the street. “It’s been a long time,” he said as the other man came up alongside him, “Pascal.”

      “Long enough for you to improve your poker face,” the man who’d been introduced as Pyotr Aaberg said. The Stoli dialect had been replaced with something close to John’s own Mooseheadian accent. “And it was already a good poker face. Civilian life looks well on you.”

      “Does that surprise you?” John glanced down, saw the green eyes flash with a quick hint of amusement in the light from the tavern window.

      “A little,” Pascal admitted, shoving his hands in his coat pockets and turning his gaze toward the rain-spattered road. “You were very keen on the Air Corps. I suppose I thought you’d be a lifer.”

      “I might have been,” John replied. “But as you probably heard, that choice was taken away from me at Nasa.”

      “I did hear about that,” Pascal agreed. “But not until a few years later. I was occupied . . . elsewhere.”

      “Of course you were,” John murmured as a rickshaw came spinning down the street, spraying water everywhere

      Someone inside the tavern had started singing “The Last Time I Saw Guinness” and a rush of voices joined in.

      “You probably don’t know this,” Pascal continued, “but Special Operations opened a quiet—very quiet—investigation into Nasa soon after the event. I know one of the officers assigned, and he is nothing if not tenacious. The truth will come out.”

      “Some of it may already have,” John replied, thinking back to his recent meeting with Gideon Quinn—another officer blindsided by the events at Nasa.

      “That’s good then,” Pascal said. “Still, I was sorry to hear of your part in it.”

      “I had no ‘part’ in any of the affair,” John said tightly. “I was attempting to follow regulations, and I was stabbed in the back—literally—before being court martialed and my crew demoted and scattered throughout the fleet, all at the whim of the armchair general who commandeered my ’ship to commit murder.”

      At John’s outburst, Pascal cleared his throat.

      “Forgive me,” John said as, with some effort, he bundled the familiar rage up like an old carpet, to be dumped back into the mental closet where it lived.

      “Nothing to forgive,” Pascal said evenly. “Though I believe the Air Corps owes you and your crew more than an apology.”

      “I’d as soon have nothing more to do with the Air Corps,” John said, dragging his eyes back to Pascal’s before adding, “Or any other part of the Corps, come to that.”

      “Ah,” Pascal said. “Now we come to it.”

      “I don’t want my ’ship, or my crew, involved in any of Special Operations’ activities,” John said.

      “What makes you think I’m still with Special Ops?” Pascal asked, but quietly, as a couple stepped out of the pub and, sharing an umbrella, dashed down the sidewalk in the direction of the tram stop.

      John waited for the amorous pair to turn the corner before replying. “You mean, besides the fact your name isn’t Pyotr Aaberg, you’re not from Stolichnaya, and you’ve never shown the least interest in charitable works?”

      “You wound me.” Pascal clutched a hand to his heart. “I’ve given generously to several charities over the years.”

      “Pascal . . .”

      “Fine. Yes. I am on an assignment. And no, I can’t tell you what it is.”

      “And what about the Natsiqs?”

      “Oh, they’re quite real. Real doctors, really working with MBB. As is Dr. Panesar.”

      “Panesar? Oh, the one at the airfield,” John said, recalling Alain’s earlier mention of a third associate. “But tell me, do you, or General Satsuke, or anyone in Special Ops, care what will happen to the good doctors or their organization if your cover is blown?”

      “Please.” Pascal scoffed at that. “There is not an intelligence agency on Fortune that hasn’t embedded their operatives in various and sundry rescue organizations. In fact, I can guarantee there’s at least one Midasian spy working on the Fordian border, right now.”

      “And how many innocent doctors will be arrested by the Colonial Corps should that Midasian operative be discovered?” John asked. “How many will be interrogated?”

      “Are you implying the Corps tortures their prisoners?” Pascal’s question was undercut by one of the new crystal-powered autos speeding past at what had to be thirty kph.

      “Did I mention I was stabbed in the back on my own bridge while a general of the Corps looked on?” John asked in return. “More to the point, we know several of the Coalition states do torture their prisoners. Can you say, with one-hundred percent certainty, that those three doctors on your team won’t suffer if you are discovered?”

      “My cover has never yet been blown,” Pascal said. “But, assuming such a catastrophe were to occur, I’ve been assured that the rest of the team will be protected—and yes,” he added as John opened his mouth to protest, “I believe it. Not that I blindly trust the brass, but I do know they aren’t willing to weather the public smog storm that would erupt if something happened to a group of volunteers under our watch.”

      “Vague and political,” John observed. “How very Spec Ops.”

      “Something you would know well given that even after you left Spec Ops, you continued to be one of Satsuke’s operatives.”

      “I was nothing more than a courier,” John pointed out. “Like almost every fleet captain out there.”

      “You were more than that. I read the report on that Midasian cell you uncovered in Dodge. And the exfil in Isroa.”

      “And look where all that got me.”

      Pascal sighed, looked up. “Stabbed in the back?”

      “Exactly.”

      “That won’t happen this time,” Pascal said.

      “You can’t know that.”

      “Perhaps not, but I do know that the northern refugees truly need aid. It’s just your bad luck that the Errant is the only available transport. So the only question remaining is if your resentment of all things Special Operations is great enough to prevent civilians on both sides of the border from receiving food, shelter, and medical care?”

      Both men fell silent as the tavern door opened again, this time to an aeronaut who paused, blinked owlishly at the rain before shrugging, clomping down the short steps, and splashing her way in the direction of the airfield.

      “John?”

      He turned back to see Pascal’s gaze—open, earnest, and as innocent as a murder hornet. “Fine. We’ll take the job.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Just see we get paid,” John said as he straightened. “And don’t include my name in your reports.”

      “You have my word.”

      “For what that’s worth,” John muttered as the other man produced the “missing” contract from his inner pocket. “But before we rejoin the others, you should know that keeping your secret from the crew won’t be easy.”

      “I think you forget how good I am,” Pascal said, leading the way back into the pub.

      “And humble,” John pointed out, following the other man into the wall of heat and noise. He leaned down so Pascal could hear him. “But what I mean is, two of my crew are sensitives.”

      At that, Pascal came to a halt. “You couldn’t have mentioned that at the start?”

      With the barest hint of a smile, John patted him on the shoulder. “I imagine you’ll be fine if you avoid Jagati—and whatever you do, do not let Eitan seduce you.”

      “Please. I’m a professional,” Pascal scoffed, once again using Pyotr Aaberg’s Stolichnayan accent.

      And then they reached the table where the rest of their party was waiting.

      Which was when Pascal set eyes on Eitan Fehr for the first time. “Why, this is hell,” he muttered.

      “Professional,” John reminded him, sotto voce, before announcing, “We found the contract.”
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