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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Mia suppressed the groan as she staggered down the hallway toward her room, trailed by her friends Paul, Ryoko, and Karin. She’d always prided herself on her endurance. Countless wilderness training exercises had forced her to stay up for days, but somehow they hadn’t prepared her for her latest battle.

      That’s the way she viewed the partying following the final exam, first at the station, then down on the planet. Her group of friends had something to celebrate: they’d all passed and earned their slots in the KCAP Navy’s Top Gun program, despite the last-minute necessity of putting together an alliance against conspiring top-level candidates.

      It had been worth it. Mia wouldn’t have minded a true free-for-all, even if she didn’t think it was a good test. The biased and short-sighted scoring system the instructors had put together for the final exam demanded a proportionate response.

      Top Gun was her future. It was also the future of her closest—first and only, for that matter—friends.

      She still wasn’t sure how to classify Abigail. She was a friend, but she almost felt like a new replacement family.

      There was the minor issue of Mia having to serve time on a prison planet first. The looming punishment hadn’t stopped her friends from wanting to hang out. She’d never imagined relaxation would prove so draining.

      “Don’t you think this is all a bit much?” Mia asked.

      Paul Stansford patted her shoulder. “Come on, Mia. Live a little. We’ve got time off and more time to party. It’s better than sitting around doing more exercises and busy work. You, of all people, should be living your last few days of freedom for a while to their fullest.”

      Karin grinned. “Sitting alone in a small room and brooding is right up Mia’s alley. If they stuck a sim in her cell, she’d think it was heaven.”

      Calling it heaven was going too far, but Mia couldn’t argue with the sentiment. She missed ground-based tactical training exercises, though a well-equipped gym and a solid fighter simulation setup went a long way toward keeping her satisfied. She doubted her cell would be so well-equipped. If it weren’t for her secret mission, her sentence was bound to be boring.

      Ryoko gasped. “Karin! How can you say something like that?”

      “Sorry.” Karin rubbed the back of her neck. “I shouldn’t be making jokes about you having to spend a month locked up.”

      “It’s fine,” Mia assured her. “I’m prepared to serve my sentence. I never thought I could pull my prank and not suffer punishment.”

      “I’m still blown away that you did it,” Paul put in. “Of everyone in the class, I figured you for the last person to do anything like that. Not that I mind. I’m impressed. Damned impressed.”

      “It just happened. I didn’t plan it out.” Mia shrugged as she lied.

      No matter how much she liked her friends, bringing them into her true mission was too dangerous. A lazy word dropped at the wrong time could get her and them killed. She’d have to continue down her lonely path to the truth until she could protect those around her.

      “It will be useful training in POW survival,” she added. “That, in and of itself, gives it value. I’m considering the whole thing an extended training exercise.”

      “POW survival?” Paul laughed. “How did I know you were going to say that? Not everything has to be a training exercise, Mia. You can just say it sucks you’re going to Ice.”

      “No, everything doesn’t need to be an exercise. That doesn’t mean almost everything can’t be if approached with the right mindset.” Mia stopped at her door. “But I need to bow out for now. They told me I’m fine as long as I don’t leave the planet. They aren’t sending me right away.”

      Karin leaned in and Mia tensed as her friend embraced her.

      “Don’t get hauled off to jail before we see you again,” Karin ordered. “And don’t piss off any more superior officers.”

      Mia managed a tight smile. “I’ll try. No promises.”

      She would do whatever was necessary to get information about her father, including extending her stay on Ice if she thought it would help. For now, a month should be easy to take.

      Ryoko yawned and stretched her arms. “I’m ready to turn in, too.”

      Paul groaned. “I can’t believe you guys. Nobody’s even drunk and you’re already done? Do you have any idea how busy things are going to be for us once we settle in at Top Gun? It might be months before we can relax like this again.”

      “We also have over a month before the next program round starts,” Ryoko pointed out. “We don’t have to spend that entire time partying. We’ll have plenty of time sitting around the facility.”

      “No, we don’t have to party.” Paul offered her a toothy grin. “No reason not to. Don’t you get it? We’re going into the Top Gun program. We’re the elites of the elites. Work hard, play hard.”

      Karin waved to Mia and Ryoko. “Rest a few hours, Stansford, and then go back to the battle.” She winked at Mia. “You don’t want to win the battle and go on to lose the war.”

      “If you say so,” Paul grumbled. “I’ll win both.”

      Mia nodded to her companions then opened her door and stepped inside her room. She’d never thought much about how small it was—barely a closet with a desk and bed and smaller than both her bedroom at her house and the room she’d lived in at Abigail’s apartment in Felsk.

      She didn’t fear small places, though she’d spent most of her childhood in the wide expanse of the Wilderlands outdoors on her home planet. Countless training exercises had forced her into tight, confined conditions for long periods. She was ready for any possibility and prepared to suffer for the mission.

      The size of her room didn’t matter. She did her exercise in other places, and a tight area meant she could concentrate on the matter at hand. Mia sat on the edge of her bed, considering. Would things be the same at Ice? A cell was more confining than a tiny room.

      She’d purposefully humiliated an officer as part of a plan to get to Ice and find some information about her father that Abigail had tracked to the prison planet. Only her skill and Abigail’s connections had saved Mia from losing her position in the Top Gun program.

      The thoughts swirled together as she took in the enormity of everything that had happened since Valerie Kalan had informed Mia of her father’s death. Mia’s investigation and attempted assassination had led her to jail, Abigail, and the training prep program for Top Gun.

      Even if Mia wasn’t being sent to Ice, she would be leaving her room and sent to share space with the other Top Gun candidates in the barracks of a local base. They would spend their time on standby before the official training began.

      A small chuckle escaped her. Between her jail time in Felsk and her upcoming incarceration on Ice, Mia was building up experience as a prisoner. She would prefer not to have to draw on it in the future.

      Her datapad beeped from her desk followed by Debbie reporting, “Mia, Dr. Curie sent a message when you were out engaging in recreation.”

      “You could have contacted me,” Mia replied. “Things were busy, but not that bad.”

      “Dr. Curie has encouraged minimal communications through sources other than this pad for security reasons. She also made it clear it wasn’t a time-sensitive message, provided you returned within a day of receipt of the message.”

      Mia nodded. “Okay. What did she have to say?”

      “She wanted to confirm you were successful in your efforts.”

      “I don’t understand. I already told her I was.”

      “She was concerned about administrative changes, particularly, as she put it, ‘last-minute changes of heart that either made the situation better or worse.’”

      “Everything’s the same,” Mia assured her. “I’m not sure, but I have the feeling the Navy is trying to keep this incident quiet, which is why they’re letting me stick around for a few days while they finish the arrangements to send me off to Ice. And they’re letting me walk around free. They could have thrown me in a cell and told me to wait.”

      Debbie continued, her tone as clipped and British as ever, “Dr. Curie wanted to also confirm if you wanted to spend your last few days with her before any trips off-world to penal colonies.”

      Mia let out a long sigh. “I’ve been thinking about that. And I’m not sure.”

      “Oh? You anticipated the question?”

      “I blew everybody off for the rest of the night,” Mia began. “But I am…enjoying spending time with my friends.”

      The last word came out in a whisper, as if voicing it would make it disappear. Friendship and friends remained nebulous in Mia’s mind. The only thing certain was she had some humans besides Abigail that she trusted.

      “Then I don’t understand the issue,” Debbie prompted.

      “I was planning to sleep and spend more time with them,” Mia explained. “But I also want to spend time with Abigail.” She shrugged. “It’s almost like a kid torn between their friends and parents. Abigail’s the closest thing I have to family now.”

      Mia didn’t know how to feel about that. She’d spent so much time with Abigail shortly after the death of her father. Projecting her filial emotions onto the scientist might have been unfair, no matter how much she wanted to help.

      “I see,” Debbie replied. “I’m not programmed to make those sorts of decisions for you. I could easily select at random if you’d prefer.”

      “That’s not what I want.” Mia lay back on her bed, staring up at the nondescript ceiling and wondering if there’d be more character in her cell on Ice. “So many things have happened since my dad died. I don’t always have a chance to sit down and think about it. I’ve had to focus so much on the investigation and getting through the program. It was…both easier and harder than I thought. Not everything can be solved by taking someone down. I’ve learned that the hard way.”

      “Dr. Curie wanted me to make it clear that this is optional,” Debbie told Mia. “She won’t be offended regardless of your choice.”

      Mia had gotten this far because of Abigail. She would have never come up with the idea of going into Top Gun herself. The cold truth was that Mia’s big secondary plan had been to invade Valerie Kalan’s old office and see what she could come up with or beat the answers out of the next batch of assassins.

      Upon reflection, she saw all the issues with the idea. It would almost certainly have ended with another shootout and no easy way to escape a much longer stay in jail.

      Mia owed Abigail far more than she could repay. The mission to discover the truth of her father’s death would be over if it weren’t for Abigail.

      “I’ll see my friends again at Top Gun,” Mia decided. “Even when I take into account the time I’ll lose on Ice, we’ll have time together before the pressure of the program fills up our every waking moment. I need to practice thinking long-term. This is a good time to do that.”

      “Shall I relate to Dr. Curie that you intend to visit her, then?” Debbie asked.

      “Yes. I’ll take a shuttle over in the morning. I have to stop somewhere first to deal with the consequences of my actions.”
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        * * *

      

      Mia flexed her fingers and frowned at the thin white band tight around her wrist. She looked at the bored MP tapping away at his datapad. He kept glancing between the pad and the band.

      “You ever have a DT before?” he asked.

      Pointing out that they hadn’t bothered to stick a demerit tracker on her when she’d been in jail didn’t seem necessary.

      She was taking a huge risk by giving up her position. She hadn’t thought much about it until the previous night and was working on a plan to deal with the problem, one that would require outside help.

      “Don’t try and take it off under any circumstances,” the MP ordered. He snickered. “Not that you’d be able to break the magseal without taking off your wrist in the process.”

      “And have you seen that?” Mia asked.

      The MP’s brow went up and he shrugged. “Once. AWOL soldier picked up after murdering his CO. The guy…” He grimaced. “If you’re getting any crazy ideas, the guy died from shock from his wounds shortly after getting his DT off.”

      “I don’t intend to lose my hand,” Mia reasoned. “My muscle memory would be thrown off by prosthetics.”

      “Ah…” He shrugged. “More power to you if you want to try, and in case you’re thinking you don’t have to cut through your wrist, the thing’s programmed to send out an alert after more than two failed code attempts. That alert’s going to bring people with guns who aren’t going to be happy.”

      “And this does more than keep track of me,” Mia noted.

      The MP nodded. “Yep. Also, think of it as your ticket for Ice.” He smirked. “It’ll let the transport know where you’re going, and they’ll let you know via the DT when you need to report for transport.” He lowered his datapad, his smile fading. “And don’t leave the planet. Not even suborbital. You try that, you’ll be considered a runner, and then people with guns and ships will come looking for you. It’s not any easier to get off in zero-G, either.”

      “I don’t intend to run from my punishment. I have Top Gun waiting for me after I serve my sentence.”

      The MP rolled his eyes. “Yeah. I heard. Must be good to be connected.” He nodded toward the door. “Now get out of here. I don’t want to see you again until I have to salute you and call you ma’am.”

      Mia hadn’t thought much about her commissioning. None of the cadets passing the exam would be granted their rank until they arrived at the Top Gun program, though they were already subject to military regulations as official active-duty cadets. That left her in a bizarre limbo despite having earned the right to join the KCAP Navy’s most elite fighter program.

      She headed toward the door. “It’s unlikely I’ll ever do anything like that again. I doubt we’ll see each other again.”

      “I hope not,” the MP shot back. “Because that means you’ve gotten in trouble. And someone like you has better things to do than rot inside a cell. Leave the stupid bullshit for the non-elite idiots and stick to doing what you do best.”

      She stopped at the door. “And you don’t find what I did offensive?”

      Her curiosity had been building. The danger of the strategy of antagonizing a high-ranking officer came partially from his connections to the rest of the local military.

      The MP scoffed. “Everyone’s trying to keep shit quiet, but we all know the only reason you’re getting nailed despite being a Top Gun elite is because an asshole was banging someone he shouldn’t be and got caught. The only reason he’s not getting busted down right away is because the higher-ups don’t want the Navy to look bad. Bad luck for you that your prank pissed him off. Hard to say if things would have been better or worse if there’d been two civilians in there when you did it.”

      “Yes,” Mia replied. “Nothing but bad luck.”

      The public perception of the incident fascinated Mia. To her, the whole situation above the station and her careful, targeted flaring of the officer screamed obvious planning. No one, including the victim, appeared to agree.

      A stunning success with no one the wiser. Perfection.

      She nodded to the MP and left. She had a shuttle to catch to Abigail’s place.
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        * * *

      

      Sitting on Abigail’s couch, Mia held up her wrist. “Isn’t this going to complicate the next mission?”

      “By next mission, you mean the recovery of the data on Ice?” Abigail asked.

      Mia nodded. “Yes.”

      Abigail leaned over to peer at the DT. She held up a thin, pen-sized scanner. “That remains to be seen. It’s not as if I didn’t anticipate something like this when I suggested the plan.”

      “You didn’t mention it before.”

      “Because it was an unnecessary detail to concern yourself with until now.” Abigail ran her thumb along the edge of the scanner and picked up a nearby datapad. “The best way to solve a problem is by getting rid of unnecessary variables.”

      Mia wanted to object. She couldn’t find a valid objection. “Then what’s next?” she asked.

      Abigail waved the scanner over the DT. “First of all, let me examine the device in earnest. There’s no point in planning our way around a problem if it won’t be a problem.”

      The next minutes passed in frustration for Mia. Abigail waved the scanner for less than thirty seconds over the DT before focusing on her datapad. She swiped through results on her datapad and offered a surprising variety of “hmms” and “uhs.” Right when Mia had lost her patience, Abigail looked up with a determined expression.

      “This might be more of an issue than I anticipated,” Abigail admitted. “The dark sector of Ice I need you to travel to is a distance away from where you’ll be imprisoned. I was hoping this was older technology, but as it stands, this DT will make it difficult if not impossible for you to go where you need to without being detected.”

      “You said you’d anticipated this,” Mia admonished her.

      “I anticipated a tracking device, yes. Using resources here, I can send a false signal.”

      “Then it’s not a problem.”

      Abigail shook her head. “It’s something I can only accomplish when I’m within a modest distance of the device, and even then, it would be a short time. This device is surprisingly advanced given our location. This will force a change in strategy. I won’t be there with you on Ice or have the equipment there.”

      Mia ground her teeth. “I won’t give up after getting so close to information about my dad. I’ll go and fight them off if I need to. We can figure out an extraction strategy.”

      “And that would mean you’ll never get into Top Gun. This information, based on what little I know, will be a clue about your father, not the full truth.”

      “A clue will allow me to follow up.”

      “And you’re ready to give up Top Gun when you don’t have to? We went out of our way to set up a situation where you wouldn’t have to make that choice.” Abigail folded her arms and frowned at Mia. “I would have hoped after all that time in training, you would have had your strategic planning skills reinforced. You don’t want to win the battle—”

      “Win the battle to lose the war,” Mia finished. She took a deep breath. “You’re right. I’m sorry.”

      “Apology accepted.” Abigail motioned to the DT. “I said, as it stands this will be a problem. One doesn’t need to be elite military personnel to understand that when the conditions of the battlefield don’t favor you, first you should see if you can do anything to alter those conditions.”

      “But you said you couldn’t help me on Ice. You can modify the DT permanently? Or remove it?”

      “I’ll need to be careful,” Abigail maintained. “Any mistake that transmits evidence of tampering will end these efforts for both of us. Though, yes, I believe I can modify the device without alerting the military authorities.”

      “Then let’s get started.” Mia motioned to a window. “Just because they say I have three days before the transport arrives isn’t a guarantee. Under the conditions of my agreement, they could send me out on any ship.”

      “I would love to help you. But unfortunately, I need some key items to do so without cracking the thing open and summoning every angry young soldier with a gun on the planet.”

      “Can’t you order the things you need?” Mia asked.

      “Attempting to do this from first principles would take too long. Fortunately, I have thought of a shortcut.”

      “Then why aren’t we starting with that?”

      “Because that shortcut involves getting our hands on a DT encryption matrix,” Abigail explained. “With access to a matrix, I could get through the security and perform the maintenance.”

      Mia nodded slowly. Abigail’s expression had shifted during the explanation, growing more concerned with each sentence.

      “And where do we get one of these encryption matrixes?” Mia pressed.

      “It’ll require an infiltration operation of sorts.”

      Mia shrugged. “I can handle infiltration.”

      “It’ll require an infiltration of a military police depot,” Abigail clarified. “By tomorrow morning, I should have a good idea of where you’ll need to go once inside. This still presents difficulties as there’s no way I can get you in there through normal channels. I can’t even get myself inside without raising suspicion.”

      She entered a command in her pad and held it up. A blurred satellite image traced a military installation on the other side of the planet.

      Mia narrowed her eyes. She recognized the general shape of the facility. “This is close to where I would have been staying if it weren’t for Ice.” She gestured to the pad. “And that’s also where I had to go to get the DT.”

      Abigail shrugged. “Of course. We’d have no chance if we had to grab a random encryption matrix. It would take too long.”

      “People might recognize me there if I’m spotted,” Mia pointed out.

      “Then don’t get caught.”

      Mia smiled. “Logistics and recon win battles.” She pointed toward the edge of the base. “This is a public park. There’s nothing in my confinement agreement about me staying out of public parks.”

      Abigail frowned and turned the datapad around. Her breath caught. “Ah. It wouldn’t be unusual for a guardian to spend time with a graduating cadet. The fact that we’re close to the base isn’t suspicious in that context. We could…go on a picnic.”

      The smile and lift in Abigail’s voice surprised Mia. She didn’t think Abigail would be so interested in a field operation.

      Mia nodded. “Exactly. You figure out what you need to do. Tomorrow, we’re recon picnicking.”
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        * * *

      

      Watching a drone out of the corner of her eye, Mia nibbled on her sandwich. She was careful to match her pace to Abigail’s. They’d finished a long, drawn-out meal on the other side of the park closer to a fence than their current path. Any remotely alert security might take notice of them if they stopped for a second picnic.

      For now, wandering the park supplied sufficient explanation. Mia spotted the occasional civilian, mostly contractors she assumed, lounging near a garden or under a tree. Off-duty military personnel wandered through, having conversations about what they were going to do with their time off.

      “Are we getting what you need?” whispered Abigail.

      Mia nodded, using a convenient turn in the path for a direct look at a fence. “And you know where I need to go once I’m inside?”

      “I have a general layout, yes.” Abigail quieted as a drone skimmed the nearby fence, waiting until it turned and disappeared over the base. “That’s the best I can do. There’s no great help I can offer you once you’re inside other than my signal disruptions, both the general- and limited-use temporary devices that should help you past key checkpoints.”

      Mia thought that all sounded rather good and helpful. She’d been concerned about how to handle internal security.

      “I can also get you through one door without trouble,” Abigail went on. “I have something I prepared. It looks like nothing more than a datachip. It’ll fry its own internal circuitry after one use.”

      Mia raised her brow. That was a surprisingly useful device. She wasn’t going to question why Abigail knew how to make something like that.

      “That’ll be enough.” Mia gestured to a tree in the distance. “They have too many obstructions close to the fence. I can use those to potentially get inside.”

      “They have a full suite of sensors, too,” Abigail reported.

      Mia gave a firm nod. “Yes, but it’s all about timing. I’ve practiced infiltrating military installations hundreds of times.”

      Abigail stared at her for a moment. “Of course you have. But this isn’t a training scenario, Mia.”

      “Is this the best, most-efficient way to get what we need to modify the DT?”

      “Yes, it is.”

      “Then we’re doing it.” Mia forced a smile as a pair of soldiers in exercise clothes jogged by. “I’m not giving up when I’m this close. Once I’m inside, though, I think I’ll need a distraction when I penetrate the depot itself.”

      Abigail chuckled. “I have an idea. You might not like it, but it’ll work.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      A beautiful clear sky and a gentle breeze made for a relaxing late morning for Mia and Abigail as they sat together on a park bench. Anyone walking by would see two women chatting. They might think a mother and daughter were spending a relaxing day together, not a clandestine pair planning illegal entry into a military installation.

      No one had walked by in twenty minutes, though, leaving Mia and Abigail free to confirm the details of the plan.

      Abigail reached into her pocket. “Remember: my signal misdirection efforts will become increasingly unstable with time, both for your DT and the cameras covering your entrance zone. I’d estimate you have a maximum of an hour once I initiate the process. With luck, they might last longer. I wouldn’t plan on it.”

      Mia nodded. “That’s fine. I’ll only need an hour.” She glanced at the fence in the distance. “Regular drone patrol routes are a poor security practice. Enemy observation makes it easy to find the holes. I’m surprised at the base personnel. They should be using randomized routes.”

      “This isn’t an unstable planet in rebellion,” Abigail pointed out, looking amused. “And the vast majority of people living on this planet are in the military or close military support. It’s more about making intrusion an inconvenience than tight security. I doubt anyone other than a drunk soldier trying to beat a base curfew has attempted what we’re about to do here.”

      “That’s stupid. They’re letting their guard down. Waiting until you expect trouble is waiting too long.”

      Abigail shook a finger. “Never begrudge stupidity that works to your advantage. I wouldn’t spend too much time being offended.” She craned her back up and stared at the blue sky. “It’s interesting. I don’t remember the last time I spent so much time outdoors.”

      Mia gave her a puzzled look. “Don’t you go outside every day on your way to your work?”

      “I spend minutes if not seconds walking from buildings into vehicles and vice versa. Appreciating natural beauty is something far different. The sky is clear. The sun is shining. It’s unfortunate we have to spend time here only to plan a break-in.”

      “Why else would we be here?” Mia stared at Abigail.

      Abigail looked startled then smoothed out her features. “You have a point.”

      Mia was confused. She didn’t understand why Abigail would want to be in the park otherwise. The researcher had plenty of opportunities to visit the park during Mia’s training time.

      “I’d prefer a cloud-covered and foggy nighttime for the mission,” Mia maintained. “I understand it would be too difficult to explain why my tracking pointed to this area in the middle of the night. That’s unfortunate.”

      “There is still a chance they’ll connect your presence in the park with the theft,” Abigail warned her. “There’s not much I can do about that on my end.”

      “There are no certainties during a mission, only acceptable risk curves based on mission goals.”

      Abigail placed her hand on Mia’s shoulder. “I understand that you want to do this.”

      “No.” Mia corrected her. “I don’t want to do this. I have to do this. Unless you have a better plan that we can execute that will take care of the DT. As long as I’m being tracked, my mission on Ice will fail before it starts.”

      “You understand that if something goes wrong, this could go far beyond you ending up in another cell. You could be shot.” Abigail gestured to Mia’s cadet uniform. “And that clothing is no guarantee of anything if they find you in a place they don’t expect you. As it is, this plan will likely require you to get your hands on another uniform. Now that I consider all the variables, I question if this is the best option.”

      “A safe mission isn’t a mission. It’s an errand. And I’ve been shot.” Mia shrugged. “I’ve been stabbed. I survived. The men who did that to me didn’t.”

      “But the goal here is infiltration, not killing local security. This won’t work if you kill any soldiers inside. They’re not your enemies.”

      Mia frowned. “True. My point stands. I’m not afraid. I’ll get what I need, provided you can keep the electronic surveillance near the fences in check.”

      Abigail sighed and dropped her hand. “You’re not taking this seriously enough.”

      “Aren’t I? I’m far less likely to be shot and killed engaging security or incidental personnel here than I am on a prison planet like Ice. I don’t understand. You’re the one who came up with the plan to get me sent to Ice to begin with. Why are you now trying to convince me not to go through with this?”

      “I know I’m the one who came up with the plan,” Abigail retorted. “That doesn’t mean I have to like any of this. I’ve been trying hard since we both arrived on this planet to press my contacts and figure out a better way to go about getting information about your father without you attempting a dangerous chore on a prison planet. I can’t do anything about you being sent there, but at least if you stay in a cell for a month and keep to yourself, you’d be fine.”

      “Just tell me one thing, Abigail. In your opinion, is the plan to go to Ice the best short-term opportunity I have to find intel about my dad?” Mia looked hard at Abigail. “Not the safest, but the best in terms of the information we’re seeking?”

      Abigail looked away, unease etching lines into her face. Her response came slowly and quietly. “Yes.”

      “Then it doesn’t matter that things are risky here.” Mia’s gaze followed a drone. “Because without this mission succeeding, the other mission can’t succeed. I’ve come too far and put in too much effort to stop now.”

      “It’s not the only plan we could try,” blurted Abigail, a desperate look growing on her face. “With a couple more days of work, I might be able to do something without modifying the DT. We should consider the idea. I understand your desire to move forward, but I fear we haven’t accounted for every possibility.”

      “You might be able to do something?” Mia raised an eyebrow. “I don’t have time to wait around. If I have to leave this planet…” She glanced down at her wrist-chrono. “No, it’s more than that. I don’t have time to debate alternatives. You said your countermeasures are limited. We decided before this was the window for the infiltration. I can’t wait too long.”

      “But—” Abigail began, raising her voice. She grimaced when Mia glared at her and nodded toward a pair in the distance.

      “We’ll attract attention if we keep this up,” Mia reminded her. “This mission will proceed as planned previously. There is a hole in the patrol schedule near the fence I pointed out earlier. This is our best time to move. No more debate.”

      “It’s your life, Mia.” Abigail closed her eyes and nodded. “Debbie, in five minutes execute the code contained in the ‘Special Sports Review’ files.”

      “Yes, Dr. Curie,” the AI confirmed.

      Mia jogged away from Abigail.

      Her infiltration opportunity was close, and her instincts warred with her mind, pushing her to sprint toward the area. She fought them down. Everything would come down to not drawing attention. Five minutes to get in position. One hour to recover the target. By her standards, this was child’s play.
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        * * *

      

      Mia swung back and forth, leaping from branch to branch as quickly as possible without losing her momentum. The first stage of her infiltration passed without trouble when she spotted no one on the other side of the fence. She released her grip, flying over the tall fence and twisting her body to ensure a firm and stable landing.

      The soft thud might as well have been a scream. Calmly, she surveyed the area, listening for heavy steps and the hum of drones, and looking for any suspicious shadows.

      Satisfied no patrols or drones would set upon her, she stood and dusted off her pants. Confusion over a cadet wandering in a restricted area would give her precious moments to escape a confrontation. She’d prefer not to depend on the uniform. For the moment, she was treating it as camouflage for use behind enemy lines.

      Mia hadn’t brought any weapons. A cadet had no reason to be armed, especially one with a ticket to Ice. Abigail had been right. The men and women guarding the base weren’t Mia’s enemies. She needed to keep her instincts in check.

      That didn’t mean she would let them kill her. She wasn’t above breaking limbs if necessary.

      Mia jogged to the edge of a storage warehouse. She’d committed Abigail’s map to memory, and circumstances had conspired to offer the greatest security hole far from her target MP depot.

      Abigail was right, though. Passing through restricted zones in her cadet’s uniform increased the danger.

      Mia hadn’t decided whether an administrative staff uniform would be better than an MP’s uniform. A base of this size had enough people coming and going that no one would be shocked at a new face, but proper procedures might make them double-check.

      According to the map, the depot sat in the center of six interconnected buildings. Trying to approach it directly from the outside would expose her to more surveillance and drone coverage and more heavily guarded entrances. Passing through the other departments on her way to the depot was the best compromise of security and speed.

      Mia reached into her pocket and ran her finger over a datachip. Abigail had downplayed her earlier contribution. The datachip was covered with official military and government markings that made it look official. She reached into another pocket to retrieve a small plastic sleeve with similar markings.

      She stuffed the chip into the sleeve. In theory, anyone who spotted Mia outside a restricted zone would see the sleeve and think she was a cadet on an errand. The chip itself contained nothing but news files on supply line issues curated by Debbie. A blank datachip would have raised more suspicion if taken. Her other fake chip, her single-use door key was hidden in a boot, along with a thin audio projection rod that would help with her eventual distraction.

      Mia walked around the warehouse, walking quickly, with purpose as her father had taught her, but not jogging or running. She kept the sleeve in hand, her fingers spread to not block the labels.

      She found a street and hurried to an intersection. Her path to the depot was roundabout because of drone patrol patterns and a desire to not appear obvious when approaching.

      Mia’s heart pounded as the minutes passed. The occasional vehicle zoomed by or a person in the distance wandered near her, but no one looked her way or confronted her. Her camouflage was working.

      Her neck stiffened with each encounter. Previous infiltration training had focused on the avoidance of all enemy personnel, and barring that, their immediate and brutal suppression. Simply walking by targets went against her training.

      Mia kept reminding herself that the base personnel were obstacles, not enemies, but that could only do so much to fight against years of conditioning.

      Her winding course brought her to the entrance of a logistics company. Soldiers and staff walked in and out of the building, chatting away. No one gave any indication that they noticed her.

      Mia crossed the street and strode toward the entrance. Though an MP in a shack guarded the door, he wasn’t inspecting anyone’s credentials.

      As she approached the entrance, an officer looked her up and down, his gaze fixed on the chip sleeve. Mia fought a grimace before saluting. He saluted back.

      “Military protocol doesn’t go away because you have a job, Cadet…” He stared at her nametape. “…Johansen.”

      “Yes, sir. I’m sorry, sir.”

      “As long as you keep that in mind.” The officer left.

      Mia appreciated that Abigail had recognized the need for a fake nametape before committing to the mission. For all the researcher’s complaints about not thinking through the variables, she’d considered far more than Mia.

      Abigail’s work had made a daytime infiltration possible. A nighttime raid where Mia couldn’t kill people would have been doomed.

      Mia hurried to the door, saluting when necessary. Everyone else responded on instinct, and no one bothered to take in any details about a cadet intern on an obvious errand in logistics.

      That didn’t keep her heart from thundering once she passed through the exit. The MP depot was close. She hadn’t been forced to use her key, and no one cared that she was there. The mission would succeed.

      A successful infiltration of the external buildings wasn’t enough. She needed to get into the depot, and that meant getting into a restricted zone where no cadet intern would be allowed.

      Mia slowed, taking in uniform details of passing administrative staff. Her best target was a civilian uniform. It would free her of the saluting requirements and lower the chance that someone would focus on her.

      Without knowledge of unit schedules and internal patrol routes, it was too risky to knock someone out. That meant she needed to grab a uniform from someone without any violence and not give them any reason to go looking for a stolen uniform.

      Time marched on, along with Abigail’s guarantees of holes in the electronic security net. Mia couldn’t stand around trying to come up with a plan and simply hope her first option worked.

      She moved down a hallway, surveying the signage until she found what she wanted: an arrow pointing to a gym. She picked up the pace, keeping herself slower than a jog until she arrived at the gym.

      After tucking the sleeve into her pocket, she crept into the gym. Like an evil metal multi-limbed monster, an impressive array of workout machines filled the sprawling room, though only a handful of people in exercise gear made use of the machines.

      Mia edged toward the wall, disappointed. She wanted more choices. With so few people in the room, mostly men, her plan was at risk. Though the male and female uniforms were the same, other than size, somebody would take notice if she tried to march into the men’s locker room.

      Staying close to the walls, she made her way over to the curving hallway leading into the women’s locker room. She glanced toward two women around her size who were chatting away while doing reps on a quad machine.

      One of the women frowned at her friend. “You can’t quit. We just started. I already got permission for a two-hour break, so I can do this with you in the middle of the day. You should be happy the captain likes me so much he’ll let me get away with that.”

      “Just because we’re working in a military base doesn’t mean we need to be military fit,” the other woman complained. She grunted and raised the weights with her leg. “We’re civilian contractors doing administrative support.”

      “We have all this equipment available for free! It’s one hour. You’ll live.”

      Mia ignored the rest of the conversation and headed straight toward the locker room. The universe had presented her with a tactical advantage. One hour of the women working out gave her more than enough time.

      She stepped into the locker room. No one else was inside. That was helpful, though it didn’t solve the issue of locating the uniforms.

      Mia scanned the area, looking for any cameras. Satisfied there was nothing there, she headed to the closest locker and tugged it open. It was empty. So was the next one.

      Her jaw tightened as footsteps approached from outside. Mia opened a locker and began unfastening the buttons on her uniform.

      A woman in an administrative staff uniform came in, sparing barely a glance for Mia. She hurried to another locker and opened it.

      Mia leaned forward, pulling a datapad from her pocket to feign reading something and kill time. Excruciating minutes passed as the other woman changed and headed out.

      Once the woman cleared the door, Mia made short work of the lockers, pulling them open until she found a civilian administrative staff uniform. The lack of a nametape made the administrative uniform even more useful. She wouldn’t have to remember to react to someone else’s name.

      Not wasting any time, she changed into the new uniform. After placing her devices in her pockets, she stowed her cadet uniform with false nametape in a different locker and hurried from the locker room with a brisk walk back into the hallway.

      Mia moved quicker now, less concerned about standing out in a non-cadet’s uniform. Several long hallways and intersections later, she came to a secured checkpoint for the MP depot with a private and a sergeant manning the checkpoint.

      Everything had been going smoothly. Almost too smoothly. For a moment, Mia wondered if they were letting her infiltrate the depot as a trap.

      She crushed the idea. No logic supported the conclusion and no one had any reason to suspect she’d be sneaking into the base to steal a piece of tech to modify her DT.

      Mia turned the corner, looking for a good target for her distraction. A supply closet offered her best bet.

      She looked both ways before opening the closet and stepping inside, pulling the audio projector from her boot. She ran her finger along the side before shoving it behind a basket of unused datapads.

      Mia backed away and exited the room, putting her hands to her face. She hadn’t spotted any cameras in the hallway, but it never hurt to be sure. And her plan gave her a reason to hide her face.

      Loud, muffled moans filled the air, along with rhythmic thumping. Mia left the hallway at a steady jog toward the checkpoint. The moans were loud enough now they could be heard even there.

      She hoped her jogging would give her face a red cast. That would help sell the distraction. Her device would also disrupt the lock, making it harder for anyone to get inside. Abigail had suggested that part, after suggesting Mia’s plan of disabling the lock with a caustic agent would be too obvious. The projector itself would blank its data within minutes, leaving nothing for anyone to investigate.

      The MPs eyed her for a second before the private glanced down the hallway with a confused look.

      Mia feigned a look of concern as she recalled Abigail’s suggestion of the feigned sex plan the night before.

      “Is sex nothing but a distraction?” Mia had asked.

      “For some, it is more,” Abigail had responded. “But for almost everyone else, it certainly is diverting.”

      The MP exchanged a glance with the sergeant before turning toward Mia. “Can I help you, ma’am?”

      Mia didn’t have any problem memorizing her lines for this part of the mission. What she did have a problem with was forcing any real emotion into them. She hoped the MPs would come to their own conclusions about shock.

      “Do you hear that?” she asked quietly.

      “Yeah, I can hear that,” the private responded, grimacing.

      “What I heard coming from that room made me blush, and they’re only getting louder.” Mia bit her lip and inclined her head down the hallway. “That has to be against regulations. Someone needs to do something about it.”

      The private shrugged. “Maybe it’s not what we think?”

      A loud shout of pleasure echoed down the hallway. It occurred to Mia to wonder why Abigail had something like that on hand, or if she’d asked Debbie to put together the audio, which made the situation stranger still.

      “I didn’t volunteer to transfer to this base for that lack of discipline,” complained Mia. Her heart rate kicked up over how wooden her tone was.

      The sergeant glared at her. “I thought you were new here. I didn’t recognize you.”

      “So?” Mia gestured down the hallway. “What does that have to do with that?”

      “It’s probably some bigwig and his administrative aide getting it on.” The sergeant shrugged. “You trying to get your boss in trouble?”

      Mia glared at him, true annoyance surfacing. Between this and the officer on the station she’d flared, she wondered if the KCAP military had a sex discipline problem they needed to crack down on.

      Abigail had told her the plan would work, though Mia had her doubts the night before. Now things were failing right before her eyes.

      A nearby door slid open, and a red-faced major stormed out. “What the hell is going on?”

      The private replied, “Sir, some bigwig and his administrative aide are having fun is all.”

      The major scoffed. “Last time I checked, this was a base, not a damned brothel. You two—with me.” He gestured to the MPs. “Unless it’s the colonel in there, somebody’s getting my boot up their ass.”

      “Yes, sir,” the MPs answered in unison. They opened the door to the checkpoint and hurried out, securing it behind them.

      The major stomped down the hallway, the MPs on either side. They exchanged nervous looks until they turned the corner.

      Mia reached into her pocket to activate her single-use key. The door clicked, and she slipped inside, pulling out her datapad and shoving it into an I/O port.

      “Debbie, do it,” Mia ordered.

      “Initiating DT adjustment,” Debbie replied. “Please wait.”

      Mia licked her lips. She was depending on the AI and Abigail now. Abigail had the coordinates for the dark sector. The idea was to map the coordinates to other internal coordinates. Her tracking device would tell anyone watching that Mia was exactly where she should be.

      Abigail had also set up internal dynamic coordinate mapping to cover other areas Mia might be sent to, including higher-security zones, “just in case.” It wasn’t complete spoofing, but it would be close enough to get her where she needed to go.

      “Get this damned door open now!” bellowed the major from around the corner. “And whoever is in there, you better damned well put your clothes on and come out here before I kick your asses into orbit. Keep me waiting too much longer, I’ll boot you to the next system!”

      “Come on, Debbie,” Mia murmured. “We’re running out of time.”

      “Direct access is required to continue this process in an efficient manner,” Debbie replied. “Please stand by.”

      “I’m going count down from ten, and if you’re not out right away, you’ll be lucky if I don’t send your asses to Ice for this embarrassment,” the major yelled.

      Mia glanced around. She’d gotten rid of the MPs, and Abigail’s device was handling the surveillance equipment. That didn’t make her safe. All it would take was one person walking up to the checkpoint to realize something was wrong.

      “…Six…five…four…”

      Doors opened down the hallway as military and civilian staff stepped out to see what was going on. Mia ducked into the MP station.

      The moaning and thumping grew louder. A low din of overlapping chatter echoed through the hallway. Red-faced men and women stood next to chuckling soldiers gesturing down the hallway.

      “There are too many people,” whispered Mia. “We need to finish this.”

      “Adjustment complete,” Debbie announced.

      Mia stayed low when she opened the door and scuttled from the checkpoint. She straightened up and strode down the hallway, weaving in and out of the burgeoning crowd.

      “We should start a pool,” one soldier suggested, elbowing a friend. “I bet you it’s the colonel.”

      “No way it’s the colonel,” the other soldier insisted. “I’m telling you, it’s the captain from finance. I told you he was eyeing that blonde the other day.”

      “I will have this door blown open, if necessary,” the major ranted. “Now get your asses out here!” Scattered laughter filled the area and the major glared at the bystanders. “This isn’t a damned peepshow. Get back to duty, or I’ll have you all written up, and we can spend a week licking these hallways clean.”

      That sent most of the crowd scrambling, making it easier for Mia to slip away in the crowd without being noticed. All she needed to do was retrieve her uniform to ensure she left no DNA evidence behind and get back to her escape fence.

      Mia’s tension flowed away and a smile bloomed on her face. Mission successful.

      A passing soldier smirked at her. “Just another day at the office, am I right?”

      “You could say that,” Mia replied.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      The delicious herbaceous aroma of roasted chicken wafted into Mia’s nostrils, making her stomach rumble. There was nothing like a home-cooked meal prepared by her own hands to satisfy her hunger. The only thing better was sharing it with Abigail.

      After the successful mission and extraction, they’d monitored the news and specific contacts Abigail had for any sign of trouble or indications Mia was being hunted or marked for immediate arrest to be remanded to Ice for a longer sentence.

      A brief mention was made of a prank at the base, but no sign of mobilization or reaction. As far as they could tell, the mission had been a massive success. To celebrate, they’d decided to have a special meal together, something more involved than the quick treats Mia had thrown together on previous visits.

      Mia had missed cooking her own meals during her academy training. It was a necessary sacrifice given her living situation. None of the mess hall meals tasted as satisfying as the ones she made for herself and nowhere near as good as the meals she made for those she cared about. Eating was about more than simple nutrition.

      Mia smiled at Abigail. When her father had died, she’d believed she would never be able to fill the void in her, that she would always be empty and alone. Her shared meals with Abigail had been the start of what she believed impossible.

      It was almost as if she had a family again. Presumption or not, Mia enjoyed the feeling.

      She set the tray holding the chicken down and took her seat across from Abigail. As she offered the woman a smile, a pang of disappointment shot through Mia. Having a family brought both joy and pain.

      It had been hard for Mia after her father had died. Abigail had been there for her, had helped her and supported her, both emotionally and with her mission. Abigail was the only person Mia trusted completely. Even her friends at the academy weren’t privy to all her secrets.

      But Mia and Abigail had barely seen each other since the initiation of the Top Gun plan. Soon Mia would be sent off to a prison planet and then the program. This was both a celebration of the mission’s success and a goodbye dinner. Months, perhaps a year, might pass before they saw each other again in person.

      Abigail carved off a piece of chicken and placed it on her plate. “It’ll be a long time before we see each other.”

      Mia blinked, surprised by Abigail’s insight and synchronicity. “Yes, it will be. I was just thinking that.”

      “I know. I could see it on your face.”

      Mia touched her cheek. “You could?”

      “I’m more observant than you think.” Abigail smiled. “Tomorrow is your last day of freedom before you spend a lot of time in the cold drudgery of Ice. Have you thought much about how you want to spend your final day of freedom?”

      Mia considered the question. She did want to spend more time with Abigail before they left, and not just because she trusted her as a close confidante about Mia’s father. Abigail would never replace her father, but it was good to have someone older who cared about her.

      Spending time together with one’s family made sense. Neither Mia nor her upbringing was normal, but she understood that much. The only thing left was figuring out something other than eating together.

      An idea shot into her mind like a lightning bolt. “We should go to the range together.”

      Abigail chewed her chicken with slow deliberation before answering, “The range? As in a gun range?”

      Mia nodded. “The gun range back on the academy grounds. I, along with other cadets, did shooting to maintain qual during my training, but it was with simulated weapons. Now that I’ve graduated, I can use live weapons and ammo. It’s been far too long.”

      “You want to spend your last day with me shooting guns?” Abigail asked, looking incredulous.

      Mia tried not to sound disappointed. “It’s enjoyable. And cathartic. Flying a fighter is more stimulating in many ways overall, but it’s hard to beat the personal touch of holding a firearm and destroying a target. When you get good at it, it’s almost like meditation.”

      Abigail set her fork down with a sigh. “Sometimes I forget just who you are.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “You’ve grown much since we’ve met, but you’re the same girl, deep down. The soldier raised from birth to be the ultimate warrior. Of course you would think a fun day off is shooting at a range.”

      The mournful quality to Abigail’s voice confused Mia. Abigail had been the one who suggested the Top Gun program. If she didn’t want Mia to pursue a martial career, it seemed an odd choice.

      “Do you think it’s wrong to shoot guns? We could use the simulators if that’d make you feel better. I think you’d enjoy it in either case. They’re nothing more than tools.”

      Abigail speared a roasted carrot and brought it to her mouth. “I have no moral or ethical problems with firing guns.” She plopped the carrot into her mouth and chewed slowly while letting out appreciative murmurs. “Nor am I afraid of guns, if that’s what you’re thinking.”

      “Then I don’t understand the problem,” Mia persisted. “I’ve already checked to see if I’m allowed despite my impending imprisonment. They double-checked and told me I am. This might be my last opportunity for anything outside simulators and annual quals for a while.”

      Abigail swallowed and chuckled. “There’s something amusing about you being considered dangerous enough that they’re going to stow you on an icy prison planet for a month, but not so dangerous that they won’t let you handle a live firearm. I suppose that proves this is a way of them punishing you for embarrassment more than anything. It’s annoying, even if it was our intent.” She shrugged. “To be clear about my issues, I’ve never been to a gun range before. I wouldn’t know what to do. I’m more nervous than disapproving.”

      “Weapons handling, at its basic level, is simple,” Mia promised. “Especially for someone of your intelligence. Achieving true accuracy and quality maintenance requires intense practice, but the history of warfare was changed by the basic principle of point-and-shoot. That’s the glory of firearms.”

      “Experts always insist to non-experts that their areas of skill are simple in theory.” Abigail snickered. “I should know. I’ve done it to others. But very well, then, if that’d make you happy, I can’t see a problem with shooting things with guns. I hope it proves unexpectedly stimulating.”

      Mia smiled. “I hope you enjoy it as much as I do.”

      Abigail laughed. “I’m doubtful anyone enjoys shooting as much as you do, Mia.”
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        * * *

      

      Later that night, Mia settled on the edge of her bed after her shower, staring at the DT. She’d thought the final examination had been eventful. She’d never imagined the days afterward would be so packed with both stress and fun.

      The weight of her impending sentence on Ice hadn’t settled on her in its entirety. Perhaps it never would. From what little she could find, she wasn’t being dropped into a lawless wasteland. Prisons had their own order, and she was more than prepared to defend herself from the occasional thug.

      That part of her sentence would be fine. Spending thirty days in prison would be more boring than challenging. The problem was serving her sentence wasn’t the only task she had on Ice.

      Her first problem, getting to the black site to recover the information, had been made easier by the modifications to the DT, though she needed to get her hands on transportation to cover the distance without alerting anyone of her long absence. She had no idea what waited there for her, and Abigail hadn’t been able to find any more details. Mia didn’t mention her concerns. She didn’t want Abigail trying to encourage her to abandon the mission like the infiltration.

      Not every mission was graced with perfect intel. Mia had gained valuable experience since leaving home. Soon, it would be time for her to apply it. For her last day, she wouldn’t worry about that. Instead, she wanted to have a good time at the range. She hoped Abigail felt the same way.

      “Debbie,” Abigail called from the living room. “I need you to search for a selection of firearms training videos.”

      Mia glanced toward her door. They hadn’t discussed the range much since settling on the activity. She hadn’t been sure if Abigail was more annoyed with going than she’d let on.

      “Of course, Dr. Curie,” replied the AI. “Do you think Basic Infantry Assault Weapon Tactical Handling and Maneuvers would be a useful resource? It comes highly rated. As does Combined Arms Lacking Air or Primary Artillery Support. Or would you prefer a course that includes instruction related to artillery?”

      “I’m not going to be a soldier,” snapped Abigail. “And I’m not worried about firing anything bigger than I can hold. I only want to make sure I don’t embarrass myself tomorrow in front of Mia. She’s looking forward to this, and I want it to be fun.”

      “You believe that a poor performance on your part might affect her enjoyment?”

      “I don’t know,” Abigail admitted. “It’s best to try and control what variables I can in this situation. I won’t be seeing her again for some time. This has to count.”

      Mia smiled from her bed. It was unfortunate that she’d met Abigail after a tragedy.

      Her smile faded as she reminded herself that the mission had to come first. Abigail understood that as well as Mia. Abigail might be like family now, but soldiers had to leave their family members behind all the time.

      Mia would know. Her father spent enough time away from home in his service. The least she could do was honor his sacrifice by learning the truth and accepting she’d have to sacrifice just as much.

      “I’ll also need videos on basic maintenance,” continued Abigail. “There’s no point in using a device if I don’t understand the fundamental parts. Mia insists it’s just point-and-shoot. If it were so simple, no army would have bothered with training for centuries. Sometimes I don’t think she appreciates how skilled she is.”

      Mia sat up on the edge of her bed. She wanted to help Abigail, but she hadn’t learned weapons handling from videos. Years of training and practice couldn’t be replaced by a handful of pointers. Besides, struggling with basic understanding would give Abigail a better appreciation of firearms. Once she had, Mia could help her.

      “Let’s start with a basic diagram,” Abigail suggested.

      “Of what weapons class?” Debbie asked.

      “I don’t need help with artillery.”

      “I understand you wish to restrict yourself to smaller weapons, Dr. Curie,” Debbie offered. “There are numerous possibilities in that subcategory. It might be helpful to ask Mia.”

      “No,” Abigail insisted. “I want my proficiency to be a surprise. Can’t you suggest something?”

      “Might I suggest this interesting diagram of a Sparai Mark VIII Tactical Shotgun?”

      “Is that the type of weapon Mia prefers? I haven’t paid much attention to her non-starfighter simulator work. I didn’t think it was relevant before now.”

      “She tends toward semiautomatic mid-caliber conventional pistols and assault rifles,” explained Debbie. “Her previous reports indicate she is comfortable terminating living targets with rail weapons as well.”

      Mia couldn’t quibble with that description. Back at home, she’d used a variety of weapons, often rotating. Her father wanted her to be able to pick anything off a battlefield and survive.

      Abigail scoffed. “I’m not killing anyone tomorrow. Not on purpose, anyway. Just show me a pistol, one that will be available at the range. A smaller weapon should be easier to understand and handle. Please also provide a diagram of basic ballistic physics for the weapon.”

      Mia walked over to her door and closed it with a smile. Ever since they’d first met and Mia observed Abigail’s physical training, she understood the woman threw herself into training she deemed worthy. Abigail’s nerdy zeal would make her a good markswoman if she stuck with it, though she’d be a fish out of water the next day. Despite her enthusiasm, one evening of videos wasn’t enough for proficiency.

      Returning to her bed, Mia chuckled. Abigail was a brave, dedicated woman. She also didn’t strike Mia as used to failure. It would be interesting to see how she’d react.

      “We’ll see,” she whispered. “We’ll see.”
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        * * *

      

      Abigail pulled her trigger three times in rapid succession. She narrowed her eyes at the target before the holographic magnified image appeared in front of her with an obnoxious buzzing.

      “I don’t understand.” She searched the target. “I don’t see any new hits. Perhaps it’s malfunctioning?” She squinted at the physical target downrange. “I don’t see them there. It might be a trick of the light.”

      “It’s not a trick of the light.” Mia rolled her eyes. “There are no holes because you missed the target entirely that time. You were aiming too high with the first shot. The recoil assured you wouldn’t land with the others.”

      Abigail ejected her magazine. She picked up a new one and tried to shove it, frowning when it didn’t click into place. “What’s wrong with it? I didn’t have this much trouble reloading last time.”

      Mia bit down a chuckle. All of Abigail’s videos and study the night before might have given her great scientific insight into how firearms work. They hadn’t done much to grant her the practical skills involved with shooting.

      Mia gestured toward the gun. “It won’t go in because the magazine is upside down.”

      Abigail looked at the magazine. “I’m fairly certain—Oh.” Her face reddened. She flipped the magazine and reinserted it. “That would explain it. The laws of physics still apply.”

      “Stop,” Mia ordered. She nodded downrange. “Your weapon is too close to being pointed away from the range. It should always be pointed downrange when not stowed. That lowers the chance of accidental discharge.”

      “But there are no bullets in it,” Abigail replied. “I don’t have to be a master of guns to avoid shooting someone when my gun is empty.”

      Mia looked at her sternly. “We went over this. What’s the first rule of firearms?”

      Abigail sighed. “Always assume your weapon is loaded when handling it.”

      Mia nodded and motioned downrange. “That’s a basic fundamental principle. It can save your life and those of others. My father drilled it into me from the first day he handed me a pistol.”

      “I don’t understand why I’m having so much trouble hitting the target,” complained Abigail. “It’s not that far away. I thought I had better hand-eye coordination. By my calculations, the drop from gravity at this range shouldn’t be a major factor. I’m not trying to hit someone kilometers away with a sniper rifle.”

      “I warned you earlier. You’re rushing through every shot.” Mia brought up her weapon, lined up a shot, and put three rounds into the center of her target. “Once you’ve trained more, you’ll learn to adjust your grip for the recoil. You’re also half-closing your eyes when you fire. It’s hard to hit what you’re not looking at. You can’t be afraid of the weapon.”

      Mia didn’t tell Abigail that her father had trained her in hitting targets with obscured vision. That training included smoke and darkness exercises, but only after years of drills and practice.

      Abigail set her pistol on the counter in front of her firing window and crossed her arms. “I’m not supposed to be afraid? You’re the one who said I should always be afraid of it.”

      “No, I said you should respect your weapon. That’s not the same thing as being afraid.” Mia inclined her head toward her gun. “Respect means knowing what it’s capable of but maintaining control. It’s a tool in the end, nothing more. If you treat it as more and let it rule you, then you’ll never become a good shot. I wouldn’t have been able to learn all the things you had me learn if I was afraid all the time. My father made sure from a very young age that I wasn’t afraid of my weapons, but I still gave them the respect they deserve.”

      Abigail huffed. “I’m not afraid. I’m annoyed. It’s different.”

      “It’s not good enough for you to say that,” Mia insisted. “I can see the fear with each shot. You have to carve that control into your body. Nothing less will do if you want to master shooting.”

      Abigail reached down and swiped her finger across the control panel, reviewing her greatest success: a couple of rounds near the edge of the target. “It’s amazing anyone ever hits anything with these. So much for point and shoot.”

      “They do fine with practice. As will you.”

      Abigail stared at Mia. “And were you this poor a shot when you started?”

      “Well…no, but…” Mia looked away, her cheeks heating. “We all have our talents.”

      “Some more than others.” Abigail picked up the pistol. “I have to say it’s not as heavy as I expected.”

      “There’s no inherent advantage in the firearm itself being heavy. Heavier rounds carry their advantage, even then it’s a balance between field usability and damage potential.”

      “Of course,” Abigail replied, frowning at the gun. “It would make me feel better if I was missing and it was larger. That’s nothing more than a bruised ego.”

      Mia fired three more rounds through the center of the target. She smiled at Abigail. “We could switch weapons if you want.”

      Abigail grimaced. “You mean to a bigger gun? Like a shotgun?”

      “Or an assault rifle. Though they don’t have sniper rifles available at this range. Sniping a stationary target is easier than you think once you take into account the terrain, wind, and a handful of other factors, but that will have to wait for a future trip to a different type of range.”

      “I’ll be fine not shooting a sniper rifle. And I can master this pistol. Everything’s a matter of mind over matter.” Abigail fired once, wincing when the loud buzz signaled another miss. “That doesn’t change what I said.”

      “Focus is helpful.” Mia agreed, and nodded to her hands. “But take a close look at how I’m holding things. Your grip is wrong, too tight, and your placement is too far forward. It’s like you’re ready to throw it more than shoot it. I think you’re unconsciously trying to steady it more than necessary.”

      Abigail rolled her eyes. “If this keeps up, throwing the gun might be a better bet.”

      “You can do this,” Mia promised with a smile. “It’s no different than your physical training. Small, steady improvements in form lead to greater success.” She indicated Abigail’s gun. “Lift the barrel slightly, adjust your hands to match mine, take a deep breath, concentrate on keeping your eyes open, and fire. I have confidence in you.”

      Abigail’s gun roared with the latest shot. Her eyes widened at the holographic display. She’d managed to avoid the edge and land a clear shot.

      “Progress,” she declared with a chuckle. “Am I ready to take down bad guys with you? With this accuracy, I can scrape their arms.”

      “Proficiency will come with time,” Mia replied. “Just as it does with every skill.”

      “How much time until I can help you?” Abigail shot Mia an impish grin.

      “I think the mission will be over by then.”

      Abigail laughed. “Most likely. I’ll leave the shooting to you when off-range.”

      “That’s for the best.”
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        * * *

      

      Abigail let out a cheer when the hologram revealed her near bull’s eye. “That only took three hours, and I don’t think I can do it again, but I have to thank you for your instruction.” She offered a bright smile to Mia. “I’m used to being the one telling you where you’re making mistakes, not the other way around.”

      Mia smiled back. “I was trained well. And I made plenty of mistakes when I started.”

      “Not nearly as many as I am,” Abigail guessed.

      “I’m talking about the academics,” Mia explained. “I didn’t even understand what I needed. I was so focused on how it applied in a tactical or strategic context.”

      Abigail raised an eyebrow. “And you don’t care now how something might be applied to destroy a planet?”

      “It doesn’t hurt to understand one’s destructive options.” Mia shrugged. “And in the end, my career path will be helped by understanding the military applicability of knowledge.”

      “I’m proud to have helped you.” Abigail’s tone was solemn before she laughed. “And I’m sorry I’m so terrible at shooting.”

      “I wouldn’t say you are terrible.” Mia glanced between the holographic target readout and Abigail. “Your current accuracy is…suboptimal. You could use more practice.”

      “That’s a more sophisticated way of saying I’m terrible.” Abigail patted Mia on the shoulder. “Despite that, this was surprisingly satisfying. I can see the attraction. And it was thanks to you that I could enjoy this activity at all. I’ll admit I thought this was a strange activity for our last day together, but I’m grateful now you chose it. I’m happy to see you shine.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “It’s what we were just talking about. I was the one teaching you before we came to this planet.” Abigail motioned downrange. “And I wasn’t there during your academy training. I know what a keen mind and powerful body you have, but this is the first time I’ve truly been able to see you in your own element. And…” She searched for the words. “…I’m proud of you.”

      Mia’s breath caught. A familiar warmth arose, one that used to come with her father’s praise or the sensation she felt spending time with her friends at the academy. It had been rare and fleeting enough that she craved it.

      It wasn’t as if this was the first time Abigail had praised her, but something about this moment struck Mia deeply. Her heart sped up.

      “We should pack up and head home,” Mia suggested quietly. “You’re not going to become a markswoman overnight. Despite what you think, this has been a good first day.”

      “We can’t all be you.” Abigail smiled. “And I don’t think the KCAP would have planets left over if we were.”
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        * * *

      

      Mia closed her eyes as her head hit the pillow. Her freedom would be gone soon. Then again, she hadn’t had it since the moment she’d been informed of her father’s death. Her mission to find out the truth had started when she left her home. She couldn’t quit now, no matter what temptations arose.

      The day with Abigail gave Mia a glimpse of a different path. Mia had never known her mother, and her father hadn’t shared any information about her. She’d never worried about not having a mother when she had a perfect father who was training her to be like him.

      Her time with Abigail, both before the academy and after, was a bittersweet reminder of what could have been. While Mia wasn’t interested in trying to track down her mother, she couldn’t help but think what life would have been like had she grown up with her father and a mother like Abigail.

      Family. Friends.

      The ideas sounded so distant now. She’d opened herself with Karin, Ryoko, and Paul, only to separate herself from them for her great mission.

      Such thoughts and concerns would have to wait. Ice would be her home soon, and then the Top Gun program. The mission would come first. Everything else, including happiness, would have to be sacrificed until then.
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      The overlapping rumble of shuttles descending into the port mixed with the pitter-patter of the rain hitting the ground and drenching the area. Lines of people, both civilians and military, made their way to and from the landing pads. A merciful lack of wind kept the rain from making the area completely miserable.

      Mia stared at empty landing pad A2-42. It marked the beginning of the next stage of her mission.

      She’d received a transmission that morning to report by 1200 hours to the pad for departure to Ice, along with a warning that being a minute late would be considered an attempt to flee. MPs would be dispatched and her sentence increased.

      She scoffed at the threat and the lack of personnel present to enforce it. They trusted their DT enough they didn’t feel the need to send her off. That arrogance had already weakened them. With her DT mods, her mission on Ice was a go, and no one other than Abigail knew.

      Mia rocked on her heels. She had the training and skills necessary to complete the mission. That didn’t mean she believed it would be easy. Once arrogance replaced confidence, death wasn’t far behind.

      The thought made Mia question whether she’d crossed the line already. She’d assumed she could track down the truth with money and effort. Many people would call that arrogance.

      “Are you okay, Mia?” Abigail asked from beside her.

      “Why do you ask?”

      “There’s a look on your face. We spent enough time together that I know your expressions.” Abigail smiled. “I don’t think anyone would begrudge you being concerned about going to a prison planet, even if it’s only for thirty days. It’s okay to be concerned.”

      “I’m fine. The important thing now is the mission.” Mia watched another shuttle fire its thrusters and pull away from its landing pad. “I committed all the intel to memory. With that, I can deal with whatever comes my way. Thank you. Without all the info you collected, the mission wouldn’t be possible.”

      “You’re welcome, but that’s not what I’m talking about.” Abigail’s nose wrinkled. “I’m not always right.”

      Mia had expected this. Abigail’s reluctance at the infiltration mission marked a growing protectiveness. If Mia hadn’t already been sentenced, Abigail might have found a way to block the mission.

      With a sigh, Mia turned toward Abigail, not wanting to let her mentor’s sudden humility derail the mission. “No one is always right, and no mission can demand perfect intel before initiation.”

      “Yes. In this case, it’s more important that I’m not always right.” Abigail patted her chest. “This entire affair has been based on my planning and suggestions. I bear special responsibility.”

      “Yes, and I’m grateful for all your help. You’ve helped me plan this out. Now it’s my responsibility to execute the mission. You know what I’m capable of.”

      Abigail sucked in a breath and placed her hands on Mia’s shoulders. “It’s not that I doubt your capabilities. I’m one of the few people other than your father who truly appreciates how special you are.”

      “Then you know I can do this,” Mia replied. “I don’t see the problem.”

      “We can find another way. Being better than the average person doesn’t mean your success is guaranteed. It might be too late to say this with you committed to Ice no matter what, but you don’t have to go through your mission there. I’ll find another way. I’m sure I can.” She squeezed Mia’s shoulder before letting go. “I know this is important to you. And I’m not telling you that you have to give up on finding out the truth. I’m saying we’ll find another, safer way.”

      Mia shook her head. “It’s best to operate on the intel available at this time. We have no guarantees that we’ll find another follow-up. I’m not abandoning the mission.” She looked into Abigail’s eyes. “I refuse to abandon the mission.”

      “I’m sorry.” Abigail sighed. “I’m worried about you.”

      “I know, and I understand. I’m not angry with you. I just want you to understand where I’m coming from.” Mia turned away. Looking at the concern on Abigail’s face was too much. “I’ll succeed. I have no choice. And my short-term sentence means I won’t be near the most dangerous prisoners. If anything, I’m the threat to them, not the other way around.”

      “The mission’s more dangerous than being around the prisoners. And I suppose that’s…” Abigail narrowed her eyes and looked past Mia. “What’s this?”

      Mia spun and raised her hands. She wasn’t about to board a shuttle to a prison planet with weapons, but she could take out any assassin idiotic enough to ambush her when she was standing next to someone she wouldn’t allow to be hurt.

      No rogue soldiers or deadly assassins appeared, though. Instead, familiar faces in uniforms—Ryoko, Paul, and Karin, along with a smattering of other students from her class, with the noticeable absence of Tal Mallan and the other members of his elite alliance. She didn’t mind that.

      “It’s the other cadets,” Mia explained.

      “I see.” Abigail smiled. “Then I suppose I’ll leave the previous conversation where it ended.”

      “That’s for the best.” Mia returned the smile, but insisted, “It’ll be all right.”

      “I hope so.”

      Paul sauntered up to Mia with a grin. “We had to ask around to figure out when your flight was. The way they were acting you’d think they were worried we were going to try and bust you out.” He slapped her shoulder and laughed. “What’s up, Mia? Were you worried they were going to drag you off in restraints? They don’t even have you cuffed. It would have been easy for you to get away.”

      Karin rolled her eyes. “Try and be less of an asshole, Stansford. Just because she’s not chained up doesn’t mean she’s going on vacation here.” She frowned at Mia. “It would have been nice if you told us where you were departing from.”

      “I didn’t know if this would be a good place to say goodbye.” Mia shrugged. “Getting sent off to serve a sentence over a prank is embarrassing.”

      She hated lying to her friends, but she didn’t want them involved with her dangerous mission. The best thing for everyone was for them to believe she’d gotten overconfident and foolish after her successful exam.

      “It’s not forever,” offered Ryoko. She sighed and looked down. “We thought about getting you a going-away gift, but were told anything we might give you would be treated as contraband. It didn’t seem like there was much point.”

      “It might be fun to see what she could get through,” Paul interjected with a smirk. “And it’ll let you evaluate how secure that place is.”

      Karin elbowed him in the side. “Don’t talk like that. What if someone overheard? You want her to get in even more trouble.”

      “I’m not taking any contraband,” Mia broke in. “They told me to board with this uniform and nothing else. I’ll do my time, and I’ll come back to join you all at Top Gun.”

      Paul took her hand and gave it a firm shake. “If those prisoners know what’s good for them, they’ll stay out of your way.”

      Other cadets surged forward to slap her on the back and shake her hand. Mia shook them in turn, a smile building and her eyes twitching as she fought back the tears threatening to appear.

      Ryoko slipped through the crowd to pull Mia into an embrace. Mia tensed before gently returning the gesture. All this time and she still had trouble understanding how to deal with friends.

      An avalanche of hugs, shoulder squeezes, and back pats overwhelmed her from her friends and the other cadets. By the time it was over, Mia couldn’t deny the obvious: she’d failed and was crying.

      Mia didn’t understand. She was getting choked up again. It was insane. Years had passed between the rare times she’d cried. Her father’s death had been the powerful weapon destroying her restraint.

      This was a minor setback. Nobody had died. She would see her friends again after Ice. This was a temporary parting, nothing more.

      She controlled her emotions. They weren’t supposed to control her. Was this a failure? Had she shamed her father? She wasn’t sure.

      “It’s okay to be upset,” Karin whispered into her ear. “Even phenoms are allowed to feel things.”

      “I’m not afraid of Ice,” Mia insisted, stepping back and squaring her shoulders. “It’s an annoyance, an obstacle.”

      Karin chuckled. “I know, Mia. To be honest, I don’t think you’re afraid of anything.” She shook her finger. “But fear isn’t the only emotion out there, you know. Being brave doesn’t mean you don’t feel things like the rest of us. It’s okay to say you’ll miss us. We’ll miss you, too.”

      Mia gave a nod. “I… Yes, I’ll miss you all. I never had any real friends before you all. It’s a lot to take in.”

      “You’ll be okay. Mia Verick doesn’t let anyone or anything take her down. I’m sure by the end of the thirty days, you’ll be running that whole place.”

      Mia chuckled. “I’m going to keep my head down and out of trouble.”

      “I don’t know if you’re capable of staying out of trouble,” Karin teased.

      A loud rumble built up and Paul pointed to the sky. “I think it’s her ride.”

      Everyone craned their necks to watch the approaching shuttle. The KCAP Navy shuttle descended onto the landing pad, the flight pattern smooth and level. Mia stared at the ride to her next phase in life and the key to her next mission. It was an unassuming vehicle, given its importance.

      Abigail gave a nod to Mia before looking away, hints of tears at the edges of her eyes. “Remember what I said about everything.”

      “Who’s this?” Paul asked, nodding to Abigail. “Your hot mom? You don’t look alike, but you never talked about your family.”

      Karin elbowed Paul again. “Really?”

      “What?” He shrugged.

      Abigail grimaced. “I’m—”

      “A friend of my father’s,” Mia interjected. As much as she liked her friends, she wasn’t ready to share the dangerous truth of her life and mission. The less they knew about her living situation, the safer they would be.

      The shuttle settled on the pad with a noticeable thud. Before smoke from the engines had cleared, the side door slid open and two MPs hopped out with datapads in their hands. One looked at his pad and pointed to Mia.

      “Verick,” shouted the MP. “Report for transport.”

      Mia waved to Abigail and her friends. “See you soon.”

      “Be safe, Mia,” Abigail replied.

      “I will.”

      “Give ’em hell, Verick,” Paul shouted. “Become Queen of Ice!” He grimaced when Karin stared at him. “Just saying.”

      The cadets waved. Mia took a deep breath and approached the MPs.

      An MP waved his datapad over her DT. He narrowed his eyes and motioned to the pad.

      “What’s this mean?” he asked the other MP with a raised eyebrow.

      “It’s nothing,” the second MP answered. “The things glitch out all the time, especially in areas with too many signals. Don’t waste time on unimportant shit.”

      “You sure?”

      Mia held her breath. Attacking the MPs was the last thing she wanted to do, but if they’d discovered the DT mods, she might end up spending far longer than thirty days on Ice. Spending years in prison would leave her father’s trail cold.

      Mia waited.

      “I’m sure,” snapped the second MP, grabbing a circular disk from his belt and waving it up and down Mia’s body. “She’s clear, and we’re behind schedule as is.” He jerked his head toward the door. “Verick, proceed inside and sit in Row C, Seat Two. You are not to leave your seat at any point in the flight without permission. Not that you’ll be able to once we get your restraints on. After takeoff, leaving your seat or any attempt to disrupt the flight can be reported as an escape attempt. We are allowed to use lethal force if we think it’s necessary. Do you understand?”

      Mia nodded. “I understand.”

      “Then get aboard,” he snarled. “I know you’re some bigshot Top Gun candidate.” He spit in front of her. “But right now, you’re nothing more than another prisoner we have to transport to Ice. Don’t do anything to piss us off, and this will be nothing more than an unpleasant flight. Piss us off, and arriving at Ice will seem like a relief.”

      “Hey.” The other MP frowned at his partner. “Lay off. She just buzzed some asshole who was getting tail during an affair.”

      “I don’t give a shit. A prisoner is a prisoner. And an asshole cadet who thinks she’s better than everyone is the type who’ll try and stir up shit.”

      Mia shrugged. “I’m not here to cause trouble…for you.” She headed toward the door. “Once you drop me off, you’ll never have to worry about me again. The last thing I want is more attention.”

      The MP gave her a hard look. “We’ll see. There’s something in those eyes. I know you’re up to something. Save it for Ice, because I don’t want to have to do the paperwork.”

      Her earlier worry bled away, and she fought the sudden urge to laugh. Her plan involved secret infiltration of a black site. She doubted the MP had any knowledge of the facility. He was right to be suspicious, though he had no clue about her true danger.

      With a last longing gaze at her friends, Mia headed up the loading ramp into the shuttle. Another MP stood near the front clutching a pain baton. His partner lingered in the back. Hard-faced men and women sat shackled among the seats along with some who looked more serene and a handful who were crying.

      Mia stopped and stared. It made sense she’d be taken with other prisoners. For some reason, it hadn’t occurred to her before. She’d imagined being flown to a ship by herself and sitting in a shuttle until arrival.

      But Ice wasn’t a prison built for her. She’d be one prisoner among many.

      “Move it, prisoner,” ordered the closest MP, resting his hand on his baton. “Don’t make me move you.”

      Mia hesitated for a moment, unsure of the best way to proceed. Feigning intimidation might put the MPs off balance making her arrival on Ice go more smoothly. In the end, she nodded and headed down the row, remembering something her father had told her.

      Showing fear only serves the enemy.

      A sobbing man looked up at her as she passed. “I didn’t do it. I was framed. I didn’t do it. Somebody needs to help me.”

      Mia ignored him, moving farther down under the watchful eyes of the MPs and the other prisoners. The MP in the back advanced, his pain baton out. Unlike the angry man outside and those upfront, he looked bored.

      The MP nodded at her seat. “Sit down, place your arms in front of you, and don’t move until your restraints are secured. Failure to comply may be punished. Any hostile action may be punished.”

      Mia found her seat. The three seats were available in each row on either side of the shuttle, but each prisoner had been shackled in the center of a seat on one side by themselves. She slipped into her seat and put her arms forward, eyeing the restraints connected to the armrests.

      All the casual lack of concern they’d demonstrated outside was gone. They were serious about her not escaping.

      The MP whistled a somber tune Mia didn’t recognize and secured her shackles. They buzzed and tightened around her arms. He repeated the task with her ankles.

      “Enjoy your flight,” the MP offered and headed to the back of the shuttle. “And hold it for now, ’cause we don’t care if you piss yourselves.”

      “Special delivery!” yelled the MP from the front. “Stay still, quiet, and out of the way. You get taken out because you’re an idiot, that’s your own damned fault.”

      “It’s him,” a prisoner whispered. “I heard them saying he’d be on this transport. Damn. It’s unlucky to have a guy like that on here.”

      Mia’s brow went up. She’d been so focused on her mission that she hadn’t thought much about the other people on Ice. Most inmates weren’t there for alleged pranks during academy exams.

      Mia was vaguely insulted she wasn’t the special delivery, but curious about who was coming. She didn’t pay much attention to the news, local or confederacy wide. Abigail and the academy’s education hadn’t focused on that sort of thing. She wouldn’t recognize any famous modern criminals.

      With a grunt, two MPs shoved a bear of a man onto the shuttle. A third stood behind the pair, his hand on a pistol. Unlike Mia when she boarded, this prisoner’s hands were already bound, and chains constrained his legs. A dark muzzle covered his mouth, making him seem even more bearlike to Mia.

      His angry gaze darted around the passengers. Most shirked under his attention, but Mia locked stares with him, curious about this dangerous man. He focused on her as the MPs pushed him and let out a low growl as he passed Mia.

      She ignored him, though she didn’t understand why someone that dangerous was being housed with shorter-term prisoners on Ice. Although not everyone on Ice was from the military, judging by the uniforms of the other prisoners, she’d assumed the others would be people with modest crimes, like losing control and punching a superior officer, not someone like the muzzled prisoner.

      The team of MPs secured the prisoner in the far back, pulling other restraint harnesses over him and locking his existing arm restraints into his seat. The prisoner growled once more before giving a low chuckle.

      A prisoner sitting across from Mia shivered. “Damn it. It really is him.”

      “Who is he?” Mia asked.

      “Staff Sergeant Richard Corigan,” the prisoner reported. “I heard he was special ops.”

      “They don’t send you to prison for being special ops.”

      “The guy is a damned butcher. He enjoyed killing too much, especially unarmed civilians. When he got back, he was court-martialed for war crimes. They say after that he had a psychotic break. Think about how messed up a guy must be to have done all that before he was officially psycho. Or maybe he had one before, and they were wrong.” He shrugged and it turned into a shiver. “I don’t deserve to be near a guy like that. All I did was make a little money on the side. I’m not a killer.”

      Mia gave him her full attention. “What does making money on the side mean?”

      “I sold extra supplies and equipment here and there. Nothing that would hurt readiness. It’s not like the KCAP couldn’t afford it. I mean, come on, five million credits? That’s a rounding error in the military budget. Right?”

      “You stole five million credits of supplies and equipment?” Mia marveled. Her father’s money wasn’t half that and would have allowed her to live the rest of her life in comfort.

      “It’s not like I sold it to terrorists. Just interested local parties.”

      “Shut it, you two,” ordered an MP stomping down the row. “Don’t talk unless you’re spoken to.”

      The other prisoner withered under the man’s glare. Mia sighed and let her head loll back on the seat after checking out Corigan one last time. He was glaring at her.

      “Listen up, scum,” an MP shouted. “We’ll be taking off soon and connecting with our transport for the trip to Ice. At this point, I don’t care about your problems, but if you piss in those seats, you’re not going to like it. So exercise whatever little military discipline you have left.”

      He walked over to Mia and glanced down at his datapad. After a couple of looks between the pad and Mia, he asked, “Why exactly are you here?”

      “Doesn’t it tell you?” she shot back.

      “Sure, but something’s not making sense.” He frowned.

      Mia shrugged. “During my final piloting exam, I flared a station to show off. It set off a bunch of alarms and alerts. It turns out there was an officer in that section who was having an affair. The emergency teams showed up, and he got embarrassed, and so I’m now doing a month on Ice.”

      The MP frowned. “Seriously? You’re not shitting me?”

      “It doesn’t talk about that?”

      “Insubordination, reckless endangerment,” listed the MP. “Among other things. It sounds worse than what you’re describing.”

      Mia nodded, unsurprised. She’d had to sign off on the charges but hadn’t paid much attention to the details since they wouldn’t deny her a chance at Top Gun.

      “Is there some sort of problem?” Mia asked.

      The MP leaned closer. Mia tensed. The only way she could defend herself was with a headbutt or bite in her current position.

      He shook his head. “Who the hell was this guy you pissed off? He must have had major connections.”

      “Lieutenant Commander Trevorson. I don’t know him that well, but I got unlucky to piss off someone that high ranking.”

      “No,” replied the MP, his voice low. “That doesn’t explain it. He must have other connections, or someone fucked up in a big way.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      “These charges are low-end shit, and your sentence is short,” he explained. “Ice is a prison planet, but it’s not like we dump every person in a big pit and tell ’em to fight for control. Short-timers on minor charges are usually held in a different facility than the inmates with more serious sentences, whether military or civilians. Don’t let the tears and smooth talk fool you. Half of the people in here are short-timers with minor sentences. A bunch of them are thugs with serious offenses.”

      “Like the embezzling guy?” Mia asked.

      The MP sneered at the smiling prisoner sitting across from Mia. “Don’t let him fool you. He shot his commanding officer in the head when confronted about the thefts.”

      The prisoner scoffed. “I offered him a cut.”

      “Shut your mouth,” the MP snapped. “And that bastard’s a kitten compared to a monster like that.” He inclined his head toward Corigan.

      “Aren’t they going to separate us when we get to the planet?” Mia asked.

      The MP shook his head. “Yes, but your transfer orders specify your delivery to Black Ice, making you the only other prisoner going there other than Corigan.” He grunted. “Damn. Sucks to be you, Verick. I think that officer must have had powerful friends. Every other prisoner going to Black Ice is serving at least ten to twenty years. It’s a dumping ground for the worst of the worst from both military and civilian courts.” His face scrunched up. “No, something’s off. Sorry to tell you this, but it might be a clerical error. If that asshole had gotten you transferred there, you would have known.”

      Mia frowned. “A clerical error? Then you’re sending me into a more dangerous facility based on a mistake?”

      She wasn’t worried about personal danger. Her concern was that being at Black Ice might make it harder for her to extricate herself and find the site with her father’s information. The guards would watch killers far closer than pranksters.

      The MP sighed. “There’s nothing we can do now.” The shuttle rattled as the engines kicked on. “I’ll flag your file for review upon arrival. If you’re lucky, they’ll segregate you from gen pop at Black Ice until they get this figured out.”

      “And if I’m unlucky?”

      “I have to serve on these transports,” whispered the MP. “But I’m grateful every day I’ve not been assigned to a place like Black Ice.”

      “It’s just a prison,” Mia maintained.

      “No. You don’t understand. It’s a hellhole.” He averted his eyes. “You’re going to have to fight like hell just to survive. I’ll do everything I can, but I can’t give you any guarantees. All I can do is put in the flag.”

      “It’s not a problem.”

      “Did you not hear anything I’ve said?”

      Mia nodded. “I heard. I’ll need to fight like hell just to survive. That’s fine.” She allowed herself a smile. “That’s one thing I’m good at.”
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      “Move it, prisoner,” an MP barked as he led the embezzling murderer off the shuttle in restraints out the front exit. “Welcome to your new home. Not that you’re going to see much of the surface.”

      “I’m innocent,” the embezzler cried.

      The MP shoved him forward. “And I just inherited a million credits. Move, asshole, or I’ll move you. You’re the last asshole for this site, and we’re ahead of schedule for once.”

      “When I get out, I’m going to track you down and destroy your life,” the embezzler stated. “You’ll regret screwing with me.”

      The MP snickered. “Yeah, sure, whatever. Look me up in ten to twenty. We’ll have a beer together before you wreck me.”

      Mia looked past the exchange to take stock of her new location. Reading about a place wasn’t the same as seeing it with your own eyes.

      Ice was well-named. The windows on the shuttle were closed, but Mia’s position closer to the front let her catch brief glimpses of the outside. Wind howled outside and gray clouds covered most of the sky. The few cloud breaks offered glimpses of pale bleakness.

      Only the most marginal of terraforming had been applied to the planet. Given its history and current use, they weren’t going to do much to improve it in the future.

      The embezzler was the shuttle’s third drop-off thus far. This latest delivery had left Mia one of the last remaining prisoners, along with Corigan. The psychotic murderer sat rigidly in his seat, no longer growling or doing anything but staring straight ahead. That was almost more unnerving.

      A couple of minutes passed, and the MP who’d led the embezzler out returned. He hurried up the ramp. It retracted behind him and the door sealed.

      He rubbed his hands together. “I hate this place so much.”

      “We’re not even to the worst facility yet,” another MP claimed, the one who’d been rude to her upon first boarding. He shook his head. “I hate that place most of all.”

      The shuttle’s engine fired, shaking the ship. It lifted off and pushed away.

      The MP approached her with an apologetic look on his face. “Look, I’m sorry. I didn’t know. Damn. I’m sorry.”

      Mia looked up at him. “You didn’t know what? I’m confused what this is all about.”

      “I saw the charges,” he explained. “I figured you were going to a short-timer site for minor offenders and wanted to scare you straight.” He shook his head. “I didn’t know you were going to Black Ice.”

      “Is it really that bad?” Mia asked. “It’s a prison, but prisons still have rules and order.”

      “Rules and order? There are rules and order there, but not the kind you’re thinking of.” He leaned over and lowered his voice. “You have to understand that the KCAP needs a place to send the worst scum. In this case, both military and civilian. In a better world, maybe we’d just waste them right away during sentencing, but they think they can get use out of them, send them to dangerous places where they can work off their damage to society.” He shook his head. “I know what the other guy told you, but I’ve been doing transport duty to Ice for longer than him. We’ll file the notice with the prison staff, but with the way this is coded, there’s almost no chance they’ll not send you out to gen pop, and no matter what we do, we have to deliver you using standard protocol.”

      “I see.” Mia scoffed. “No matter what, I’m going to this hellhole?”

      “Just try and keep your head down,” the MP replied. “If I had some connections at the facility, I’d put in a good word for you. But they don’t listen to guys like us. We’re supposed to make sure you get there and forget that you ever existed.” He backed away. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know. I’ll report this, so at least somebody knows what’s happened.”

      “Can you tell me more about it?”

      “Only that it’s terrible. The best thing, for now, is to listen to our instructions. This is life and death.” With that, he stepped away, leaving Mia with nothing to do but think.

      She’d approached this entire mission with minimum on-the-ground intel, assuming she could adapt to any situation. Abigail had tried her best, but they hadn’t planned on her being rerouted to what sounded like one of the worst facilities on Ice. This situation called for maximum adaptability.

      Mia flexed her fingers. Restrained, there wasn’t much else she could do but sit there and think about being sent to Black Ice and the implications. She wasn’t sure if it was a clerical error or something more sinister. She doubted the lieutenant commander held that much sway, but she couldn’t forget that someone had tried to assassinate her. They might have decided this was the next best tactic.

      That all made sense. The problem was she lacked proof. Assuming too much when she knew so little was dangerous. For now, she needed to focus on the immediate mission and getting to the site Abigail had identified.

      Being sent to Black Ice hadn’t changed that. It might even be advantageous. A less controlled environment meant more opportunities to slip out unnoticed.

      She glanced at her DT. The MPs had failed to identify the tampering before taking her off-planet. Given everything she’d heard, that meant she might have an easier time escaping the notice of the guards tracking her—assuming she survived Black Ice.

      Mia’s knees shook with nervous energy. She hated not being able to do anything. The best thing to do was channel her discomfort by evaluating the immediate threats she might face. Survival wasn’t sufficient for mission completion, but it was necessary.

      The MPs’ reactions were promising, despite their implications. Whatever corruption afflicted the KCAP and the military had only hit her at the administrative level. The MPs had gone from sneering at her to giving her apologetic looks. They hadn’t tried anything before they learned where she was going. An assassination on a shuttle full of disposable witnesses would be convenient. They could have killed them all and dumped them into space.

      Mia scoffed, unsure if it was paranoia or careful tactical consideration. Three men had already tried to murder her because she’d tried to investigate the circumstances of her father’s death. Taking her safety for granted in a hostile environment would go beyond arrogance.

      She turned to check out Corigan. He was the closest thing to an immediate threat, assuming everything they said about him was true. A psychotic man of that size with special operations training could kill every MP aboard the shuttle without a weapon.

      If Mia wasn’t in restraints, she could have done the same.

      The huge muscular man would have towered even over her father. His near catatonia ended. His gaze shifted to meet Mia’s, his stare pierced her, both angry and evaluative.

      Mia stared back. The man was worse than a killer. He was a fallen soldier who’d made a mockery of his discipline and committed war crimes. He lacked restraint to go with his training and huge size. That meant he was the worst thing of all: a waste of potential.

      Something dark was in that stare. The anger of a monster hiding underneath. Mia shivered. She hated to admit it, but she’d seen that look before in her father when he was staring off and didn’t know she was paying attention. The difference was that her father kept his monster on a leash. That’s why he was able to raise her to be a disciplined young woman ready for Top Gun.

      And that’s what made a fallen soldier so dangerous. The KCAP needed men and women who could unleash the beast on their enemies. Those same men and women needed to be able to throw the beast back into a cage on command. A military couldn’t function otherwise. It would become nothing more than a glorified barbarian horde. Strength of soul was more important than physical strength.

      Mia turned her head forward and sucked in a breath. She’s seen what she needed. Richard Corigan was a dangerous man. Without moving a muscle, he exuded the threat of violence and was more than capable of delivering. She’d need to watch herself whenever he was around.

      They were likely going to be in-processed together. That would be his best chance to break free.

      The only question that remained was whether he’d feel the need to target her, if and when he tried something. She could do with fewer enemies not related to her mission. The only thing left was to wait until the shuttle delivered her to Black Ice, her hell for a month.
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        * * *

      

      Mia stared at the back of the seat in front of her until the shuttle decelerated. She frowned, paying attention to the whir and rumble of the main engines and thrusters. They’d stopped but not descended. With the lack of windows, she couldn’t see what was going on, but it felt like they were hovering. Maybe they were waiting for clearance to land, though they hadn’t been forced to wait at any of the other drops.

      An MP approached from the front of the shuttle and headed toward Mia. He unshackled her hands and feet though kept a chain between her ankles. He nodded toward the front of the passenger cabin. “Stand over there and don’t move if you know what’s good for you. Corigan’s going first.”

      Mia stood and rubbed her wrists. She walked forward and moved aside to allow MPs carrying batons to move through from the front. They left a pair of MPs guarding the front of the shuttle.

      She had no desire to get between the MPs and Corigan. Unnecessary conflicts came with the risk of injury and mission impact. All battles should serve both tactical and strategic purposes.

      This would serve as opportunity for further observation of Corigan. The more she learned about him, the easier it would be to eliminate him in the future if necessary.

      More MPs stepped out from the back and everyone converged on Corigan. An MP unshackled him from his seat but kept his wrists and ankles restrained and didn’t remove the muzzle.

      Mia felt a little insulted, as silly as it was. They didn’t feel she was dangerous enough to muzzle.

      Corigan stood with a deep grunt. Every MP nearby kept a hand on a baton. An MP nodded to the back, and the prisoner wandered that way with a casualness that belied his size and lethal aura.

      Mia frowned, unsure of where they were taking him. She glanced to the front. They couldn’t open the door and extend the ramp while the shuttle was still in the air. A familiar grinding noise sounded from the back.

      An MP opened a second door, revealing the shuttle’s open cargo bay and confirming the shuttle was hovering several meters off the ground. The wind howled outside like the entire planet was screaming.

      She couldn’t see much through the guards, prisoners, and walls, but the dreary gray and white she’d caught hints of before were gone. The air was darker, more menacing. A stench drifted into the shuttle like rotten eggs.

      Mia frowned. Sulfur? Were they somewhere volcanic?

      That could be useful. Abigail’s data highlighted a limited number of active volcanic zones on the planet, including the one holding the black site. Fate might have delivered her closer to her final mission destination than she’d planned.

      Corigan advanced to the back of the shuttle, each step heavy and powerful. An MP hesitated before approaching the prisoner to undo his remaining restraints. The shackles and muzzle fell to the ground with a thud.

      “Enjoy Black Ice, Corigan,” the MP offered with a sneer. He shoved the prisoner forward.

      Corigan twisted and caught the edge of the open cargo bay. He yanked himself up and reached out to grab a holstered gun. “Enjoy hell!”

      The MPs surged forward and swung their pain batons. Buzzing mixed with the thud of the hard batons against Corigan’s shoulders and head.

      Mia’s eyes widened. A normal man would have been on the ground twitching from a single hit. She’d tested one on herself once, despite her father warning her not to. She knew how much they could hurt.

      Desperate blows continued to rain down on Corigan. His body twitched, and he lost his grip, plummeting out of the shuttle. A loud grunt and sickening crunch followed.

      Mia couldn’t see if the man had survived the fall. It wasn’t that far, but a bad landing on his head could have finished him off.

      “We should have just shot him,” an MP muttered. “Damned waste of oxygen.”

      “It’s too much paperwork,” another complained. “Even for trash like that. Black Ice will handle him. If not, it’ll make him do something useful with his life for once.”

      The MPs behind Mia nodded to her then inclined their heads toward the back of the shuttle.

      “Don’t try anything,” an MP warned.

      “If he couldn’t pull it off, I’m not going to,” Mia replied. She doubted that. She was confident she could take out all the MPs with surprise if she were so inclined. It would add nothing to the mission, so she didn’t so much as give them dirty looks.

      She headed forward, her movement still constrained by her chained ankles. Once she reached the cargo bay, they stopped her and undid her remaining restraints.

      Mia squinted as a hard gust of wind blasted sooty ice into the shuttle. Corigan lay on the ground, one of his legs contorted so badly it made Mia wince. Piles of dirty ice covered the cracked, rocky ground below. Dark spires of rock, dusted with yellow, black, and brown dotted the area.

      “He survived,” Mia noted.

      “Yeah, too bad,” the MP replied.

      Corigan managed to get to his feet, staggering and limping across the hard terrain. Shadows flittered between the spires, snow drifts, and nearby outcroppings. Emaciated figures in ragged clothing surged toward the landing zone like the twisted undead of a horror story.

      “Are those other prisoners?” Mia asked.

      “Some, but not all,” explained the MP.

      “What does that mean?”

      “It doesn’t matter. It’s survival of the fittest here. That’s all you need to know.”

      Corigan let out a howl of rage as a prisoner tried to tackle him. He backhanded the man with a meaty arm, sending him flying. Another prisoner threw his body at Corigan’s bad leg. The huge killer roared and buckled. Even the strongest man relied on his bones and muscles being connected to work.

      The mob of men and women tackled Corigan to the ground. They delivered a flurry of kicks and punches. The sickening thud of fists meeting flesh cut through the wind.

      “He’s not going to last long like that,” Mia commented.

      The MP who’d first warned Mia about Black Ice stepped forward. He pointed in the distance. “Don’t worry about him. Worry about yourself.”

      “They’re going to kill him,” she pressed.

      “And the devil looks after his own,” the MP retorted. He shook his hand. “Now pay attention. See that building?”

      Mia peered into the distance. A squat gray bunker-like building lay nestled in the cluster of outcroppings, about fifty meters away from the landing zone, though with the rough conditions and weather it might as well have been kilometers away.

      “Get there as quickly as possible,” the MP whispered into her ear. “He’s acting as a distraction for you, even if not on purpose. If he dies, he’ll die doing the only selfless thing he’s ever done in his life.”

      The MP slipped something hard and cold into her hand. She didn’t need to look to recognize the familiar handle of a knife.

      “Don’t stop until you’re at the front blast door,” the MP continued. “We’ve sent a message ahead and tried to explain there was a mix-up, but Black Ice has its own rules, and there’s only so much we can do. Use the knife to fight off the scavengers and get to the gate. Hold out until the warden arrives. Once he arrives, drop the knife and fall to your knees. After that, it’s just a matter of surviving until we come to get you when your sentence is up.”

      “And how likely is that?” Mia asked.

      “Just get to the bunker,” the MP insisted, licking his lips. “I’m sorry. I wish there was more we could do.”

      Mia adjusted her grip on the knife. “You gave me a weapon. That’s all I needed.” She smiled at him. “Don’t worry. Thirty days. I’ll see you soon enough.”

      It was time to move. This was no longer a stealth mission. She charged forward and leapt from the back of the shuttle.
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      Despite the hard uneven terrain, Mia hit the ground and rolled, popping back up with a boost of momentum into her initial sprint. The feral scavengers continued their assault on the wounded Corigan. Part of Mia didn’t like using a wounded man as a distraction, but this was a case of monsters attacking monsters.

      Despite his broken leg, Corigan wasn’t giving up. He smashed a fist into a scavenger sending them flying onto a nearby growing pile. Bruises and bloody tears covered Corigan’s body, both from the initial drop and the people attacking him.

      He followed up by smashing his elbow into a scavenger’s neck. The scavenger coughed up blood and clawed at this throat before falling to the ground. For a wounded man with a snapped leg and who knew what other internal injuries, Corigan was putting up a good fight.

      Mia tore her attention away from the mob beating Corigan. She might not be hurt, but that didn’t mean she could take that many people with only a knife. A blast of wind shot soot and ice into the air in a swirling mass. The dark fog obscured the path to the bunker.

      Surviving initial insertion into hostile territory depended on proper equipment, training, and utilization of available intelligence. She had no idea how many of the scavengers were outside the main site, nor their training and equipment. The only thing she knew was they were willing to attack other new arrivals without restraint. She doubted she could reason with them.

      Corigan had doomed himself by trying to go for an MP. Had he landed normally, he might have had a chance against the scavenger mob now desperate to beat him into a paste. Despite their feral screeching and clawing that made them dangerous as a group, none of them looked like they could take the average cadet from the academy, let alone a huge, though wounded, hardened killer.

      Mia’s foot snagged on a rock. She wrenched it free and slowed to a jog, having trouble seeing far in front of her because of the ash and snow. None of the enemies had broken away from beating Corigan to come after her. She wanted to believe that was good luck, but she’d long ago learned not to depend on luck for survival in field conditions. It could always turn against her.

      The best plan was to get to the door and keep it behind her, meaning she’d only have to deal with threats from a limited arc. She would have preferred to focus on maximum mobility, but the MPs’ instructions had been clear. They hadn’t wanted to kill her. They would have thrown her off while still bound otherwise.

      There were too many unknown variables in her current situation. She needed to cut them down by using the environment to her advantage.

      This was her first true challenge of the plan. Coming to Ice was never going to be easy, and learning the truth about her father wouldn’t be easy.

      Despite the dark fog, she could still make out the bunker and had a good idea of where the blast door was. A flat-out sprint would normally get her there easily, but the visibility, uneven ground, and maze of outcroppings turned it into a challenge.

      She’d already tripped once. Losing mobility through a broken or twisted ankle might prove fatal.

      Shadowy forms appeared in front of her on either side, their faces and bodies covered in soot, like volcanic spirits. More people showed up. The numbers were impressive for a barren wasteland.

      Mia glanced at the bunker. She’d assumed these were prisoners and that Black Ice didn’t care about prisoners preying on prisoners. Now she wasn’t sure. Allowing a prisoner outside meant they’d have a chance to escape. At least some would take that chance even if it cost them their life.

      They might be an army of savages controlled by the guards or something else. There were too many things Mia didn’t know. She’d get inside and then she’d get the lay of the land.

      The scavengers approaching her with sickening grins carried more lithe muscle on their frame than the mob beating Corigan to death. Mia didn’t show her knife. They might not have noticed the weapon in the poor weather conditions.

      “This is your one and only chance,” Mia announced. “My leg isn’t broken. I can move and fight damned well.”

      A female scavenger laughed, her wild hair shaking with hearty emotion. “She thinks she’s gonna threaten us?”

      A man next to her shared the laugh. “Fresh meat.” He sniffed at the air. “Fresh meat that smells stupid.”

      “That’d be impressive.” Mia brought up her knife. “I’m armed. Any attack will end with death.”

      “Yeah, bitch,” spat the woman. “Yours.”

      She ran toward Mia and balled her hands into fists. Her partner followed close behind.

      Mia ducked a wide swing from the woman and jabbed her knife into the woman’s chest. The scavenger screamed and stumbled backward, clutching herself.

      She coughed up blood. “You bitch.”

      The man’s eyes widened as the female scavenger collapsed to the ground. He growled at Mia. “You don’t know who you just messed with. We were just gonna kill you before. Now we’re going to make you suffer first. Nice and slow.”

      The man charged Mia with no grace or discipline in his form. She dodged with a spin out of the way. He turned and tried to grab her shoulder, and a flash of the blade removed two of his fingers. He fell to his knees and shrieked in pain.

      “You fucking bitch!” he screamed. “I’ll kill you.”

      “Assumes facts not apparent to me,” Mia remarked. “You’re beyond your combat ability. Bind your wounds and be smarter the next time.”

      Inflicting maximum casualties wasn’t a primary mission objective. She needed to focus on her retreat to the bunker.

      He glared at her. “I’ll enjoy killing you.”

      “I doubt it.”

      Mia slammed her foot into the man’s face with a crunch. He jerked backward, his eyes rolling up into the back of his head. She jogged away, her heart pounding, lucky that all the yelling by the pair hadn’t brought more enemies.

      She slowed. Why hadn’t it? Something was wrong. She was almost to the blast door when she realized what the problem was. It was the sound of the battlefield.

      She’d almost missed it. The shouts and slap of flesh on flesh from the punches and kicks against Corigan had ceased, replaced by heavy footfalls. They echoed around the spires and outcroppings and mixed with the wailing wind, making it hard to place their source.

      Mia raised her knife and ran toward the door through the dark cloud smothering the area. The outline of the large building grew sharper with each step until she was close enough to make out the blast door. The juddering outlines of angry scavengers flowed around either side of the bunker.

      She glanced down at her knife. She wasn’t about to drop it before the warden made an appearance. Shouts filled the area as dirty scavengers closed in on Mia. The air had begun to settle, leaving the superior numbers of the enemy force in no doubt.

      Mia would make them pay dearly. She might be able to kill enough to encourage the rest to retreat. Being crazed killers didn’t mean they didn’t value their own lives.

      She spared a glance back at Corigan. The mob had retreated. A pile of bodies surrounded him, calling into question if the scavengers had finished him or if they’d decided to go after easier prey.

      No. It didn’t make sense. They didn’t all get ahead of her, despite her short altercation. Glimpses of scavengers hiding behind rocks near Corigan confirmed it.

      Had he forced them to withdraw? Cost them too much? That offered hope for her.

      Mia raised her weapon. Not attacking her was the easiest way not to be killed by her. She wasn’t about to die before she found out the truth about her father.

      “Back the hell off if you want your miserable lives to continue,” she shouted at the scavengers surrounding her. “I will eliminate all enemies who engage me.”

      With a loud cry, they rushed Mia. She snapped a kick into a man’s head before slashing the throat of another. His blood sprayed all over. A quick duck saved her from a punch. She replied with a stab and yanked out her knife.

      Three dead or dying within seconds. That was a good start. The scavengers either didn’t notice or care as they pressed their attack.

      A large man threw himself at her and grabbed her leg. She smashed her elbow into his head and stabbed one of his comrades trying to restrain her arm. The man’s grip only tightened.

      Losing mobility meant losing the fight. She had to act fast.

      She sliced his hand. He screamed and let go, stumbling backward and tripping some of his friends.

      The pack of scavengers stopped their assault, pinning her against the blast door. Corigan had a monster behind his eyes, but he still had a hint of a rational mind left. Mia didn’t see that in the so-called humans in front of her.

      A bestial roar shook the air. The scavengers backed away from Mia, surveying the area with quick, erratic jerks of the head.

      Mia took ragged breaths. Her gaze cut back and forth trying to keep all threats in sight and identify the animal responsible for the roar.

      A huge figure emerged from the forest of rock, ash, and snow, heading for the downed Corigan. Mia squinted, not sure if the rough conditions were playing tricks on her. Though it walked on two legs, she had a hard time believing it was human.

      Corigan had been a bear of a man, and this new arrival made him seem short. His thick body was wrapped in a hodgepodge of rags and what appeared to be soot-covered repurposed scraps of prison uniforms. An ogre was the only way to describe him.

      The scavengers exchanged hushed murmurs. They’d lost all interest in Mia. The others hiding near Corigan must have known this ogre was coming and fled before they could get caught.

      Mia wondered if the guards knew about this creature. She could understand why they might not warn her. It would have been hard to believe if she wasn’t looking straight at him.

      The ogre stomped toward Corigan, who managed to stand despite the mangled state of his leg and the bruises and cuts covering his exposed skin. Corigan clutched a large hunk of black rock with a jagged edge broken off. A dangerous man could always find a weapon.

      Corigan screamed at the top of his lungs. With a wild swing, he went for the ogre’s throat. Mia couldn’t doubt the man’s determination.

      With a flash of speed belying its size, the ogre’s meaty hand shot out and caught Corigan’s own. Mia thought nothing was happening for a second until a familiar snapping and crunching sound cut through the now-still air. The wind had died as if Black Ice itself wanted her to see and hear it all.

      The ogre released Corigan’s mangled hand. The makeshift rock blade tumbled to the ground below.

      Screaming in rage and pain, Corigan threw his remaining hand toward the ogre’s throat. His enemy caught him by the throat and lifted him off the ground with ease. The ogre squeezed his throat, cutting off the sound of rage before walking toward a nearby spire.

      Corigan clawed at the hand holding him, to no effect. The ogre moved with no urgency, treating the dangerous prisoner as nothing more than an inconvenience. That changed when he arrived at the rock.

      The ogre smashed Corigan’s head against the rock, caving it in. Blood splattered everywhere. The monster tossed the spasming body to the ground. With half Corigan’s head now red pulp, the ogre had finished what the scavengers had started.

      A shiver racked Mia’s body. This didn’t make sense. This enemy went beyond what she knew existed.

      The ogre grabbed Corigan’s corpse and slung it over his shoulder then turned to look at Mia. She backed away on instinct, pressing against the closed blast door. She needed more intel before she took on an enemy like that.

      A shaggy, vaguely simian-smashed-into-human face peeked out from underneath the rags. Mia didn’t want to believe what she was seeing. It had to be a trick of the ash- and snow-covered air and the distance. Nothing else made sense.

      Without another noise, the ogre stomped away with Corigan’s body. Mia and the scavengers watched. Once he’d disappeared behind a larger mound, the scavengers turned back toward her, the glee and anger from before replaced by solemnity.

      Mia lifted her knife with a weary sigh. She might not be an ogre larger than a human, but she could fight like one.

      She frowned. The ogre had taken all her attention during its appearance. She hadn’t realized scavenger reinforcements had arrived, including men and women with makeshift blades of metal and rock and a handful with thick metal bars.

      Mia tightened her grip around her blade and shifted her feet. Hold out. That’s what the MP had told her. But for how long?

      The scavengers surged forward, led by a knife-wielding woman with a shaved head. Mia ducked her attack and sliced across her chest. The counterattack sent her stumbling back while men on the other side surged forward.

      Mia’s jump kick knocked a man back. She flipped her knife around to use gravity’s help to plant her knife into the shoulder of her other opponent.

      She yanked out her blade and punched the wounded man. Swinging and thrusting, she nicked another scavenger. A new knife-wielder screeched and charged her, grazing her stomach.

      Mia grabbed his wrist and dropped with him to throw him into the blast door. She flipped back onto her feet to confront four large scavengers with sharp rocks in their hands.

      She whipped her knife forward and nailed one man in the throat. She hissed as fire spread through her arm. One of them had cut her with his rock blade. She deflected his follow-up before disarming him by slashing his hand.

      A loud, grinding clank filled the air. The blast doors rumbled. Mia fought her instincts, tossed her blade to the ground, and dropped to her knees, remembering what the MP said.

      When the first scavenger’s kick nailed the back of her head, she grunted and fell forward. Another one kicked her in the stomach. She eyed the knife.

      Maybe she’d been wrong to trust the MP’s advice. Someone punched her head.

      The blast doors separated. A volley of bullets flew from inside and ripped through the prisoners attacking her.

      The mob broke and ran. More gunshots erupted from inside, nailing fleeing scavengers in the back and scattering their bodies among the ash and snow.

      Armored guards with rifles boiled out from the bunker, sweeping their weapons back and forth. They fired at anyone standing, which was everyone except Mia. Blood sprayed everywhere. Screams filled the air.

      They didn’t stop firing until the surviving scavengers had retreated to a dense patch of rocks. That left most of the scavengers dead or dying.

      An armored guard slung his rifle over his shoulder. He grabbed Mia by the shoulders roughly and dragged her into the red-lit entrance tunnel. The other guards backed toward the tunnel.

      The blast doors ground shut, slamming with a resounding clank. Mia hurt all over.

      A guard shoved his foot into her side. “On your knees, scum. The warden wants to talk to you.”

      Mia put her hands behind her head and shifted to her knees. She blinked her blurry eyes at the tall, severe-looking woman standing in front of her. The warden’s eyes were colder and darker than the ash-caked ice in the god-forsaken Black Ice.

      “Welcome, Prisoner Verick,” the warden announced. “I’m Warden Catarina Hadis. And if you want to survive your sentence, then you’re going to obey me without question. I don’t care how young you are. You got sent here, which means you’re worse than trash, and the only value you have is what I choose to recognize. You will speak to me only when spoken to. That’s the first rule.”

      Mia looked the warden’s way without staring her down. Challenging the woman’s authority without a clear gain made no sense until Mia understood Black Ice more.

      The warden knew Mia by name. That meant she knew her offense history before she’d gotten the information from the MPs. Warden Hadis hadn’t given any hint that she thought Mia shouldn’t be there.

      “Good.” Hadis offered Mia a thin smile. “Too many scum think they’re going to puff themselves up and challenge me, as if it’ll make any difference. You’re scum, but not a total idiot. There’s hope for you yet.” She crouched in front of Mia. “Do you know anything about Black Ice?”

      “I was only told it’s a facility for the worst of the worst,” Mia replied.

      “That’s true.” The warden reached over and lifted Mia’s chin. “And are you the worst of the worst?”

      “I don’t believe so, no.”

      Hadis scoffed and dropped her hand. “Your job is simple, Prisoner Verick. Your job is to survive as long as you can, and to do that, you need to obey the rules, which fortunately for you, mostly consist of doing what you’re told, when you’re told, and nothing else.” The warden pulled her pain baton from her belt and pointed it at the door. “Those who don’t obey the rules like those prisoners outside can receive summary judgment.”

      Mia shrugged. “I can foll—”

      She cried out in pain as Hadis slammed the pain baton into her bruised ribs. Lightning shot through Mia’s body. Her entire body quivered, and it took all her self-control not to fall face-first onto the hard concrete floor.

      That wasn’t a standard pain baton shock like Mia had felt before. The warden must have increased the intensity.

      “Obey the rules, Prisoner,” Hadis barked. “And that includes not speaking unless spoken to. Rule number one. Remember? Don’t disappoint me with more idiocy.”

      Mia gritted her teeth. She could grab the baton and take out the warden in seconds, even wounded. Or a better strategy might be to throw the warden at the guards as a distraction and take a rifle. With proper aim, she could get through the weak points.

      She took slow, deep breaths trying to ignore the burning rage. No. She wasn’t there to take out sadistic guards and a cruel warden. Ice, and even Black Ice, was nothing more than a means to an end.

      The warden stood and waved her baton. “You get one real screw-up, then you’re going to face real consequences.” She nodded to the blast doors. “And you’ve seen what level of punishment we’re prepared to deliver. Remember this, Prisoner: once you’ve been delivered here, the KCAP has written you off. Now nod if you understand.”

      Mia gave a quick nod. The indirect interrogation training she’d received from her father had helped when dealing with the authorities following the flaring incident. Now it would help her even more.

      Dehumanize a prisoner. Make her feel powerless. Enforce petty rules to strengthen authority. Make her feel grateful for any small kindness.

      Mia saw through the strategy. She didn’t fear this place.

      That wasn’t completely true. She forced down a shudder before it started. She didn’t fear Hadis and the guards. The ogre outside, though, was a different matter.

      Hadis sneered at Mia. “I can see it in your eyes, you know. I can see the defiance. I’ll break you of that. I might even be able to make you into a human again as opposed to trash with arms and legs.” She gestured to a pair of guards. “Stand, go with them, and remember the rules or be punished.”

      Mia stood slowly, her jaw and sides throbbing. Blood dripped from cuts she didn’t know she’d suffered.

      The guards drew their pain batons and indicated an intersection down the tunnel. “Move, Verick,” one of them barked.

      “Enjoy your stay at Black Ice,” suggested Warden Hadis as Mia walked away. “You managed to survive this long. You’re already doing better than many prisoners.”
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        * * *

      

      Time passed. Neither Mia nor the guards said anything as they led her down winding tunnels and through a maze of intersections. She tried to take note of the labeled doors.

      The tunnels followed a gentle spiraling curve down, suggesting the bunker was the top part of a deeper subterranean facility. They emerged from a long tunnel into a web of gantries and walkways anchored to rough-hewn walls carved from the rock and dirt. Cave-like cells were filled with haggard and scarred faces that stared at Mia as she followed a long central bridge that twisted down the huge cavern.

      The smothering quiet struck Mia. No one called out to her or tried to intimidate her. The barest hints of murmurs and whispers reached her ears, but every time she and the guards passed close to a cell, the prisoners inside looked the other way.

      Mia and the guards reached the bottom of the winding path. There were no cells near the bottom, just an opening to another tunnel. Though also dug from earth and rock, the walls, floor, and ceiling were far smoother than what she’d seen outside the top level.

      The smooth tunnels joined with metal and concrete tunnels at occasional intersections. More guards patrolled this part of the facility, and a sprinkling of uniformed staff took note of her without speaking to her.

      Her long journey ended at an infirmary. A dead-eyed woman in a lab coat stood inside with two burly orderlies who could have given Corigan a challenge.

      “Strip,” the woman ordered.

      Mia took a deep breath. Prison and dignity didn’t go together.

      The woman snapped her fingers. “Help her.”

      The orderlies moved forward. Mia tightened her hands into fists and placed her arms at her side to restrain her natural counterattack instinct. Complaining about being manhandled after mere seconds would violate the rule about speaking. She’d bear it for now. Everything was for the mission.
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      The dead-eyed doctor, Laalim according to her nametape on her coat, tapped away at a datapad. Other than the occasional murmur, she didn’t ask anything else.

      Mia sat quietly tugging on the sleeves of her new uniform. The processing hadn’t been as bad as she expected. Rough fingers and cold treatment by the orderlies were born more from indifference than actual malice.

      After taking off her clothes, having her shower, and giving her a new uniform, the doctor had treated her wounds, taken blood samples, and was now screening for diseases, from what Mia could tell. She didn’t dare ask. The orderlies lingered at the edge of the room, chatting quietly with one another. They’d let her change out of sight when she assumed they’d take the chance to leer at her.

      Dr. Laalim looked up from her pad. “You’re clean of any diseases, Prisoner Verick. That’s convenient. Diseases spread quickly here. I’ve been petitioning the warden to allow more than a shower every other day, but I don’t think she appreciates its full usefulness in infection control.”

      Mia nodded slowly, not wanting to break the rule and not knowing how to respond. Warden Hadis came off as cruel and arrogant. This confirmed it. Mia would be wise to avoid the gaze of the woman during her stay at Black Ice.

      The doctor nodded toward the orderlies. “Go with them to the quartermaster. You’re medically cleared for admission to the general population living zone.”

      That was an odd way of referring to the residential area, but Mia wasn’t all that familiar with prison practices, especially at a facility like this that was used by both the military and civilian world as a dumping ground.

      Mia stood and headed to the bored-looking orderlies. They’d fallen silent the second Laalim looked their way, suggesting she wouldn’t be able to get any information from them passively. This was one time she wanted someone around her to be more arrogant.

      They opened the infirmary door and motioned for her to follow, with one falling in behind her. Mia again did her best to memorize the layout of the hallways as they twisted and turned until she arrived at the quartermaster’s room. She noticed far fewer obvious cameras than she expected, but also, she hadn’t seen a single other prisoner in the hallways.

      A window blocked him from the rest of the hallway, with an intercom on the side. A closed metal drawer lay beneath the window.

      “Cortez, fresh meat,” announced an orderly.

      The big-bellied quartermaster waddled over to the window from around a corner. He nodded toward a panel on the wall. “Place your hand there, prisoner.”

      Mia pushed her palm against the panel. The quartermaster scratched his cheek and looked down at a display she couldn’t see from her angle.

      “Verick, Mia Ada, ID 19210-24, confirmed,” announced the quartermaster. He reached underneath the front desk and grabbed a clear bin. “An extra uniform, magnetized mess kit, including cup and bowl, spoon, and knife. One bedroll, one pair of gloves. One hand-cranked flashlight.”

      Cortez snickered and lifted the gloves in question. Their tattered state suggested they were recycled from other prisoners. His attitude told her all she needed to know about him.

      “Coat, sack, and this…” He held up a small white rectangle with her prisoner ID number embossed on the side and shook it. “This key you’ll use to activate your equipment during your work. Activation and deactivation of your equipment with this key is how we keep track of you and your work. You’ll have a required minimum number of hours a day to work. You don’t meet your quota, you don’t eat, except by special allotment from facility staff.” He tapped commands into his datapad on his desk and frowned, looking between the pad and Mia several times. “Confirm your sentence length, Prisoner Verick. The system’s screwed up.”

      “Thirty days,” Mia replied.

      “No one ever gets sent to Black Ice for thirty days,” Cortez stated. “Don’t feed me that bullshit.”

      “Thirty days,” Mia repeated. “That’s my sentence.”

      “Why are you here?” he demanded.

      “Because they sent me here. I wouldn’t choose to be sent to a place like this.” She shrugged. Offering conspiracy theories to a disinterested staffer wouldn’t do anything but get her attention she didn’t need.

      “It says endangering a superior officer,” read Cortez. He snickered. “Oh, I get it. Well, it sucks to be you, Verick.” He tossed the datapad down. “You’re setting a record for short-timers here. You know, not counting the ones who get killed. The thing is though, we don’t reissue credits for short-timers. You lose any of this stuff, you’re out of luck. Don’t come crying to me.”

      Mia nodded, hoping that didn’t count as speaking without being spoken to. She wondered what counted as a short-timer by his standards. In conventional incarceration, thirty days of imprisonment was for minor crimes and offenders.

      “Any questions?” Cortez asked.

      “How long does a typical short-timer stay?” Mia asked.

      “About five years,” Cortez replied. “Anything else? Make it less pointless. I don’t have all day to answer your useless questions.”

      “What do you mean when you say special allotments?” asked Mia. “That directly relates to your job.”

      Cortez shrugged. “Prisoners usually get allotments from staff either because of time in the Locker or because of a service they render for a staff member.”

      Mia waited for him to explain what the Locker was. He smirked and didn’t continue. She could imagine some type of solitary confinement.

      That might be useful to her depending on the strategy she settled on for escaping the facility. She’d need to learn more about it first without drawing attention. She didn’t worry much. Special punishments would be advertised to people like her to keep her in line.

      The important thing was to evaluate different tools she could use for her mission. She’d never entered a special situation with such high-level goals and so little useful intelligence before.

      Cortez waggled his eyebrows. “Aren’t you going to ask what kind of services? It’s good to get in with a quartermaster when it comes to services. I can hook you up in ways no one but the warden can.”

      “Okay,” Mia replied. “What kind of services would you want in exchange for supplies?”

      Cortez’s gaze drifted over Mia’s body. He licked his lips. “We don’t get pretty young things like you in this place all that often, and they get snatched up right quick. A girl like you, if she were friendly, could go a long way and not have to worry about much.” He offered her a hungry smile. “You’re only here for a month. Keep a generous man warm, and you wouldn’t have to do any work. I can even talk to some guards on your behalf. They’d keep you safe.”

      Mia stared at him and didn’t react. She wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of watching her squirm or shrink back in terror. Cortez might have wanted that reaction as much as he wanted special favors. People in power liked others to recognize their sway, even if they rejected it.

      “I see,” she offered in a bored tone. “I don’t think I’ll be doing that.”

      Cortez sighed and slumped back. “Oh well. It doesn’t matter anyway. The other inmates aren’t going to like you, little girl. They’ll gouge you up in short order, and then you won’t be…” He wrinkled his nose. “You won’t be worth it anymore. You’ll be regretting passing up this chance.”

      The drawer whirred open, and the box holding her items slid out. Mia grabbed her things.

      “See you around, Verick.” Cortez chuckled. “And welcome to Black Ice. It’s going to be a fun month for you.”

      Mia turned, not wanting Cortez to see the hatred on her face. The prisoners being animals to each other was one thing. Most of the people sent here were animals from the beginning. Even the sadism of the warden held a certain logic. She needed to keep the place under control.

      The quartermaster was different. Cruelty wasn’t necessary for his job. A petty man abusing his position like that deserved punishment. Someday she’d make sure he got it.

      The orderlies led Mia down the hallway. An armored, helmeted guard with a pain baton turned the corner.

      “I’ll take her from here,” the guard explained. “She give you any trouble?”

      An orderly shook his head. “Nah. She’s a quiet one.”

      “The quiet ones are always the most dangerous. That means they’re thinking and plotting.”

      The orderlies nodded to the guard. They walked away.

      “Come on, Verick,” barked the guard. “Let’s go to your new home.”
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        * * *

      

      The guard marched her through narrow corridors filled with doors and intersections leading to other parts of the underground facility. They passed a handful of other staff and no other prisoners after the bizarre group of suffering souls she’d spotted earlier. Given they were walking away from them, she doubted they represented the average conditions at that prison.

      Mia thought back to her arrival, reviewing every detail she’d learned since then. She lacked good intel on the number of prisoners and staff, other than the safe assumption of a lopsided ratio. Gathering basic knowledge about the facility and layout was helpful, along with the general behavior of the staff, but without detailed knowledge of patrol routes and numbers, she’d have trouble escaping and making her way to the black site where Abigail had traced information about Mia’s father.

      She didn’t know how much they tracked individual prisoners. Half the staff acted like she wouldn’t last days without being killed, she doubted they were spending much time worrying about or tracking individual prisoners. That could be used to her advantage.

      As Mia walked with the prison guard through the hellish facility, the enormity of her task weighed on her. She’d collected allies in her friends and new family in the form of Abigail, even Debbie. Now she was alone again in a hostile place where most people wanted to hurt or kill her, and the best she could hope for was people who didn’t care if she died but at least weren’t trying to actively harm her.

      Thirty days, she thought. That’s all it is. I’ll get the intel on my dad and do my time. I don’t have to draw attention to myself or disrupt this place. That’s not the mission.

      The guard led her to an elevator door with no obvious buttons. He tapped a wrist control, and the doors slid open. He motioned Mia into the elevator before stepping inside with his hand on his baton.

      That was one of the few secure checkpoints she’d seen since her arrival. For all their pretensions of violence and control, the overall prison security situation struck Mia as lazy and undisciplined. The guards and staff were too used to relying on violence and intimidation rather than good basic order to maintain the facility.

      Even the murderous scavengers on the outside were proof of that. A properly run facility would have had a fenced-off landing pad defended by automatic turrets and towers. Good planning and coordination by the scavengers could have a horde of them breaching the facility.

      She could tell what the staff was thinking. They were treating the scavengers as another security element, along with the ogre. Rather than a security threat, the prison staff thought they were another fence.

      But the scavengers weren’t working for the prison. The top of the place was more like a besieged military base than a prison.

      Mia scoffed under her breath. She could do this. She was better than these people. They lacked the training and ability to break her will.

      The guard leaned forward. “What was that, prisoner? You got something you want to say?”

      She remained silent.

      “Yeah, I thought so.” The guard snickered. “I’m sure you were a big, tough girl outside. You’re nothing here. You’re a small fish surrounded by hungry sharks. Always remember that, and you might just survive.”

      The elevator whirred quietly, rising for a moment. Mia ignored the guard to time the elevator. The doors opened to rough-hewn volcanic rock forming walkways that surrounded a vast canyon replete with cliffs, ledges, and caverns, both naturally jagged and artificially smooth. Prisoners stood all over, using rocks as chairs and tables. There were no individual cells, no true division of rooms.

      “Welcome to gen pop,” announced the guard. “This is your new home.”

      Mia’s gaze ticked around the area. Circular guards’ nests floated throughout the cavern with rifle-armed guards standing or sitting within. None of the guards were paying much attention.

      “This is where I’ll live?” she asked, ignoring the first rule. “But where’s my cell?”

      The guard chuckled. “This isn’t that type of prison. All we care about is keeping you scum inside here. The warden believes in spontaneous order.” He nodded toward a group of prisoners beating another behind an outcropping. “And things like cells interfere with that. Ask around, and you can find the sonic showers. Your ID will get you one minute every other day. It doesn’t save up, and there’s always a line, so you’ll need to figure that out.”

      Mia frowned. She didn’t like the eager look on the guard’s face. He wanted her to complain more. He was salivating over her future suffering.

      “You should find a corner to claim for your own, Verick,” the guard suggested. “The working prisoners are coming off shift soon, and you don’t want to be out in the open when they do.” He shoved her forward and motioned farther down the walkway to a natural ramp to the main gen pop area before stepping back into the elevator. “Good luck. You’re going to need it.”

      Mia took more time to survey her immediate area. She observed prisoners standing and sitting here and there, a couple chatting together. One woman slept on her bedroll in plain sight, in defiance of the guard’s warnings. The nearby prisoners didn’t look their best, but they appeared far healthier than the gaunt skeletons she’d seen upon arrival. People chatted quietly. Some laughed.

      The more she looked, the more people she found, making her question the guard’s warning. There had to be a reason so many prisoners felt comfortable being out in the open. She needed that intel or to confirm the guard had been lying to work her nerves. That was also useful intel.

      Mia walked to the ramp, which gave her a better ground-level view of the area. Despite what she’d thought earlier, a basic organization did define the area. Rock walls, some natural, some carved, separated the canyon into sections of sorts, though she didn’t notice anything that appeared to be true rooms.

      She headed down the ramp, her box in hand, looking for other paths up and possible elevators. The more she learned about the facility, the smoother her true mission would go. Beating the elevator security might be difficult, so she doubted any plan would involve them.

      There had to be other ways in and out of the facility. A place this sprawling and uncontrolled all but guaranteed it.

      That same design sensibility unnerved her. This entire place didn’t make sense to her. It wasn’t a prison as much as a pit.

      Mia scoffed quietly. Her baseline was wrong. Ice had suffered a major rebellion in the past. She began to understand why.

      Nearby, a handsome male prisoner chatted with a pretty female prisoner. They stood out more than other prisoners she’d seen in the area. It struck her for the first time that they weren’t segregating the prisoners by gender.

      The man glanced Mia’s way. He stood and dusted off his pants. He stuck his hands in his pockets and walked toward her, looking her up and down. “Now, now, what do we have here? Fresh meat, huh?”

      “Something like that,” Mia allowed. “I was told I should get out of sight before the prisoners get off shift, but…” She motioned to him and the woman. “You and plenty of others are staying around here. What’s your secret?”

      He laughed, the sound cold and mocking. “You are new here, aren’t you, little bitch? And stupid.” His tongue flitted across his teeth. “I can tell you haven’t done real time before.”

      Mia sighed loudly. “I’m not looking for trouble, and I already killed scavengers on my way in.” She narrowed her eyes. “I can take care of myself.”

      “Oh, I’m sure you can. Ain’t no one gets sent to Black Ice because they have a parking ticket.” His smile faded. “But since you don’t know about us, that means you ain’t Tended and nobody’s told you about Tended.”

      “Tended?” Mia sighed. “And what’s a Tended?”

      This prison was insane. They gave only the basic information and moved people along. No wonder people have trouble surviving. It’s like they set it up for people to die.

      The man patted his chest and motioned to the woman. “Tended don’t have to do normal work. No quotas and no machines out in the cold, cold air for us.” He flashed his teeth. “Just food and relaxing.”

      Mia narrowed her eyes. “But you eat?”

      “Yeah, little bitch, we do.” He licked his lips.

      “And the other prisoners don’t mess with you?”

      “The guards are watching out for us,” he explained. He pointed to a nest above.

      “Because…why?” Mia swallowed. She suspected she knew why.

      “You give to get, little bitch.” He gestured to his body. “And we have something they want.”

      Mia grimaced, thinking of the quartermaster. “You’re…servicing the guards? And you’re okay with that?”

      “Don’t get so uppity, bitch,” the man snarled. “It’s better than doing dangerous, bad work out there in the Crags where there’s the mountain and monsters to get you.”

      Mia shrugged. “I’m sorry. You have to do what you have to do. I’m not going to give myself to these guards.”

      “Damn right you’re not.” He snapped his fingers and motioned to her. “And we’re not going to let fresh pretty meat jeopardize what we have going.”

      Male and female prisoners filed into the area. Others dropped their conversations to join and surround Mia. No one held any obvious weapons, but there wasn’t a hint of friendliness in their hard eyes, either.

      Mia glanced up at a guards’ nest above. The guards were watching, but they hadn’t drawn their weapons.

      She knelt and set her box down. She didn’t go for the knife. Discouraging an escalation worked to her advantage.

      “You don’t want to do this,” she warned.

      The Tended man cracked his knuckles. “Nah, little bitch. You’re right. We don’t want to do this, but we have to.” He motioned to the ground. “We can make this easy on you. Just lay down, close your eyes and let us scar you up a bit. It’ll hurt, but we ain’t gonna kill you.”

      “You want to beat me to make me unattractive to the staff?” Mia sneered. “That’s what’s motivating all of this?”

      “You’re a smart girl. I’m sure that’ll help you survive the Crags.”

      Mia pushed her box to the side with her foot. “And you expect me to stand there and let you beat me to the point of scarring my face?”

      “If you fight back, I can’t guarantee you’ll survive.” He shrugged. “And don’t think anyone’s going to help you. Nobody else here cares about fresh meat.”

      Mia’s gaze dipped to her box as she reconsidered her earlier concerns. Beyond her knife, she could use her supplies as makeshift weapons, but it was too great a risk. Cortez made it clear she wouldn’t be getting any others. The obvious choice of the knife risked chipping on rock or bone.

      “I was dropped in front of this facility and set upon by hardened frenzied killers,” Mia noted. She looked around the gathering crowd. Every single man and woman surrounding her held a certain baseline attractive appearance, with their hair and skin looking well-maintained. She cracked her knuckles. “And I killed many of them. I don’t mind getting scars but I’m not going to let you beat me. You want to mess up my face, you’ll have to work for it.”

      “Let’s shut this bitch up,” snarled the Tended man. He rushed forward.

      Mia ducked his clumsy punch before replying with a punch that sent him stumbling backward. He hit the ground with a groan. Blood ran from his mouth. She marched over to him and slammed her foot into his face.

      “You bitch!” he screamed. “You broke my nose? Do you know what’ve you done?”

      Mia smirked and kicked him again. Everyone had a weakness. Identifying it made it easier to take them down.

      Tended rushed at her. She smashed one man’s nose with her elbow before headbutting his face for a satisfying crunch. She kicked a woman’s stomach. The woman doubled over and vomited.

      Mia became a flurry of punches, palm strikes, elbows, and kicks to the men and women rushing her. Unlike the scavengers outside, they lacked the frenzied zeal and ruthless abandon that made them a threat. The Tended attacks were slow and tentative, with far too much emphasis on defense, cutting into the power of their numbers.

      She concentrated on their faces. Though she only knocked out a handful, every broken nose assured the opponent would retreat from the fight. After enough impromptu nose jobs and people’s faces tearing when they smashed into hard rock, the Tended mob retreated, dragging off their wounded.

      They at least held some honor to take their friends. She could respect that.

      Mia looked up at the nearest guards. They hadn’t drawn their weapons. One had been looking at his datapad and not paying attention to the fight.

      Maybe they only protected Tended when they didn’t go looking for fights. That made sense. It assured the guards didn’t become their automatic army.

      She snorted, gathered her box, and walked away. Having made her point, it was time to find a corner in her new home.
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        * * *

      

      Mia found a small cave framed by natural formations that would force any invaders to enter in small numbers. She was confident she could hold off dozens of enemies in that position as long as they lacked firearms. And as far as she could see, the only way to get a firearm was to take one from a guard. The murderous rampaging mobs outside had only a handful of melee weapons.

      She rested near the entrance of her cave, looking up when overlapping loud chatter and heavy footsteps echoed throughout the cavern. Hordes of prisoners appeared from larger tunnels and flowed into the cavern with no obvious guards leading them. They all wore their coats, which were covered with the darkened snow and ice that dominated the outside.

      A prisoner pulled down a hood and shook out his hair. He slapped another man on the back.

      Mia glanced at the guards’ nests. The bored and apathetic staff had readied their weapons and maintained coverage of all the major incoming lines of prisoners. She filed that observation in the back of her mind. It suggested the warden’s colony of intimidation wasn’t locked down and the staff still feared riots when the bulk of the inmates assembled.

      She turned toward a movement in the corner of her eye. A woman with a bruised eye and purple-black nose crouched behind a nearby boulder. The woman’s baleful gaze focused on Mia.

      “Aren’t you one of the Tended I beat the shit out of earlier?” Mia asked. “You back for a second round? Because if you guys couldn’t take me all together, there’s no way you’re going to be able to take me by yourself.”

      “You’re going down, bitch,” snarled the woman. “We might not be good fighters, but we don’t have to be to deal with you.”

      “The guards had their chance to help you, and they didn’t. And I tried to warn you.” Mia shrugged. “Attacking an enemy without being aware of their capabilities is a stupid move. I wasn’t impressed with your combat capabilities. I would have assumed that prisoners of this place would be capable of more. You’re all weak. You should stick to leaning on the guards.”

      “They are all sorts of ways to kill and hurt people, little bitch.” The woman gave a toothy grin. “It’s not always about being the toughest. It’s about patience and strategy.” She pointed to a line of prisoners emerging from a tunnel overhead. “The Tended, we don’t have to fight, ’cause we got the guards watching our asses.”

      Mia laughed. “They weren’t doing anything when I was beating you down. Some help.”

      “You didn’t kill anyone.” She curled her lip back. “You tried that, they might have put you down.”

      Mia wanted to confirm her earlier analysis. “And because you started it, right?”

      The woman looked away. “Come at me now and see what they do.”

      “It sounds more like you’re trying to convince yourself of that more than anything.”

      “It don’t matter!” The Tended woman hopped to her feet. She had a crazed gleam in her eyes. “Not everyone’s a Tender or a Grinder, bitch.”

      “What the hell is a Grinder?”

      The Tended motioned to a stream of prisoners marching out of a cavern. “Grinders are the dumb sons of bitches who work to earn their food. They’re out there in the Crags freezing their asses off, hoping wind don’t catch ’em, or they don’t mess up and fall.”

      Mia shrugged. “So? What does that have to do with me?”

      “’Cause it leaves the Bravos out there. They don’t work. And they don’t be friendly with the guards like us Tended.”

      “And why don’t they starve, then?” Mia asked.

      “Because they take from others.” The woman’s mouth twitched. “They take from Grinders.”

      “Learn to fight better and maybe you wouldn’t have to hide behind creeper guards.” Mia glared at the woman.

      “Nah, you don’t get it, bitch. You ain’t Tended. You ain’t a Grinder. That makes you new meat messing with Bravos’ turf.” The woman mimed slicing her throat. “Word will get out, and Bravos will come looking for you, thinking you’re trying to do something new. Bravos don’t have to look nice like Tended. They don’t mind broken noses or scars.”

      Mia leaned against her wall and stuck her hands behind her head in a casual pose. “You just said they weren’t friends with the guards.”

      The Tended woman snorted. “They don’t need to be.”

      “Yes, they do,” Mia replied. “Because if they come after me, I’ll put them down. Given everything I’ve heard from you and the warden, I doubt any one guard is going to try and stop me if I put down Bravos coming after me.”

      “The guards don’t need to, ’cause the Bravos will.” The Tended woman shot Mia an obscene gesture and stormed off, shouting, “I can’t wait to spit on your corpse, bitch. Welcome to Black Ice.”

      Mia watched the woman retreat, more satisfied than ever that she’d selected a defensible location. She couldn’t take on the entire prison population, but the factions might work to her advantage. Establishing herself as tougher than the Bravos would discourage further attacks. She had no intention of preying on Tended and earning the wrath of the guards.

      She wasn’t there for long. All she needed was weeks of internal freedom. Establishing her dominance over the Bravos would help with that.

      It wouldn’t take long for word to get out. The Tended would see to that. All Mia needed to do was wait.
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      Waiting in front of her cave, Mia assumed she might have to wait a day or two before anyone made another serious run at her. She preferred for trouble to come sooner but didn’t see the usefulness of stirring things up herself.

      The less she moved against the obvious flow of Black Ice, the more quickly a natural equilibrium would settle around her. All the best strategies involved using an enemy’s rhythms against themselves. As far as she was concerned, everyone in that prison was her enemy. The closest thing she’d come to kindness was the detached reserve of the dead-eyed doctor.

      At least the MP had the decency to apologize once he realized where Mia was going. But he was on another planet by now. His promise to file a report with superiors might be nothing more than soothing words he offered to calm a prisoner he pitied.

      Now, she sat squatting in front of a cave, waiting for her long first day at the prison to end, and the universe offered its next challenge as a pack of hard-looking prisoners headed her way. She stood to watch them approach.

      Scars marked their hands and faces, harsh evidence of battles and injuries treated without the benefit of advanced medical technology. Tended would never allow themselves to become such damaged goods.

      “Less than a day, huh?” Mia mused. Things were moving quicker than she’d planned. That could be both good and bad.

      Mia folded her arms, surveying the area as other prisoners trickled in but held back. Obvious Tended, including the woman and others who Mia had fought, gathered in the area with smirks on their faces. Another group of prisoners stood off to the side. While some bore the same hard glares and scars of the men and women approaching her, not all of them did.

      She assumed they were Grinders. None of them looked all that concerned. The closest emotion she could spot was basic curiosity.

      Mia tried to remind herself to adjust for the baseline of humanity in Black Ice. This wasn’t like during her academy training. Even the worst student there was still striving to join the KCAP Navy. A handful of bullies weren’t the same thing as the killers and rapists of Black Ice.

      The people in this prison weren’t just felons—they’d been sent to a twisted prison because of their heinous crimes. Except for her, but she was as dangerous as any of them. In that sense, she belonged there as much as they did.

      The presence of scars on every face approaching her made Mia think the Bravos might require a wound to join their faction, however unofficial it was. The Tended woman hadn’t mentioned a leader. An easy target would be helpful.

      Beating without killing would help her legend spread. Despite what many people thought, true strength meant putting down enemies who were trying to kill you without killing them.

      Not that she had a problem killing anyone trying to kill her. Lethal self-defense in this hell was the easiest justification she’d ever had to make.

      The Bravos spread out to block Mia’s escape. One bald man with scars crisscrossing his face in an X stepped forward and cracked his knuckles. His frame was large, though it was hard to be intimidated by his size after seeing Corigan and the ogre outside.

      Mia frowned. Was the ogre a Bravo? She’d need better weapons to take out an enemy that strong. But that made no sense. The guards wouldn’t have gunned down random prisoners. Something else was going on with the outside threats.

      “I hear there’s a new wannabe queen bitch in town,” growled the Bravo with the shaved head. “And I wanted to pay my respects to my would-be monarch. God save the queen!”

      Mia shrugged. “People who attack me get hurt. Nothing more. I’m not here to tell anyone else what to do or take from them.”

      The man let out a low laugh. It grew louder, soon joined by the raucous laughs of all the Bravos around. Some Tended on the periphery joined in, but the Grinders remained quiet.

      “You kick Tended ass, and you think you’re all that?” asked the Bravo. He jerked his head toward a group of nearby Tended. They stopped laughing and shrank back. “Beating down a bunch of bitches for their guards don’t mean much. We only don’t do it ’cause it’s too much trouble with the guards.”

      “She said Bravos are pussies,” shouted a Tended. “She said she’d be running you all in a week. Kill her, Raph.”

      The Bravo scoffed and turned back to Mia. “What’s your name?”

      “Not Raph,” Mia replied. “Why do you care what my name is?”

      “I like to remember the names of everyone I kill. It makes it more interesting when I think about ’em.”

      “Mia Verick,” she offered. “Everything you said about taking down unworthy opponents applies equally to you.” She lowered her arms and widened her stance. “I’ve been here less than a day, and I can tell you’ve adapted to a far too forgiving tactical environment. Without sufficient threats to your power, you’ve forgotten that more dangerous enemies can easily take you out.” She nodded toward a guards’ nest. “And I’m not talking about them. Based on what I’ve learned, they’re unlikely to protect you should I need to kill you. You intend to initiate the fight as well, meaning this will all be self-defense.”

      Raph threw his head back and let out a howl of laughter. Guffaws filled the air, taking time to die down.

      “You think I’m funny?” Mia asked. “That’s good to know. I don’t always understand most people’s senses of humor, nor they mine.”

      “Here’s how it’s gonna go, Verick.” Raph curled his meaty fingers into a fist and held it up in front of him. “I like your attitude, and I’m feeling merciful today. You give me all your shit and get down on your knees right now. Beg me not to kill you. Me and my friends won’t kill you. But we’re going to have to break bones. It’s the price, you know? Nose, a couple of fingers.” He frowned. “You right-handed or left-handed? I’m not a complete bastard.”

      Mia took a deep breath. “I’m getting tired of telling fools not to throw their lives away. You come at me, I can’t guarantee I won’t kill you, and I won’t practice restraint. You are scum, preying on people like an animal. The KCAP will be better off if you’re dead. Please keep that in mind should you choose to attack me.”

      She doubted it would work, not because she didn’t believe in her own menace but more the basic nature of a hardened felon. People with good impulse control didn’t end up in places like Black Ice.

      “You all hear that?” Raph kicked a rock toward her, but it went wide. “It’s better for the KCAP if I was gone. Damn. I’m a threat to the entire confederacy! Ain’t I a badass? Never knew I was.”

      That earned another round of laughs from the gathered audience. A handful of the Tended backed away. The prey understood who the real predator was.

      Mia motioned for Raph to come at her. “This is boring me. Let’s get this over with.”

      He leaned back and rubbed his chin. He glanced at his boot before kneeling. “You that eager to die? I could make you my woman, my personal Tended bitch.”

      “Hard pass.” Mia ignored his face and focused on his right hand. “And as for your question, no I’m not eager to die. I can’t say the same about you.”

      Raph grabbed dirt and tossed it toward Mia’s face. She threw up her arm, anticipating the tactic. She didn’t close her eyes. She couldn’t risk another surprise without knowing more about his skills and strategies.

      The huge man launched himself with surprising speed and charged Mia for a tackle. She dodged and shoved him, encouraging his momentum to send him headfirst into the hard-packed dirt and rock of the cave entrance.

      Raph staggered backward, blood pouring down his forehead into his eyes and blinding him. He groaned and clutched a gaping tear on his scalp.

      “You lucky bitch.” He snarled.

      “Attributing the success of your enemies to luck is the first step on the path of a humiliated defeat,” Mia informed him.

      She walked up behind the swaying man and smashed her elbow into the back of his head. Raph’s eyes rolled up in the back of his head and he pitched forward. The collision of his large body knocked up a small cloud of dust. He groaned quietly, confirming he was still alive.

      The low-level din of nearby discussion, snickers, and side bets died. Distant rumblings and chatter filled the air, but the crowd nearby all stared at the fallen Raph in complete silence. They exchanged looks as if seeking someone to tell them how to react and what to do.

      Mia gestured to the fallen man. “He mentioned luck, but he’s the fortunate one. He’s still breathing. I didn’t guarantee he’d survive, and I didn’t guarantee he’d die. Take him and get out of here before I change my mind.”

      Four Bravos stepped forward, wiry men with crisscrossing scars that looked ritualistic. Their stances and spread-out movement telegraphed another attack.

      Mia leveled a glare at them. “Don’t. You can’t win. You won’t be as lucky as he was.”

      The Bravos pulled out jagged-looking curved metal shivs. They shared wicked grins.

      “We’re going to cut you, bitch, until you don’t look human anymore,” a Bravo announced. “He was being nice. We’re not going to be nice.”

      As the Bravos surged forward, Mia jumped back to take advantage of the narrowness of the cave opening to limit the size of their attack formation.

      She sidestepped a thrust from one of them, and his ally sliced at her chest. She dodged the blow and grabbed his arm, yanking him back and bringing her knee up to his crotch while twisting his wrist.

      The Bravo howled in pain but didn’t drop his shiv. She shoved forward until she heard a pop and crunch. His makeshift knife tumbled from his hand.

      Screaming, he headbutted Mia. She ignored the pain blossoming in her face and repaid him with a throat punch that left him gasping on the ground while two of his friends rushed Mia.

      She twisted into a roundhouse that she planted in the middle of a Bravo’s face. His head cracked back, and he dropped.

      Dodging underneath a stab and not wanting to damage her issued knife, Mia snatched a fallen shiv from the ground and stabbed the leg of the Bravo attacking her. He gritted his teeth and tried to slice her face.

      A jerk of her head saved her cheek. She yanked the shiv from his leg and his knee buckled. She sliced his arm, forcing him back.

      Mia ducked at movement in the corner of her eye, saving her from the rock hurled by a Bravo in the crowd. A nearby Bravo took his chance and swung his shiv at her head. She pivoted to stab him in the side.

      He screamed and ran, her borrowed shiv still deep in his flesh. Fire spread over Mia’s forehead. A shallow cut from the bastard, not enough to be a problem under normal circumstances except for the blood dripping into her eyes in an ironic callback to what she’d done to Raph.

      Trying to blink away the blood, Mia raised her fists and bared her teeth. “Continue to press your luck and increase the inevitable chance one of your people will die. I don’t know how many people I need to hurt to make my point, but you can’t defeat me, and I won’t give in to your threats. I will survive this place if I have to kill everyone here.”

      The Bravos in the crowd all glanced at their fallen and retreating members and Mia. Their faces showed no fear or anger. Just a sick hunger for pain and suffering.

      A shudder of revulsion passed through Mia. She’d never been so disgusted by so many people at the same time before. From the guards to the prisoners, everyone in this place was an animal.

      Mia stayed near the cave entrance. As long as she could constrain her enemies to groups of two and three, she’d win, despite their numbers. The red blur over her vision complicated the fight, but she kept the advantage. Battles were often won or lost by choices before their start. This was no different.

      The scum threatening her weren’t soldiers or warriors. They only went after people weaker than them. They’d give up soon, too afraid to be the last man to die in a pointless fight.

      The Bravos stepped forward. None of them said a word. A few held shivs. They exchanged looks as if daring each other to be the next man to go after Mia.

      “Hurry up,” Mia shouted. “I don’t have all day.”

      “Enough,” called a man from the edge of the crowd.

      Though not tall, his broad-shouldered form gave him a striking presence in a crowd filled with dangerous-looking prisoners. He stomped forward, along with a large group of other prisoners, all Grinders by the look of it.

      One of the Bravos looked his way. “Stay out of this if you know what’s good for you, Gideon. This bitch has to pay. She has to know how things work.”

      “None of you look like you want to do this.” Gideon shook his head. “And she warned you. Now you paid the price. From what I can see, none of your friends are dead yet. Can you guarantee that’ll keep up if this continues?” He motioned to the fallen Bravos. “Take your people and call it a day before you have to bury one.” He motioned to a guards’ nest. “And if things get too out of hand, one of you idiots might end up hurting a Tended and getting guards on our asses.”

      Grinders lined up behind Gideon, all squared shoulders and puffed-up chests. There were more of them than Bravos present.

      The Bravo scratched his cheek. “We can bury some of you bitches, too. Sticking your neck out for her is a bad idea.”

      “Try us,” Gideon taunted, his voice low. “Now take your people and go.”

      The Bravo stared at Gideon in silence before his cold scoff cut through the air. “Whatever. We’ll get her later.” He headed toward Raph and motioned for another Bravo to help carry their fallen comrade.

      Mia stayed back without relaxing her combat stance. She took the opportunity to wipe the blood from her eyes, unsure if the Bravos would attempt an ambush while she let her guard down.

      She wouldn’t fault them if they did. It was something she would do if the situation was reversed. There was no honor in battle, only in victory.

      The Bravos collected their wounded and glared at Mia. They withdrew, friends carried by pairs, their withering looks shifting from Mia to Gideon and the Grinders.

      Mia stayed back as the Bravos marched away and into the dust and rock of the rest of the canyon area. The gathered Tended exchanged whispers along with disappointed and angry looks before wandering off in a different direction.

      Gideon reached into his pocket and pulled out a scrap of cloth. He held up his hands and walked toward Mia.

      She jerked away. “Stay back.”

      “This might help,” Gideon muttered. “You have to trust someone. If I wanted you dead, I would let the Bravos keep going at you and then finish you off after they weakened you.”

      None of the other Grinders advanced. That was a good sign. She saw no reason to suspect a complex deception based on everything she’d learned since arriving at Black Ice.

      Hesitating, Mia took the cloth from him to wipe away the blood and stanch the bleeding. “Thanks. I would have won, but I appreciate the help. It cuts down on the injuries I would have suffered.”

      Gideon chuckled. “Yeah, you can handle yourself. No one’s gonna deny that. But you wouldn’t have been able to escape this with only that cut. It wouldn’t have done you any good to take out the Bravos only to bleed out later. Glad you recognize that.”

      Mia frowned. She didn’t like something about his tone.

      “You owe us,” Gideon concluded. “We saved your life.” He patted his chest. “I saved your life because I stepped forward. I had your back, and my friends had my back.”

      Mia dabbed the cloth against her wound. “Is that what this is? You saved my life?”

      “Yeah. Exactly.” Gideon shrugged. “Sorry, Mia, was it? Nothing gets done in here without someone owing someone else. That’s what it means to be in Black Ice. Consider it the way of the world. No one person, no matter how strong, can live just by fighting everyone.”

      Mia lowered the blood-soaked cloth. Sloppy. She shouldn’t have let gutter trash get in a good hit like that. Focusing on piloting had cost her this last year. Her academy fighting training and practice left her competent but made a mockery of her reaction times. She wouldn’t insult the memory of her father’s training by blaming it on being unequipped.

      Depending on perfect preparation to win a battle is planning for failure.

      Mia didn’t respond to Gideon immediately. She surveyed the Grinders. They watched her with open curiosity, though no one had any weapons out. They hadn’t tightened their formation to cut off her escape. Whatever this was, it wasn’t an immediate follow-up attack.

      “I owe you.” Mia motioned to her box of supplies. “You want that in payment? We can figure something out. I won’t give up my knife, though.”

      Gideon shook his head. “We don’t need your crap. We have all that.”

      “I’m not a Tended.” Mia narrowed her eyes. “For the guards or you.”

      He nodded. “I can see that much. We don’t want your things or your body. Not in that sense.”

      “Then what sense?” Mia gritted her teeth. “Be careful what you say next.”

      “We want your skills.” Gideon motioned to a blood splatter along the ground. “When we heard about what you did and came to check you out, you looked fit enough, but you’re young and got that pretty face. We had you marked for future Tended.”

      Mia scoffed. “They attacked me. I was forced to defend myself.”

      “Sure, but they’re all about self-preservation in the end.” Gideon shrugged. “You might be able to join them if you wanted. They get that each of them might have only one or two guards, but all together, they can wield influence.”

      She glared at him. “I told you what I thought of that. I don’t need to trade my body like that.”

      The cold absurdity of the situation threatened to spill out in a loud laugh. When she’d started investigating her father’s death, she knew she’d end up in dangerous situations. She never imagined she’d end up in a hellhole like Black Ice having these types of discussions with a man like Gideon.

      “I know, I know.” Gideon waved his hands in front of him. “The thing is, we should have known you were tougher than you looked. Nobody ends up in Black Ice unless they’re dangerous, man or woman. You’ve proven you’re dangerous. So, we want your skills to use as we see fit in payment for saving your life.”

      “You want me to be a Grinder?” Mia asked. “Help you in the Crags?”

      “Not exactly.” He patted his chest. “I have to explain something first. For us, it’s a standard setup. We work, and hours of work become food and supplies. Things can get more complicated because of production quotas. If we don’t meet those overall, our supply allotments get reduced. Less credits for replacement gear, and more importantly less food.”

      Mia shrugged. “One woman’s not going to help that much with your work. I’m best at fighting, not whatever it is you do out in the mountains.”

      “Yeah. We know.” Gideon rolled his eyes. “We get that. We don’t want you to do our work. I’m not thinking you’ll be better at it because you can beat down Bravos.”

      “Then get to the point,” Mia snapped. “Why should I care about your setup with the staff?”

      “Because you need to understand where I’m coming from.” Gideon shook his head. “We’ve had problems lately with quotas and missing out on food. We need someone who’s good at taking care of people without having others backing them up.” He pointed at her. “And that’s where you come in, Little Rat Catcher.”

      Mia narrowed her eyes. “I still don’t get it. You want me to hunt rats?”

      Gideon shook his head. “There are no animals on Ice except for humans. Let me explain. We usually go out to the Crags and mine different ores using the equipment there. And then we haul it back to the facility for processing in the lower-level smelters. They use furnaces that draw on geothermal power.”

      “Explains why they built this place where they did,” Mia muttered. “And also why we’re not all freezing to death in here.”

      Gideon nodded. “Exactly. The problem recently is with the scavengers.”

      “Aren’t those Bravos?” Mia asked. “They jumped me on my way in. I had to take some out. I don’t get why they’re allowed outside.”

      Gideon gave a firm shake of his head. “Because they aren’t Bravos. Scavs are escapees or holdovers from back when Ice was a full penal colony. They’re survivors. I’ll give ’em that. They’re also not sane. It’s hard to eke out a living on an all-but-dead planet like this and keep your sanity. They prey on each other, and they prey on prisons like this one. They’re persistent jackals. I’ll give ’em that.”

      Mia thought back to her arrival. The guards hadn’t hesitated to shoot the scavs. Was the ogre a holdover of the planet’s past, too?

      “The scavs keep worming their way into the smelting area,” Gideon continued with a scowl. “Stealing supplies and materials, attacking workers, generally being pains in the ass. It’s slowing overall production and making us not hit quotas. It would have been an annoyance before. Now it’s rising to a big damned problem.”

      Mia motioned to a guards’ nest. “And don’t they care? Why don’t they handle them?”

      “Sure, they care about the quotas.” Gideon let out a dark chuckle. “Not about anything else. They’ll shoot a scav if they see one. They’re not going to go out of their way to risk their lives hunting them down just because we might go hungry. They figure it would be better for a Grinder to get stabbed than a guard.”

      Each revelation underlined the inefficient management of the prison. Assuming the government cared about the materials being mined at Black Ice, they should put more effort into dealing with outsiders damaging the process. Hungry workers would be less efficient and wounded prisoners couldn’t work as hard.

      Maybe they didn’t care. Maybe the line of human garbage being delivered to Black Ice was so steady that the government thought it didn’t matter. Keeping the prisoners not well-fed would cut down on riots. Given the rebellious history of the planet, the system might be functioning exactly as planned, with entire facilities filled with marginal workers kept alive enough to eke out productivity for an indifferent government.

      Gideon pointed at Mia. “You, Rat Catcher, will patrol the smelter area and take care of any scavs that get in. It won’t be that hard. It’s usually one or two half-starved bastards. They’ll be easy for you to handle, given what you demonstrated. Before we were having to send in teams, and that meant experienced Grinders getting pulled off rigs and hauling duty.”

      Mia folded her arms. Being tied to a faction’s work would make it more difficult for her to slip out of the facility. “So I’m supposed to do this because I owe you?”

      Gideon nodded. “Pretty much. I saved your life, remember?”

      “And what about food?” she asked.

      “What about it?”

      “I need to eat.”

      Gideon shrugged. “You’ll figure something out.”

      Mia locked eyes with him. “You do know what happens when you don’t feed the animal you use for protection?”

      Gideon stomped forward. “You trying to threaten me, Rat Catcher? After I saved your life?”

      “No.” Mia advanced until she was nose-to-nose with the Grinder. “I’m explaining basic reality. You don’t feed an animal, that animal turns around and eats you.” She backed away. “I thought you were smarter than Raph. I was wrong.”

      Gideon frowned but also stepped back. He shook his head.

      Another Grinder rushed forward and threw a wild haymaker. “You ungrateful bitch!”

      Mia caught his wrist and twisted his arm behind his back. “How much work can you do with a broken wrist?” She pushed his arm harder against his back, forcing him to cry out in pain. She growled. “What’s that going to do for your work hours and quota, huh?”

      The Grinders started to move but stopped when Gideon threw up his arm and shook his head.

      Her victim tried to struggle, grimacing as the movement helped her twist his arm and wrist more. “You’re a crazy bitch.”

      “Normal people aren’t sent to Black Ice, are they?” Mia’s tone was venomous. “Everyone seems to have forgotten that just because I’m young.”

      These people needed to understand that she wasn’t afraid of any of them. She was there for her mission. She would do what she needed to accomplish it. She’d killed people outside. Killing people inside wasn’t beyond the pale.

      “And you’re right,” Mia added. “I’m crazy. If you want me to be your crazy Rat Catcher bitch, then we have to come to an arrangement. I won’t be taken advantage of by anyone here.”

      Her training with the academy on the surface was completely unlike her experience at Black Ice. One was a disciplined hall of training designed to produce quality pilot candidates. The other was a dumping ground for the worst rejects in the KCAP. What passed for well-adjusted in the prison barely rose to vicious antisociality outside.

      Upon reflection, her recent experiences were surprisingly similar. Mia had dealt with people trying to control and humiliate her during her training. She needed to handle her current problems with the same strategy: continued proof of skill and massive psychological intimidation of those who’d dare oppose her. She doubted she’d find good, trustworthy friends in Black Ice like Ryoko, Karin, and Paul. The place didn’t filter for that type of person.

      Gideon’s jaw tightened. “But you owe—”

      Mia shoved the Grinder into Gideon. “I don’t owe you shit. You’ve seen what I can do, and you know people sent here aren’t sent here for pranks. Now either cut me a deal, or I go cut a deal with the scavengers.”

      She was unsure how long that bluff would last. The Grinders might get word from the guards that Mia didn’t meet the typical profile of a Black Ice prisoner. It was important to establish her de facto dominance before that happened and people tested her ruthlessness again.

      Gideon pushed away the Grinder leaning against him. “This the way you want to play it, Verick?”

      “Call the Bravos back over here.” Mia shrugged. “I’ll finish them off. Or better yet, man up and do it yourselves.” She held up her fists. “Doesn’t matter to me either way, and it doesn’t solve your little vermin problem. This all ends with people hurt and dead, and everybody weaker for it.” She paused for a moment to think of an appropriate response, remembering something she’d seen Karin say to Paul. “Or you can pull your head out of your ass and cooperate. It’s time to apply some Game Theory, asshole.”

      Gideon’s fingers curled into fists at his side. “Food, huh?”

      “Yeah, food. I’ll do what you want. I just won’t do it for free.”

      “Okay, fine. What did you have in mind?”
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      Mia bit down on a piece of hard, dry bread. She’d never found the food at the academy mess that impressive, but it was gourmet compared to the subsistence rations she was now relying on.

      Flavor and basic textures were a distant afterthought. She held her doubts about nutrition, but at least it kept her stomach from rumbling. She’d never been so grateful for her father’s training. Practicing going long times without good meals had paid off in a strange situation.

      She gulped the rest of her snack down and stepped out of the tunnel after securing her flashlight to her head with a makeshift band of torn cloth. The tiny relief of the cool tunnel gave way to a suffocating wall of waste heat. The hum and rumble of heavy machines echoed through the tunnels, along with the shouts of prisoners and the rattle of metal.

      Her first few days as Rat Catcher had proven uneventful, even boring. She’d used the time to explore the honeycomb of tunnels and expand her mental map of the area. Without a thorough understanding of the layout of the prison, she’d never escape back to the surface to go to the black site and complete her true mission.

      Trying to leave the way she came in presented too many logistical difficulties. She doubted she’d get the access codes she needed to take the elevators, and taking a guard hostage would bring the entire facility down on her.

      That didn’t worry her. The presence of scavengers in the work area proved there were other ways in and out of the prison. The only reason no one else was attempting to escape was that they had nowhere to go but a hellish outside where armies of more scavengers awaited. And from what she could tell, most were afraid to travel deep into any of the tunnels.

      Unlike them, she did have a reason to leave. The DT mods hadn’t been discovered yet, which gave her hope and confirmed the modest distance between her current location and the target site. She was close to her objective now.

      Although she was confident, she couldn’t hurry to the target site and back in less than a day. She had no idea what it would take to infiltrate the facility and doubted she could get any solid intel on it in Black Ice.

      Mia stopped as a group of prisoners shuffled past her in a line, all carrying chunks of ore. No one spared her a glance. They had a job to do if they wanted their food.

      She frowned. Abigail had wanted her to abandon the mission. If Mia didn’t hurry it along, she’d spend thirty days doing nothing but living off scraps from others while hunting others like an animal. Her skills would degrade.

      Mia turned away from the passage and disappeared into a side tunnel. Kneeling, she pulled a sharp rock from her pocket and scratched tiny symbols into the bottom of the wall. The code would look like nothing more than nonsense to most, rather than a compact navigational report on the nearby area.

      She’d thought about inscribing a map onto a rock, but anything like that could be discovered. Her navigational system ran the risk of damage, but she’d gotten good at placing her notes where they wouldn’t risk notice or wear. They didn’t have to last more than a month, anyway. This was a service for her, not the Grinders.

      Mia moved deeper into the cave. The heat from the smelters diminished, and now the area was merely suffocating instead of hellish.

      The uneven shape and direction of many of the side tunnels interested Mia. The larger, smoother main shafts near the area had obviously been dug with equipment, but the intersecting tunnels were a mixture of smaller hand-dug paths leading into natural lava caves.

      After a long bout of exploring, Mia heard the soft sound of something hard scraping on rock. She froze, trying to place the direction of the noise. The scraping stopped, replaced by soft singing.

      “Dig, dig, dig,” sang a scratchy voice. “Dig, dig, dig to hell. Ain’t no escape from this place, so you might as well dig to hell. Least there it’s cooler.”

      Mia reached into her pocket and grabbed the handle of her knife but let go after a moment’s thought. One set of footsteps. One voice. No reason to risk her valuable tool.

      The man kept singing, his pitchy voice growing louder as he repeated the same lines over and over. She waited, her back against the wall until the heavy raspy breathing between lines all but screamed his position. He didn’t care about getting noticed.

      Mia turned the corner. A wide-eyed scraggly man stopped in the center of the tunnel. His dark fingernails were long and hard, almost like talons. She doubted they’d seen clean water for a long time. The rags passing for his clothes didn’t bear any resemblance to the prison uniform.

      “You shouldn’t be here,” Mia announced.

      He licked his lips. “Dig, dig, dig to hell.”

      “You’re a scavenger,” Mia continued. “I’ve been tasked with eliminating you.”

      The scavenger cocked his head to the side. He yanked out a cracked saw-toothed blade from behind. “They sent me away to hell, tried to make me a demon. I came back to make them pay.” He waved the knife. “You can’t be with them. The Fake Angels are making you dig to hell. I’m gonna kill ’em all. You gonna be on my side or theirs?”

      “I don’t care about the staff.” Mia cracked her knuckles. “But you’re disrupting operations for the people giving me food. I’m willing to let you go if you give me a detailed layout of the tunnel, turn around, and leave.” She patted her pocket. “I’ll sweeten the deal. I’ve got a half-loaf of bread here, I’ll trade.”

      Avoid unnecessary battles. You never know when your enemy can get lucky.

      The scavenger threw his head back and cackled. “You’ll let me go. Or someday they’ll send you off. Try and make you a demon.” He wagged a finger. “It’ll be too late then. Far too late.”

      Mia nodded. “I already am a demon. I don’t care about you people. I don’t care about the Grinders either. But I need them, and I need intel.”

      He waved the knife in front of her. “I’ll give you a chance, future demon. Get your shiv. Ain’t no one’s gonna say I didn’t give you a chance. It’s a duel.”

      “Don’t do this.” Mia narrowed her eyes. “I killed scavengers when I first got here. I’ve hurt Bravos. I killed paid assassins before I even knew this place existed. However hard and tough you think you are, you’re not tougher than me. And you stand no chance against me.”

      “You think you’re tough, little girl.” He giggled. “Because you got sent here? This place is me. I am this place. I was before you were born.” He motioned to the ground. “But I accept your trade. Drop your bread and run. I won’t stab you in the back.”

      Mia stomped forward a couple of steps and glared at him. “You don’t understand your position. You’ll tell me about how you got here. Even better, you’ll show me. Your only other choice that doesn’t involve dying is to turn around and run.”

      The scavenger screamed and the keening cry echoed in the tunnels. He charged Mia with both hands on the hilt of his knife. She sidestepped the attack with ease.

      He growled and jabbed at her. She batted his knife arm away before nailing him in the face with a palm strike.

      The scavenger hit a wall with a grunt and Mia snapped a kick into his chest. His ribs crunched.

      “Do you understand now?” Mia stepped back from the squealing scavenger, her fists in front of her. “Last chance. You’re going—”

      The scavenger broke away, sprinting hard down the hallway with surprising speed. He clutched his chest with one hand, coughing up blood.

      Mia could catch him. Even at his best, he wasn’t faster than her, but there was no point.

      Fighting off an invading scavenger satisfied her Rat Catcher job while minimizing complications. A man convinced he was about to die might find hidden strength. She doubted she could get any useful intel from a half-feral man like that.

      Survivors could warn their allies of the dangerous Rat Catcher, and her reputation alone could deter scavenger intrusion.

      She also lacked knowledge of the tunnels. He might lead her into a trap or an ambush if she chased him.

      Mia took in and let out a deep breath. She couldn’t waste all her time in pointless fights.

      A glint on the ground caught her attention. The scavenger had dropped his knife.

      She grabbed it and stuck it in her pocket. Even if she could spend her time at Black Ice without risking her knife, she couldn’t escape and infiltrate the target site without weapons. Collecting and making more was a necessary part of the mission.

      Mia looked over her shoulder. Faint illumination from the smelters lit a tunnel in the distance. The last time she’d patrolled the area, she’d spotted scraps of metal. With a little time and effort, she could equip herself with a small collection of shivs.

      She turned the captured knife in her hand. The balance was off, and the edge dull, but it would do.

      Whistling the scavenger’s tune, Mia used the knife to carve a navigational note. She stood and headed down a side tunnel, remembering something her father told her after a failed run on their combatives course.

      Every encounter, she thought, is more preparation for my target site raid. I’ll get that info they have on you, Dad. I’ll find out the truth. All of this is worth it as long as I find out the truth.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Many days and scavenger encounters later, Mia returned from the work area following a line of Grinders. She hadn’t had to kill any of the scavengers yet. Unlike the insane, frothy mob she’d fought on the outside, the infiltrators were more than ready to flee at any sign of opposition or a broken rib or nose.

      That made her wonder if there were different factions of scavengers like there were different factions within the prison. Crazed, mindless people didn’t survive. The scavengers she’d encountered on arrival might have been a rough equivalent of a warrior caste willing to lay their lives on the line.

      At least some of the scavengers were descendants or survivors of people who’d been left behind. It was like the Wilderlands back home. No matter where humanity spread, there would always be outsiders and barbarians.

      But Mia wasn’t there to study the sociology of Ice. She was there to find her way to the facility. According to the info she had, getting there from the base shouldn’t be that hard. Slipping out of the prison and getting back in was a greater challenge.

      Any plan to leave would require detailed info about the prison. She’d hoped to gain more thorough layout intel on her patrols, but she wasn’t making as much progress as she wanted. She’d added two captured blades to her shiv collection, along with a small number of others she’d made herself.

      The overall mission remained on track. Her Rat Catcher duty gave her the excuse and time she needed to continue mapping the tunnels and leaving navigational notes. She’d expanded her spelunking radius, probing deeper and far enough away that the heat of the smelters became a distant memory and the frigid touch of the outside seeped in.

      At the moment, she needed to track down Gideon. She needed more food. She’d been eating lightly to squirrel away reserves in case of trouble, but spending her days patrolling and fighting bare remnants of humanity was taxing her body.

      Preserve supplies but not to the detriment of health. Nutritional failure will lead to physical failure and mission failure. Screwing up a mission because of an oversight like that isn’t acceptable.

      Mia wandered among the rocks and tunnels in the main gen pop living zone. Hostile glares greeted her wherever she went. She might be the ally of the Grinders, but not their friend. This wouldn’t play out like it had with Paul Stansford and her old cadet class.

      It was like she’d told Gideon: she was an animal they fed for guard duty. Everyone looked at her like she was trouble. They were right.

      Mia found Gideon tossing a makeshift metal die with a small gathering of other Grinders and gambling for bits of food and scraps of metal. He didn’t look up when she approached.

      “So, that’s when I said, ‘Come back in ten years and say that to me,’” Gideon was saying to his friends.

      They all laughed and ignored Mia. She cleared her throat. They didn’t respond.

      She’d thought Gideon understood that he needed her more than she needed him. Everything didn’t need to be a constant struggle, but the man couldn’t so much as look at her without having a staring contest.

      “I need to speak with you, Gideon,” Mia announced, not interested in waiting around until the Grinder felt she’d been disrespected enough. “I wanted to talk about how I’ve been doing.”

      Gideon set his die down. “I’ve got no problems with your work, Rat Catcher. Ever since you started your patrols, the scavs had stayed away from the work area. We’re having no problem hitting quotas now. We’re happier, and the guards are happier.”

      “It’s good that you recognize that.”

      Mia was pleased. She hadn’t paid much attention to the Grinder work schedule. The legend of the Rat Catcher was growing faster than she’d anticipated. That reputation, on both sides of the prison, would work to her advantage.

      “It’s nice when you get what you deserve,” Gideon explained, reaching for his die. “Got anything else to say? We’re in the middle of a game here.”

      Mia walked closer to loom over him. “It’s like you said. You need to give me what I deserve.”

      Gideon looked up. “And what is that?”

      “Food.”

      “I gave you food already.” Gideon shrugged. “For someone not working the Crags, it was a generous portion.”

      “I want more food.” Mia frowned. She gestured to a plate sitting behind Gideon with a dried beef stick. “I’ll take that for now. I need more protein.”

      Gideon laughed. “You think you can march up and make demands, Rat Catcher?”

      Mia scowled. “You just admitted my patrols are helping your operation.”

      “Sure, that’s helpful, but that doesn’t mean you get extra food. A little bit every few days is enough for someone who’s not working the main jobs. You’re doing a sideline. You don’t know how much energy it takes to go out there on the Crags. A man gets a little dizzy out there, and he falls to his death. You get to sit in the tunnels where it’s nice and warm.”

      Calling the overbearing heat of the tunnels nice and warm was a stretch. She’d hoped Gideon would have been more reasonable after her successes, but diplomacy didn’t appear to be the best strategy for this conversation.

      Mia’s foot darted out and she kicked the plate and beef sticks into the air. The Grinders scrambled to their feet, ready to fight, some pulling knives.

      She grabbed the plate and swung it to catch the sticks. “You don’t want me as an enemy. You could all fight me. You might even be able to take me down, but not before I take a hell of a lot of you down.”

      Gideon scowled. “Don’t get ahead of yourself, Rat Catcher.”

      “I can’t catch rats if I’m hungry,” Mia pointed out. “It takes work to survive those temperatures and fight.” She took the beef sticks and tossed the plate to Gideon. “Consider a simple situational short-term economic analysis, Gideon. Gather a small amount of food from a large number of Grinders, then no individual Grinder will miss it, and you’ll be able to pay for my services without unnecessary confrontations. In exchange, I continue to keep scavengers away, and you hit your quotas. Alternatively, you can sit there and try to not pay me what I’m worth and force me to adopt a field-foraging posture while abandoning my patrols.” She narrowed her eyes. “And it’s not like I can forage outside the prison.”

      Gideon set his plate down, never taking his gaze off Mia. “It’s not that hard. That’s what I’ve been thinking. Rotate patrols. We’ve done it before. One girl having such an easy time of it. I overestimated how hard it would be.”

      She surveyed the area. The smug defiance on the Grinders’ faces had vanished once Gideon had mentioned the new plan. One man gingerly touched a scar running down his neck. He’d overestimated something all right, just not what he’d thought.

      Mia smiled coolly. “You should have spent more time studying organizational tactics and personnel deployment management strategies before being imprisoned.”

      “Huh? Like you did?”

      “I did, in fact, both before and… The point is I did.” Mia shrugged. “It’s obvious looking at your men that the rotating patrol failed miserably the last time it was implemented. Your faction lacks the necessary internal discipline for that to work.” She motioned to the gathered Grinders. “I don’t need extra information to know what happened. Failed cooperation due to a lack of clear leadership. Casualties mounted, increasing defections from the patrols. The net result was more disruption of your work productivity because you weren’t stopping the scavengers and you had fewer workers.” She inclined her head toward the beef sticks. “How many people are willing to accept the risk of death and injury in those tunnels? And how are they going to do it without receiving their allotments? If you pool resources, there’s no reason not to do the same for me. Having one specialist reduces the logistical complexities of handling the problem.”

      Gideon ground his teeth. “Shut up. You don’t know what you’re talking about, Rat Catcher. Don’t strut around like you understand Black Ice and the Grinders.”

      Mia bit off the end of a beef stick and swallowed. “Your faction is defined by what they do, not who leads them. The Bravos wouldn’t exist if the prison was organized in any intelligent way. No. I’m your best option.” She lifted the back of her shirt to reveal a line of hidden shivs and knives. “I’ve taken the weapons of your rats. Are you ready for your people to risk fighting them? Are you ready for your people to fight me?”

      Gideon’s eyes widened. “This isn’t over.”

      “For now, it is.” Mia dropped the other beef sticks into a pocket. “This protein will increase my combat efficiency. Being in this place is good field practice, but it’s weakening my body.”

      She walked away. The Grinders parted to let her through, most giving her a wide berth. Others looked at Gideon questioningly.

      “You’re useful for now, Rat Catcher,” Gideon shouted. “So, sure, we’ll get you more food. But if one of those rats gets you, we’re not taking care of you. The guards won’t care either. They’ve got no reason to take care of you.”

      “I understand that,” Mia called back over her shoulder. “And I won’t let any such weak opponents hurt me. Can you say the same?”

      Gideon laughed. “I don’t know who’s worse. You or the Bravos.”

      “That’s easy. Whenever the question is who’s worse, anybody else or me, the answer is always me.”
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        * * *

      

      Mia was halfway back to her cave when she sensed someone following her. She’d give her stalkers credit. They were using the nearby rock formations well to hide their presence and doing a good job of keeping a light step, moving in time with the basic background noise filling the gen pop zone.

      Three, maybe four. She couldn’t be sure of their sizes.

      They hadn’t followed her from Gideon, and she doubted other Grinders would go after her without a clear agreement. That meant they were either Tended or Bravos.

      She let out an annoyed sigh. She’d been expecting a reprisal attack from both factions, and it was better for it to happen sooner than later, closer to the time of the black site operation.

      Any enemy could manage a lucky hit. She wasn’t worried about dying, but she wanted to be at her full strength when she invaded the black site.

      Mia found a flattened rock and dusted it off. She finished off her beef stick and drew a knife.

      “You should have ambushed me when you had the chance,” she shouted. “Now that I’m aware of you I guarantee casualties. I’ll have to kill at least one of you so that your people understand the dangers of coming after me.”

      Four men she didn’t recognize stepped out in front of rock formations. All held quartermaster-issued knives. She’d found the issued knife to have poor balance issues.

      Mia smiled. Even ignoring the balance problems, they weren’t the best quality blades, being designed with utility rather than combat in mind, but four new knives in her burgeoning collection was better than four shivs.

      “Raph says hello,” one of the men announced, confirming they were Bravos. He pointed his knife at her. “But he also knows you’re getting extras from the Grinders to be their little bitch.”

      “I’m patrolling the tunnels,” Mia clarified. “I’m hunting scavengers. I’m not providing any other services.”

      “We don’t care about the details.” He ran his tongue across his top lip. “We care about the food. Raph’s a forgiving guy. We could use a woman like you in his gang. You can offer a donation to prove you understand you did us wrong.”

      “I have no interest in preying upon the weak for the sake of stealing their rations.” Mia wrinkled her nose. “Nor do I want to ally with those who do. There’s nothing useful to be gained from me aiding your efforts.”

      The Bravo scoffed. “Aren’t you uppity for a bitch in Black Ice?” He kicked dust and gravel toward her. “Getting lucky a few times ain’t gonna save you. You’re a Tended, a Grinder, or a Bravo. That’s how things work. Grinders have you hunting scavs. Why go through the trouble of hunting scavs when you can hunt Grinders?”

      “I’m not joining your faction,” Mia insisted. “I’d sooner kill all of you.” Her eyes darted back and forth, looking for signs of more enemies. She didn’t like the way the Bravos kept looking around as if waiting for someone. “Now, you can get out of my way, or I’ll be forced to fight and kill some of you. The thought causes me no psychological distress, but I’d prefer not to damage a perfectly good knife. It’s difficult to keep an edge on these blades as is.”

      The Bravo sneered. “Fine. You want to play it that way? Raph’s got another idea. You don’t have to join up with us, but that don’t mean you don’t pay a price. Out of respect for your strength, we’ll cut you a deal. We’ll only take half of what the Grinders pay you. In return, we leave you alone. Fewer scavs means more food for the Grinders which means more food for us. That’s what Raph says.”

      Mia stared at him, unsure if he was serious. “To confirm, you want me to still pay you tribute after I’ve proven that you can’t win against me. You also acknowledge that my efforts are currently benefiting you.”

      “You stupid bitch!” he screamed. “You think you can take us all on? This isn’t going to be like last time, and it’s not taking on a half-dead scav starving to death in the tunnels.”

      Mia shook her head. “A coordinated attack by an entire faction would be fatal. I’m confident of that. But though I haven’t been here long, it’s been enough time that I understand the dynamics of your factions. Even Raph is leading a small gang among an otherwise larger faction, am I right? Grinder, Tended, Bravo…” She snorted. “None of you have studied the necessary sociology and psychology. Defections. Cooperation. It’s all pointless and self-destructive. Given the long-term sentences of most inmates, slight tweaks in faction organization and leadership could support a well-disciplined group that would be able to exert complete tactical, strategic, and economic control of Black Ice. With time, you could even take control from the guards.”

      “What the hell are you talking about?” He waved his knife. “This is about us, here and now, bitch, and how we’re going to cut you.”

      “You will not attack me as an entire faction,” Mia concluded. “Because the factions are nothing more than small gangs with similar survival tactics. It’s not worth coordinating and giving up independence to go after a single target. That means I’ll never have to deal with more than one small group. And all your small groups are incapable of taking me down without firearms.”

      “Fuck this and fuck you.” The Bravo ran forward and raised his knife. “Gut this bitch. Make an example out of her.”

      Mia snapped her wrist to send her knife flying toward the Bravo. It wasn’t weighted any better to be a throwing knife, but the close distance and his forward movement did the trick. Her blade sank into his throat.

      He stumbled back, gurgling and clawing at his throat before collapsing. His friends stared at the dying man, their eyes wide in shock for a few seconds. Almost as one, they recovered and launched themselves at Mia. She yanked two shivs and ducked the initial stabs, planting one shiv into a man’s heart before slicing across another’s throat.

      Mia became a metal whirlwind, cutting, slicing, and tearing. Her opponents had more bravado than skill. Blood splattered everywhere until all that was left was a deep pool of blood and dead men.

      She shook the blood off her blades, frowning at a chip in one. “I’d kill for a quality weapon.”

      Movement above her caught her attention. She lifted her head. The guards in a nest were gesturing toward her. They hadn’t drawn weapons. One pointed to the dead bodies and laughed.

      She shuddered in revulsion. The warden had told her, as had the MPs and the other prisoners. Black Ice was about nothing but survival. She thought she’d understood that before but had been wrong. They might as well not have bothered with guards.

      Mia’s arm throbbed. She grimaced. One of the bastards had managed a lucky cut. It wasn’t near an artery, but it was deep enough it would scar.

      She knelt to collect their weapons and the men’s shirts. She could use them for bandages. That was the best she could do, lacking anything approaching thread for proper stitches and without any advanced med tech like QuickHeal patches. Living in Black Ice was like living in some primitive pre-spacefaring century.

      She looked behind her at the sound of approaching footsteps. A thin man with a knife slowed as he jogged into the area. His eyes widened.

      “What the hell?” He put a hand to his mouth and turned to vomit.

      “For a man who’s dedicated his life to violence, you don’t seem to handle it well,” Mia remarked. “There’s no point in being prepared to fight others if you can’t handle the aftermath.”

      “You’re a psycho bitch,” he shouted, not looking her in the eyes. “You act like you don’t care that you killed them.”

      “They intended to kill me,” Mia pointed out. “I see no logical reason to mourn them. They lacked the discipline and honor of soldiers or even a dedicated insurgent. Violent scum will meet a violent end.”

      The Bravo looked down at his knife before wincing and tucking it into his belt. “I’m not going to fight you.”

      “Then you’re far more intelligent than your allies.” Mia lifted a blood-soaked knife. “Tell Raph that if he leaves me alone, I’ll leave him alone. I’ve no interest in a war with your faction, but anyone who comes to kill me will die. Reducing enemy strength is a key part of battle, and I lack the resources to…” She chuckled. She was going to say “imprison my enemies.” Instead, she gestured with the knife toward the dead Bravos. “I need you to communicate that I’m through practicing restraint. Understood?”

      “Y-yeah.” The thin man backed away slowly, holding his hands up in front of him until he spun and sprinted away. “Understood, Rat Catcher.”
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        * * *

      

      Sitting in her cave, Mia tugged the bandages on her arm gently off. Her wounds didn’t feel or look great but showed no sign of infection in the days following her encounter with the Bravos. Both the Grinders and Bravos were avoiding her, though she’d had to confront Gideon again over food. She wasn’t sure how long their arrangement would last, especially since he interpreted the lack of recent scavenger raids as evidence that she was no longer needed. His stubbornness risked trouble with every conversation.

      Her mapping efforts continued to bear fruit. She couldn’t be sure, but she suspected a solid exploration effort in the coming days would net her a path to the outside.

      Mia yanked a knife from behind the small of her back at the sound of approaching footsteps. She hopped to her feet and walked toward the newcomer.

      A handsome young blond man, not much older than her, walked toward the cave with his hands in front of him. There was no one else around.

      “I’m not in the mood for threats,” Mia cautioned him. “If you’re here to deliver one on behalf of someone else, tell me who it is. I’ll go deal with them directly.”

      “Calm down, Verick,” the young man replied, keeping his hands up. “No threats, and I’m not here to cause you trouble. Everyone knows not to mess with you.”

      “Then why are you here? Did Gideon send you to annoy me? Raph to deliver a message he’s too afraid to do himself?” Mia snorted. “He’s a coward at heart. That’s why I find him so disgusting.”

      “Neither.” He shook his head. “I’m Tended.”

      Mia nodded to her bloodied arm. “I’ve got new scars and wounds. You don’t have to worry. I don’t think any guard’s going to go for me. So trying to ugly me up or whatever idiotic plan you have isn’t worth it. You’ll die in the attempt.”

      The Tended knelt. “I’m not so suicidal to try and come after you by myself. You really don’t get it, do you? Everyone’s talking about you, Verick. Everyone knows they need maybe a dozen guys to have a chance. And everyone knows half those guys are going to die, so no one’s got the balls to try.”

      “Good. That will cut down on unnecessary fights. It’s too bad people couldn’t figure out that obvious tactical truth earlier.”

      Mia surveyed the area. Since she’d settled in, the other prisoners avoided it like it was cursed. She’d smoothed out the ground and dust in areas so she could inspect for footprints after she returned from her work, and from what she could tell, no one had dared to walk through her little kingdom in the last couple of days. That suited her fine.

      “If you’re not here to attack me or deliver a message,” Mia continued. “Why are you here, Tended?”

      “I’m Flip,” he announced. “I’d like that more than Tended.”

      “Is that name supposed to mean something to me?”

      Flip laughed and offered a charming smile. “Nah. I’m not a big deal for anyone. It’s just I heard you’ve got extra knives.”

      Mia nodded. “So? My current job and position necessitate being well-prepared for large amounts of violence.”

      He reached slowly into a pocket and pulled out a knife, holding his other hand in front of him. Mia didn’t react. There was no anger or tension on his face.

      Flip finished pulling out his knife. The blade was broken halfway down, snapped clean in half.

      “Bad luck.” Flip tossed the broken knife on the ground. “I could get a new one, but I’d have to provide extra service.”

      “Is a knife that important to you?” Mia asked. “Doesn’t your guard protect you?”

      Flip ran his hand over light stubble. “My guard likes me clean-shaven.” He glanced down. “Everywhere. He’s been in a bad mood lately and he might toss me aside if I ask for a new knife, so I was hoping I could borrow one just to shave, then I can get him back in a good mood and get a replacement without dealing with Cortez by myself.”

      Mia’s brow went up. “Won’t this get you in trouble with other Tended? They don’t hold a high opinion of me.”

      He shook his head. “We know to stay away from you. It’s not like anyone’s sitting around talking about messing with you anymore. You’ve proven you’re not going to take a guard from anyone.”

      Mia tossed him a spare knife. “Take it. You can keep it.”

      Flip raised the knife with both hands like it was a precious treasure. “Seriously?” He reached into a pocket and pulled out a small apple and tossed it to Mia.

      She snatched it out of the air, salivating. Gideon was paying her with food, but she hadn’t seen any fruit since arriving.

      “Where did you get this?”

      “Being Tended has its privileges,” Flip explained. “It’s not like the guards eat the half-inedible crap the prisoners do. They’d riot.”

      “It was worth trading a knife for an apple.” Mia grinned. “Thanks.”

      “You’re welcome.” Flip tucked the knife into a pocket. “I know we’re all scum in here, but we’re not all animals. We’re just trying to do what we can to survive. Keep that in mind.”

      “I do.” Mia gestured toward the knife. “And I haven’t killed anyone who hasn’t tried to kill me first.”

      “Then I hope you keep that up. See you later, Verick.”

      “Bye, Flip.”

      With a silly grin, Flip scampered off. Mia was unsure of what to make of the man. She didn’t like how she was becoming a part of the ecosystem of the prison so quickly, but it was nice to know at least one person in the prison was not plotting her death.
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        * * *

      

      Mia yawned on her way back from a day of rat catching. Every day that passed was one less day to get out to the target site. She would have worried more, but every day also made the labyrinth of tunnels more familiar in her memory and her navigational aids. She’d spotted evidence of fresher sooty ice, meaning she’d gotten closer to the exit tunnels.

      That, combined with reduced numbers of encounters in the Crags, suggested the scavengers were probing the prison less. She saw no reason to tell the Grinders that. The current arrangement suited her well.

      She slowed and spotted Flip leaning against a tall rock near her cave. He was one of few prisoners who dared enter her territory. After her loan, they’d traded food and odds and ends.

      Mia didn’t mind having fewer enemies. She wasn’t sure yet if she could trust Flip, but she wanted to talk to him about something.

      She waved to him. He hopped to his feet and waved back.

      “Hello,” Mia greeted. “I don’t have anything to trade today.”

      Flip shook his head. “Just felt like chatting. I don’t have a lot of friends in this place.”

      “What about the other Tended?”

      Flip let a pained snort. “Just because we get by the same way don’t mean we’re friends. Most of them are bastards. You’ve experienced it firsthand.”

      “I’m not sure we’re friends either,” Mia replied. “But it’s enough that you’re not trying to kill me.”

      “Damn. You’re hard. Harder than I am, and I’ve been here for years.” Flip slid back down to the ground. “But this place pays you when you’re hard. That’s why you don’t have to depend on a guard, and I do.”

      Mia scanned the area. Satisfied there was no trouble, she pulled out a single knife and set it next to her for quick access. Letting her guard down in Black Ice wasn’t an option, even when chatting with a friend.

      “A couple of things have confused me from the day I arrived,” she began. “I was hoping you could clarify them for me.”

      “Just a couple?” Flip asked. He laughed. “It took me six months to wrap my mind around all the craziness of this place.”

      Mia ignored this. “When I made it inside past a scavenger mob, I was taken to medical, but there were prisoners in strange cells, much closer to the staff area.”

      Flip shuddered. “Yeah. There are tons of ways to get hurt in Black Ice. That might be the worst. We call those the Lost. The staff does medical experiments on ’em. There’s a rumor there’s a train that takes the unluckiest ones to a secret facility nearby where they do worse things.”

      Mia narrowed her eyes. “They’re doing experiments on prisoners?”

      “Hey, we’re all scum here, remember? No one cares whether we live or die.”

      According to what Mia knew, her target site was close. She’d planned to escape through the tunnels and hike there, but it was hard to ignore the rumors of a secret nearby facility. The intel needed to be verified, but it made the conversation already worthwhile, provided she confirmed the source.

      Mia gave him an incredulous look. “You’re claiming there’s a secret experimental medical facility and somehow all of you have heard of it? Do you believe that?”

      “Yeah.” Flip nodded. “Because it’s not like we heard it from prisoners. We don’t deal with the Lost. People have heard it from scavs. Not all of ’em are left over from before. Some of them escaped from that place. That’s why they’re obsessed with this place. Revenge.”

      Mia hadn’t thought much about her first rat catcher encounter in the tunnels. She’d chalked up the scavenger’s statements to insane ramblings. His phrasing could be interpreted in support of Flip’s story.

      The idea of a secret medical facility disgusted her. If it were the same facility with information on her father, that might mean it was a black-ops clearinghouse of some sort.

      “And the Locker?” she asked. “Does that have anything to do with that place?”

      “No, that’s a hole they throw you into for messing with guards.”

      One mystery solved. She thought back to the medical facility and realized it presented an obvious answer to another question she’d shoved to the side because of the implications.

      Her breath caught, and she shot to her feet. “It’s true.”

      Flip gave her an odd look. “I think so, but you look like you just changed your mind about something.”

      “There was a thing…an ogre. When I first arrived. Whatever it was, it wasn’t human. At least not entirely. He killed a huge man like it was nothing. It was strong. Superhumanly strong.”

      Flip shuddered. “That’s CK. I haven’t seen him myself. Others have, just like you. CK’s short for the Cannibal King. He’s not just outside. He wanders into the Crags at times, but everyone says he’s too big for the smelter tunnels. No one’s ever run into him down there.”

      “Are you sure about that?”

      Flip shrugged. “They’ve found bodies in the Crags missing arms and legs. Torn clean off. Normal scavs don’t do that kind of thing. When a worker goes missing in the Crags, everyone assumes CK got ’em.”

      Mia looked over her shoulder as if the ogre would rush her in an ambush. She wasn’t sure she could beat him with a handful of shivs. “I don’t get it. Why wouldn’t the Grinders have me help guard against CK in the Crags instead of down below taking on half-dead scavengers below? A cannibal killing workers has to affect their productivity more than scavenger sabotage and light raids.”

      “I don’t pay much attention to how Grinders work things.” Flip’s brows knitted together as he pondered the question. “But it’s probably ’cause CK doesn’t come in all that much, at least not recently, and the scavs had been flooding the place until you showed up. That’s what I heard, at least.”

      Mia rubbed her chin. “That’s good to know. It clarifies things.”

      “If you see CK, don’t try and fight him,” urged Flip. “Just run the other way. I know you’re tough, but he’s tougher.”

      “That strategy makes the most sense,” Mia acknowledged quietly, not willing to commit fully to constant retreat. “And thanks for the intelli…info.”

      “Hey, nothing big. All common knowledge.” Flip shrugged.

      “Not for me.”
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        * * *

      

      Mia stared up into the blackness of her cave, thinking about everything she’d learned in her time at Black Ice. She had a surfeit of strategies available but not enough detailed intel to know which was the best to pursue.

      Exploring the tunnels remained time intensive. That would yield eventual results. She couldn’t be certain when.

      Trying to find the mystery train and sneaking aboard involved going into the staff area of the prison. Although she’d paid attention when she was brought in, she had no way of accessing the elevator. Taking out a guard didn’t guarantee access. The wrist access panels might be biometrically locked.

      Her new intel dump offered a third, more dangerous strategy. CK’s size and appearance were living proof that dangerous medical experiments were going on nearby. She refused to believe a mysterious humanoid roamed the planet but hadn’t been reported, and there was little chance of there being two separate nearby secret facilities.

      CK had infiltrated the Crags, just as scavengers had. That meant he knew a way through that allowed him to escape easy detection. Interrogating a scavenger would guarantee nothing, given that not all of them were victims of the facility.

      “I’m sorry, Flip,” Mia murmured. “I need to find him, not run from him.”

      A plan was nothing without details. She needed the Grinders to pull her back from the smelters to the Crags. The best way to do that was to use her hard-earned knowledge of the tunnels to seal up the entrances. She’d collapse all but one, leaving it partially covered as a backup escape. A candidate presented itself, a tunnel she’d all but reached the end of in her exploration and patrols.

      She’d then make a bid for protecting the Grinders at the Crags.

      Mia raised a blade above her, enjoying the weight in her hand. The plan was risky. She’d be working herself out of a job, but it would also give her the best shot at running into CK again. Somehow, she needed to convince him to help her and not kill her.

      You were right to worry, Abigail, Mia thought. You were right.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Mia reached the end of the tunnel. Wind whipped past her. She ignored the frigid air to stare at the open snow and the footprints left in it. She’d found a way out.

      She nodded. This didn’t change her plan. Getting out of the prison was the first step. She needed more information about the facility before she left, and that meant she needed CK.

      “Time to finish sealing the tunnels,” she muttered.
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        * * *

      

      The whine of the sonic drill reverberated through the tunnels, the noise a painful assault on Mia’s ears. She hadn’t seen any Grinders wearing ear protection. Long-term inmates must have lost their hearing.

      Mia frowned. It occurred to her that she’d seen almost no elderly prisoners. Given the typical lengths of sentences, the implications were chilling.

      She ignored the high death rate, the throbbing in her head, and the choking dust as she moved the tool across the final weak point in a low-hanging ceiling. The prisoners would need to take care of themselves. She needed to push her plan along by sealing the tunnels.

      Rocks and dust rained from above. The entire tunnel shook. Mia tensed but didn’t release the drill. She was almost there.

      A short but intensive period of geological study with Abigail before heading to the academy didn’t make her a geologist. Since she’d started bringing down the tunnels, she’d risked burying herself with overzealous digging.

      Her stomach rumbled. She also risked starving herself.

      To get her hands on the equipment she needed to collapse the tunnels, she’d had to trade her food and a handful of shivs. It was a slow-going and painful process, and it burned off more of her precious mission window. She might be making progress, but she was running out of time.

      Mia questioned if she’d picked the correct course of action, but she was committed now. CK presented her best chance at getting to the facility. If she couldn’t convince him to tell her, she could track him. The more she thought about her previous plan, the more she realized the potential flaws.

      She shoved the drill into a crack and leapt back. With a deep groan, dirt and rock poured from the roof and sealed the tunnel. A thick dark cloud enveloped Mia and left her hacking dust.

      Deafness. Damaged lungs. Untreated infections. All the risks to the prisoners piled up. It was a miracle they had as many as they did. She hadn’t paid much attention to the new arrivals, as they weren’t relevant to her, but she’d not heard of anyone leaving since she’d shown up.

      Warmth trickled down her arm, focusing her attention. It was blood from her shoulder. She’d miscalculated and taken a hit when she brought down the tunnel.

      Mia let out a mocking laugh. Between scavengers and the incessant need to put Grinders and Bravos back in their place, it had been a while since she’d gone to sleep uninjured. Her initial injuries had faded into wicked scars on her arms and legs while fresher ones threatened to reopen under her feeble makeshift bandages.

      It was a miracle they hadn’t become infected, even with her general tendency not to get sick or infections. For all she knew, she had been given something when she’d first arrived to help prevent that. Dead prisoners couldn’t work.

      Mia pulled the drill back, shaking her head. This wasn’t her place. The politics of the prison were not her concern other than how she could exploit them for her mission.

      Patrolling against scavengers left her unfulfilled. Her father hadn’t trained her to hunt down pathetic skeletons clinging to life at the behest of gangs of scum.

      “This is all for the mission,” she whispered. It had become her mantra as of late. “This is all for the mission, and it’ll all be over soon.”

      Just like seeking out an insane mutant cannibal was for the mission. Mia let out a chuckle. No one could claim her life was boring.

      “Just a couple more tunnels, then it’s time to talk to Gideon.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Looking like the embodiment of an angry earth spirit seeking revenge, Mia approached Gideon coated in dust and soot head to toe. It had been a while since Gideon had tried to refuse her food. This plan had to work. She refused to prey on others to survive, and she needed to be out in the Crags to hunt CK. Volunteering to be a Grinder wouldn’t give her the mobility and freedom of movement she’d need to maximize her chances of success.

      Gideon sat on a rock sipping the thick dark concoction that passed for coffee in Black Ice. A handful of other Grinders nearby kept a watchful eye, but the fear on their faces told Mia that they wouldn’t dare oppose her if she turned violent. Her lethality had permeated the prison.

      She wasn’t going to turn into a Bravo. That didn’t mean she couldn’t use that fear to her advantage.

      Never pass up an opportunity for supremacy over the enemy. In the end, the only thing that matters is winning the battle.

      When her father had told her that, she doubted he was imagining her in a twisted prison with people who’d given up all semblance of human decency. Her training had been geared toward being a soldier on a battlefield, not dealing with worthless criminals.

      Mia frowned. She knew she’d ended up in the prison by mistake. She might not be the only one. Flip didn’t strike her as a hardened criminal.

      She sucked in a breath. There wasn’t time to get too concerned with others.

      “You look like shit, Rat Catcher.” Gideon motioned with his cup toward her. “When you first arrived, you were pretty enough to be a Tended. Your face is still nice, but…” He shook his head. “With your sleeves up, it’s nasty.”

      “I have no intention of being a Tended,” Mia declared.

      “Not when you’re walking around with wild hair, covered in dirt, bandages, and scars,” Gideon agreed. “I suppose they could clean you up, and the scars aren’t all over your face, but…” He shook his head. “Most guards want the complete untouched package. Now you’re stuck with us. It’s about time you understood that and changed your attitude.”

      “I know my situation. And I understand yours as well.” Mia’s hands tightened into fists. Knocking Gideon out wouldn’t help her, no matter how good it might feel. This would require negotiation and manipulation, not violence.

      “Do you?” Gideon crossed his arms. “This day at the mud spa confirms what I’ve been hearing about what you’ve been up to lately.”

      “And what have you been hearing?” Mia pressed. “Many people spread rumors in this place without providing accurate sourcing. I heard one man say that I’d been testing my shivs on Lost as part of an experiment.”

      Gideon chuckled. “Nah. I’ve been here a while. I get what’s real and what’s not.”

      “And what’s real in this case?”

      “Did you think I wouldn’t hear about you borrowing contraband equipment?” he asked, raising an eyebrow. He sipped his coffee. “There was no way you were going to get that equipment into those tunnels without me hearing about it.”

      Mia shrugged. “Good for you.”

      “You don’t get it, Rat Catcher,” Gideon insisted. “I looked the other way. I could have told the guards that you were messing around with equipment. Taking anything out of the designated work zones is against the rules.”

      “Then they should do a better job tracking it,” Mia suggested.

      “They depend on prisoners to help keep the others in check.” Gideon swirled his coffee. “I think looking the other way means you owe me something. I could have made your life hell. You could have ended up in the Locker, depending on the warden’s reaction.”

      “Make my life hell? My life is already hell.” Mia let out a harsh, mocking laugh. “Did you honestly think that line was going to work on me? It didn’t last time. When are you going to understand that I don’t owe you?”

      “Last time I didn’t have something over you.” Gideon’s jaw tightened. “It’s the truth. I’m doing you a favor despite you being a psycho bitch.” He snorted. “Let me guess. You think you’re going to dig yourself a tunnel out of here or connect to a scav tunnel? And then what, Rat Catcher? You gonna hijack a shuttle and get off Black Ice? You’ve got the DT on you, so you aren’t going anywhere. Those scavs out there who got away? They didn’t get away from Black Ice.” He set his cup down and stood. “Get it? You’re not going anywhere, but if I told the guards what you were doing, then maybe, you get sent somewhere worse, and I’m not talking about the Locker.”

      “You talking about me becoming a Lost?” Mia ventured. “Getting sent to the secret facility?”

      “You know about that? Huh. You do keep your ear to the ground.” He lifted his cup with a smirk. “And here I thought you were nothing but a psycho who liked cutting people. If you know all that, you should play nicer with others.”

      “I’m not trying to escape, asshole,” Mia replied. In this specific context that wasn’t a lie. “I’m sealing tunnels off to keep scavengers out to help the Grinders. If someone had done this a long time ago, you wouldn’t have had to hire me, and you wouldn’t have had trouble hitting your quotas.”

      The smugness vanished off Gideon’s face. His wide-eyed expression said it all. “What?”

      Mia wiped dust off her face. “You heard me. I’ve been going deep into the tunnels and running off scavenger routes. I’ve identified their primary infiltration routes, so I’ve been closing them one by one, collapsing enough rock that there’s no way they’ll dig through. We have access to equipment the scavengers don’t. If everyone here wasn’t such a self-involved idiot, this would have been done a long time ago. The tunnels aren’t trapped. It was just a matter of time and effort.”

      “You make it sound so simple, Rat Catcher, but we’ve lost good people in those tunnels.” Gideon frowned. “I’ve lost good friends in there. The scavs are ghosts in those tunnels. They’ve jumped out and stabbed guys twice their size and taken them down.”

      “All you needed to beat ghosts was a psycho bitch.” Mia offered him a feral grin, the white of her teeth standing out from her soot-covered features. “Because you couldn’t handle the scavengers. I can. And they’re afraid. Always use the enemy’s fear against them. It might take them years to make their way back inside, or they’ll be forced into the Crags where it’s as dangerous for them.”

      Gideon nodded slowly. “And are you done sealing the tunnels then?”

      “For the most part, yes.” Mia shrugged. “From what I saw, although there was manual digging for the last portion, natural lava tunnels fed into them. The scavengers won’t be able to just dig new tunnels. That much is clear.”

      “You found tunnels leading outside?”

      Mia nodded. “I found evidence they led outside. I didn’t follow them that far. I’ve got no reason to.”

      The lie flowed easily. Telling him about her emergency escape tunnel didn’t benefit her. Gideon had been trying to rope her into an unequal relationship from the beginning.

      “Because you’re not trying to escape,” Gideon mumbled. His expression was pure doubt. “I feel like there’s something you’re not telling me.”

      It was time for an offense focused on the enemy’s strongest point.

      “You’re free to explore the tunnels if you want,” Mia countered. “If I’m guarding you, I want extra food.”

      Gideon shook his head. “Whatever, Rat Catcher. I just don’t get why you’re so dedicated. That was dangerous and made a risky job that much riskier. I know you don’t give two shits about Grinders, so I’m trying to figure out why.”

      “Because I don’t want to spend my time here in those damned tunnels. I’m Rat Catcher, not a rat. Sealing them up made the most sense. No tunnels, no rats.”

      “That means you’re going to have to start working for a living, Rat Catcher.” Gideon sat back down and picked up his cup. “That means Grinder or starve. You’ll have to join us on the Crags.”

      “I’ve got a better idea,” Mia offered. “I move on to being a sheepdog rather than a rat catcher.”

      Gideon sipped his coffee, stalling, though the confusion on his face revealed the truth. Perfect. She’d outmaneuvered him. This was a good start.

      “You don’t know what I’m getting at, do you?” Mia asked.

      Gideon glared at her. “If the scavs can’t get in, then they won’t be able to mess with our equipment. The quotas will be fine. Why give food to a guard we don’t need? Food for work. That’s how things work around here.”

      “Sure, but the scavengers aren’t the only threat.” Mia patted a knife sitting in a makeshift cloth sheath. “They aren’t even the main threat. Everyone knows that.” She stared at Gideon. “I’ve seen him in action. I know how dangerous he is.”

      Gideon set this cup down, his face paling. “Who? You can’t be talking about Raph. Is there a new Bravo I haven’t heard about?”

      “No. I’m talking about CK. When I first arrived, I was dropped off right after someone I thought was going to be a huge threat, a former special ops killer who could have become the King of the Bravos.”

      Gideon frowned. “I don’t remember anyone like that coming with you.”

      “Because he didn’t make it inside,” she explained pointedly. “A scavenger mob attacked us both. I fought my way through, and here’s the important part: even though his leg was broken, that guy killed a bunch of them. He could have crawled his way inside, but that ogre showed up and killed him like nothing. Like an elephant stomping on a mouse. This was a man who had taken down half a mob despite having a broken leg.”

      “Nobody’s going to pretend CK isn’t a threat.” Gideon took a deep breath and swallowed. “But CK’s not been around much lately.”

      “He’s obviously not dead,” Mia persisted. “I saw him with my own eyes when I first arrived. It might be the scavengers were getting in his way, or, more likely, he didn’t need to come into the Crags because he’d been catching scavengers to eat.”

      “But you sealed the tunnels.” Panic flavored Gideon’s voice. “CK’s tough, but he can’t punch his way through rock.”

      Mia shook her head. “But from what I was told, he wasn’t appearing near the smelters. He was higher up in the Crags. The way the topology is here, it might not even be possible to seal off every exit. By myself, it could take years. We know the scavengers aren’t going to want to go anywhere with too many prisoners gathered together, but are we so sure about CK? Without his scav snacks, how long is it before he starts preying on Grinders again?”

      Gideon’s breathing picked up. “If you saw him, like you claim, then you know you don’t want to mess with him. The best thing to do is run as far and fast as you can. Nobody here can beat him, and I mean nobody.”

      “Dead Grinders in the Crags missing pieces,” Mia mused out loud. “Or missing entirely. Blood left behind. He might look like an ogre, but he’s got the mind of a man. There’s cunning there. A living man can be hurt, and a living man can be tricked. It’s just a matter of outthinking an ogre bastard who doesn’t fear anyone around here.”

      Gideon’s laugh sounded hysterical. “You may be the nastiest piece of work here, Rat Catcher, but you’re just flesh and blood. I don’t care how tough a bitch you are. You can’t win. CK isn’t like you or me. He’s not human.”

      Mia crossed her arms. “He’s just a man who’s been…changed. Unless you’re claiming he’s something else.”

      “Ghost, demon, god of this miserable fucking planet, who the hell knows. All I know is he isn’t human.” A strange reverence had filtered into his voice.

      Mia scoffed. “You’ve been here too long. You and your Grinders are too afraid to do anything, which is why you let the tunnel situation get so bad. I’m not. I’m willing to go up against CK.”

      “You’re going to fight him?” Gideon motioned to his cup. “We should give up good food for your suicide mission? That makes no damned sense.”

      Mia tried to think of a different angle. “I can lead him to the guards. They can do the rest. They might not care about you, but there’s no way they want someone like that wandering around the Crags.”

      “That was your plan?” Gideon’s confident smirk returned. “He’s not something that even the guards with all their guns can kill. It’s not like they haven’t tried. You don’t get it. He’s not like us.”

      Mia stared at Gideon, trying to figure out if he was lying. Given what she’d heard from Flip and seen with her own eyes, she’d concluded that CK was the product of illegal genetic experiments. That might make him tougher and stronger than someone like Corigan, but it didn’t make him magical. He could be brought down.

      The prisoners had let shadows and mysterious deaths inflate CK’s reputation. She didn’t take him lightly, but she didn’t accept this ridiculous conclusion that he was immortal.

      “This sounds like a lot of campfire talk,” Mia argued. “For such a cynical and practical man, I expected better.”

      Another Grinder, who’d been listening nearby, rushed forward. Mia whipped out her knife. The Grinder stopped and threw up his hands, the tip of the knife at his throat.

      “Bad move,” Mia growled.

      “Whoa, Rat Catcher,” the Grinder shouted. “I ain’t here to get gutted. I ain’t here to take you on.”

      “Don’t sneak up on people, then,” Mia snapped, not lowering her weapon.

      The Grinder backed away, his arms still up. “I ran my big ass over here. ’Cause you’re trying to get yourself eaten. I don’t like you, but that don’t mean I want to see you eaten. That’s messed up for anybody.”

      “You think I’m going to be eaten by CK?” Mia lowered her knife. “I refuse to believe he’s bulletproof. I refuse to believe he’s knife-proof. He’s got thick clothes and skin. That’s all. You’ve all let your imaginations run away with you. There is no such thing as supernatural beings.”

      “I can’t explain it, but I know it’s all real.” The Grinder lowered his arms and stood by Gideon. “Super-damned real. A few years back, the Warden was tired of CK picking off the odd worker and hurting profits, so she sent a bunch of guards out on a hunting expedition. They tapped me to help load up supplies into antigrav sleds for them.” He whistled. “It was like they were going to war. Armed to the teeth, a dozen of those bastards. They went out and a few days later only about half of them came back. They were covered with blood, and they refused to go back out again. Since then, I hear the warden don’t mess with CK even when he’s right outside of the damned place.”

      Mia frowned. The guards had gunned down the scavengers. They hadn’t taken any shots at the larger target, even when everyone else was still.

      That didn’t mean CK was bulletproof. It could mean he was working for the warden. He might be a guard provided by the hidden facility to help instill terror in the inmates.

      Gideon scoffed. “I can’t believe we are even still talking about this. You told me you saw him when you made the drop, Rat Catcher. How could you see him in action and think you want to piss him off or be anywhere near him? You can say what you want about what he is, but you can’t deny that he’s death walking.”

      Mia shrugged. “Yes, I have seen him. That means I know his capabilities now. That in turn means I take him seriously and will work on tactics that acknowledge the danger she represents.”

      Gideon exchanged looks with his friend and snorted. “So you saw what he could do, and you are still wanting to go out to the Crags, his hunting grounds, and try to turn the tables on him? With a stupid backup plan that hopes you can bait him out to guards who are as afraid of him as we are?”

      “Basically, yes. A single fighter can take out a carrier with the right tactics and skill. He’s not a god or a demon. What I saw was something impressive, but as real and physical as anything else. Anything living can die.”

      The second Grinder shook his head. “But he ain’t alive no more. He’s a ghost born from all those who died in this place. You can’t kill something already dead.”

      “If he’s a ghost, then why do you call him Cannibal King?” Mia asked.

      “Because he eats people, Rat Catcher.”

      “That’s my point.” Mia gestured to a bandaged cut. “Living creatures bleed. Living creatures hunger. He’s hunting. That proves he’s a biological being, and that means he has a vulnerability.”

      Gideon shook his head. “There are all sorts of legends about monsters who eat people. It’s a big galaxy.”

      Mia backed away from the men, glancing between them with open disgust. “You honestly believe he’s supernatural? That’s idiotic. You think an immortal monster just happened to show up outside a prison with rumored links to a secret medical facility?”

      “I believe that he can’t be stopped,” Gideon insisted. “You’re so focused on what you think you know, Rat Catcher. You’re new here. Maybe we don’t know what we’re seeing. Maybe what we’re calling hunting is collecting an offering to whatever twisted power brought him here. We’re all just sacrifices to him. People end up dead and gone either way.”

      Mia clenched her jaw. Cowardice annoyed her, but this went beyond that. This was insanity drilled into defeated men’s spirits. They were rationalizing their helplessness. They could live the rest of their lives afraid of goblins in the shadows, but she had a facility to infiltrate and she needed CK for that.

      “He’s coming back, one way or another,” Mia predicted. “Even if I can’t beat him, I’m a sacrifice he’ll take before he takes one of you. You benefit either way. But that doesn’t matter.”

      “How the fuck doesn’t it matter?”

      “Because I’m not like you.” Mia’s face contorted in contempt. “I don’t fail. I won’t fail. I’m not afraid of bogeymen in the shadows.”

      “You don’t fail?” Gideon motioned around. “You’re not here for vacation, Rat Catcher. You already failed when you got arrested and dragged here.”

      “I’m exactly where I need to be,” Mia retorted. “Now, do we have a deal or not?”

      Gideon stared off into the distance with a haunted look. “You don’t fail?”

      “I haven’t since coming here, have I?”

      “Then it’s worth the wasted life for the show,” Gideon concluded, his voice a whisper. “You’re young, and you should remember something very damned important, Rat Catcher.”

      “And what’s that?”

      “There’s a first time for everything, including failure,” Gideon warned her. “And this will be the first and last time.” He waved her off. “Any scavs mess with the smelters, you’re back down there right away. Understood?”

      Mia nodded. “Understood. By the time this is all over, you’ll have two less headaches to worry about.”

      “Sure. Just not the ones you’re thinking.”
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      A bitter blast of cold air cut through Mia, spreading to her bones. She shivered and tightened the hood of her coat around her chin.

      She’d thought she understood cold, but she’d never experienced anything like the Crags. The chilly temperature on her arrival at Black Ice had been easy to ignore. She’d been running for her life and fighting. She didn’t have time to worry about how cold it was. This was different.

      The Crags offered the opposite experience of the suffocating heat of the lower-lever smelters and surrounding tunnels. Sooty, cracked, ice-covered peaks jutted from the land, forming canyons that provided natural channels for the strong gusts. She didn’t believe in ghosts, but it sounded like an invisible moaning being trying to push her into the abyss below.

      Mia flattened her back as she navigated the treacherous narrow path leading over a cliff. Another strong wind might make her lose her footing. Paths were narrow in the Crags, with little effort expended by anyone to make it safe. They only needed to travel to and from the main facility while carrying equipment.

      The harsh, frozen air whipped with such force that it practically tore her breath from her lungs.

      Black plumes jetted from below to stain the ice and were blown hard to the side, leaving the lower levels obscured but the sky clearer than when she first arrived. The light of the sun stabbed at Mia’s eyes, and she wished for a pair of the tinted goggles she’d seen on some Grinders. It didn’t help that her eyes were now more accustomed to the nearly nonexistent lighting in the tunnels and main living area.

      A hail of hard rock fell from above. Mia scrambled out of the way, narrowly avoiding getting clocked on the head and risking a fall.

      She gritted her teeth and looked up. Two Grinders in harnesses and lines swayed far above her, drilling and hammering away into a rockface. She doubted they’d seen her.

      That was the problem with the Crags. Inside, people wanted to kill her. Outside, everything and everyone was conspiring to kill her by accident. The Grinders had a reason to look down on people not working in those conditions. They’d lost far more people to the environment than the scavengers or CK.

      A couple of days had passed since she’d convinced Gideon to let her patrol the Crags. There had been no reports of missing workers or any sightings of CK, which gave her time to familiarize herself with her new patrol area. She didn’t have weeks to look for her prey, though.

      Previous intel suggested CK would only appear near prey. No guards had observed him wandering the Crags, from what she’d heard. He waited, hidden somehow until Grinders arrived, and then he hunted.

      Despite the army of Grinders deployed to the Crags, there were a limited number of work areas. This gave Mia a more reasonable patrol area.

      That was the beginning of success but not a guarantee. Although she’d secured the smelting area, she had no assurances that the ogre would appear on schedule. When she’d first arrived, a month in Black Ice had seemed like it would be an eternity. Now, with hours ticking away, she felt like she was running out of time to infiltrate the black site and get the information she needed about her father.

      If necessary, she’d make a break for it through her sole remaining smelter tunnel. CK’s previous appearance confirmed that someone could make it in and out of the Crags undetected, but trying to map out the larger area and locate any hidden tunnels might take months, if not years.

      The almost complete lack of aerial patrols and drones reinforced the idea. The guards weren’t worried about people escaping from the Crags. They worried only about what might interfere with the mining and ore processing. The prisoners’ lives were incidental to the profit.

      Mia climbed over a jagged pile of discarded, crumbling rock. She lowered her face to avoid another wind assault.

      Picking the best time for an operation includes taking into account the weather, but that doesn’t mean you always have the freedom to pick those conditions. Accept that the environment might be working against you and figure out how to use it against your enemy.

      “I’m sure you went through worse, Dad,” Mia murmured. “You might have even been in a place like that.”

      He’d had a point. As uncomfortable as she was, CK would probably not like the weather any better. He wore thick clothes. That meant he wasn’t adapted to the local temperatures.

      Mia waited for the wind to subside, then climbed over the rocks to continue her patrol. She couldn’t patrol from behind a pile.

      She considered why CK appeared only in the Crags and came up with a theory. His huge size presented a practical disadvantage. He wouldn’t have been able to make it through most of the lower tunnels. And she didn’t care how many bullets he could take, if he got stuck, they could always bury or burn him alive.

      Ten tons of rock could flatten a car. It should flatten the Cannibal King.

      The real question was if there was any relationship between CK and the scavengers. According to Flip, while the scavengers had been causing more trouble recently, CK had been seen less. She didn’t believe that was because CK was afraid of the scavengers.

      She’d considered the idea of him feasting on the scavengers, but her mind kept returning to the secret facility. There were too many things she didn’t know to be sure of any single conclusion. Even the scavengers might be a tool of the staff.

      Mia slipped into a half-buried cave, both to escape the rising wind and explore deeper. In the end, it didn’t matter why CK had shown up less lately except for Mia’s hypothesis that eliminating scavenger access would make him show up more. The entire facility was a corrupt cesspool from the warden down to the individual prisoners. She wasn’t there to clean it up. She was there to find her way to the nearby black site and get information on her father. Her time in the prison confirmed that the enemies of the KCAP came as much from within as without.

      She pulled out a flashlight and shined it around the area. Snowdrifts and piles of rock mixed with thick plates of ice, clogging further passage. No one had bothered with this cave for some time.

      “No hidden monsters in here?” she called. “Come out now while you still can.”

      Her plan had another dangerous assumption. She was betting that, because CK wore clothes and had a roughly humanoid appearance, he could communicate. Hope, more than evidence, supported that idea.

      Mia leaned against the cave entrance to survey the hellish majesty of the Crags and compare them to the mountains of her home world. She’d never thought about leaving her home until her father died. Now she’d visited two different planets and flown a starfighter in deep space. She saw wonder and glory in that, even in a place like Black Ice and the Crags. Danger held a beauty all its own.

      That didn’t mean she’d let herself forget why she was there. She wouldn’t fail her mission. Her father didn’t raise her to be a failure. Every challenge, every opponent strengthened her. She would live up to his legacy.

      And the first part of that involved tracking down an ogre named the Cannibal King.

      “Don’t make me wait too long, CK,” Mia whispered. “I don’t want to spend any longer than I have to in this place. I have a secret facility to invade.”
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        * * *

      

      Wind funneled through the tunnel length and clawed at Mia’s exposed face. She threw her arm up to block the wind and make sure she didn’t lose sight of the Grinders she was shadowing. She’d followed Gideon and his work detail out to the Crags. He motioned his men ahead before turning to her. He trudged through fresh snow into the tunnel to get close enough to speak without shouting.

      “It’s been three days, Rat Catcher,” Gideon remarked.

      “I’m not catching rats anymore. Don’t call me that.”

      “I’ll call you what I want. And you’re demanding food from us.” He took another step. “You have no proof CK’s going to show up. This whole thing goes against the Grinder way. Those who work, eat. Everyone else needs to figure out their own way. We don’t give food for nothing.”

      “Would you rather someone die, or you give me food for a few days?” Mia demanded. “I know it’s hard in a place like this to think long-term. Your people look up to you. Start acting like a real leader.”

      “I am a real leader.” Gideon squared his shoulders but didn’t dare approach closer. He nodded toward an icy cliff right outside the tunnel entrance. “And how long are we supposed to wait for you? We did you a favor that first day, and you’ve repaid us by spitting in our faces and trying to make us look weak in front of everyone.”

      “You’ve got it all wrong,” Mia shot back. “I was fine, and I provided a service that cost you only a small amount of food. I’ve helped you back on quota, but you’re bitching and ungrateful. You tried to cheat me, and I wouldn’t let you.” She pointed to a guard standing farther down the path. “They might be afraid of CK, but they’re not afraid of the scavengers. They could have gone into those tunnels and sealed them up anytime they wanted. They could have helped protect you but couldn’t be bothered. I did what the guards wouldn’t, and I did what you couldn’t. I think that deserves praise and respect, not all your complaints.”

      Gideon reached into his pocket and pulled out a pair of goggles. He slipped them on. “You never answered my question. How long are we supposed to wait? Because right now you’re costing us something and giving us nothing. That make things clearer?”

      “You wouldn’t like the alternative.”

      He scoffed. “This place isn’t always going to go your way, Rat Catcher. You don’t need more enemies, and we’re damned well not your friends.”

      “Same to you.” Mia stomped past him, knocking his shoulder with hers as she strode toward the tunnel entrance and exposed part of the Crags. “I’ll handle CK. You go keep digging for the people who don’t care if you live or die, and I’ll eliminate a serious threat.”

      “I’ve been thinking,” Gideon shouted when she reached the tunnel entrance. “I might have been wrong about the scavs. I could have overestimated them. And that makes me think you’re not all that, Rat Catcher.”

      Mia turned back toward him, forcing a blank expression. “I’ve killed far more people since arriving than you. Would you like to test my abilities? It’s not to my advantage to kill you here, but that doesn’t mean I can’t hurt you.”

      Gideon shook his head. He held up a finger. “One week, Rat Catcher. After that, we’re not giving you shit. You want to take us on, then we can hook up with the Bravos to beat your ass.”

      “This prison will be far emptier in one week, then.” Mia shrugged. “Remember, it’ll be hard to make quota with so many dead workers.”

      He snickered. “I’ll keep that in mind.”
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        * * *

      

      By the fifth day, Mia regretted not clarifying with Gideon whether his week included the days she’d already been on patrol. The Tended had been neutral toward her following her befriending of Flip, but that didn’t mean they’d back her in a fight. The Bravos would have loved a chance for revenge. Any altercation with Grinders would grow into a massive fight.

      Would the guards intervene? She hadn’t seen them bother other than their volleys against the scavengers during her arrival. They might even shoot her for thinning out their ranks. They didn’t care in general about prisoners living or dying, but they did care if huge numbers died.

      Mia’s contingencies included retreating to the lower tunnels and demanding a public duel with Gideon, finishing him off so quickly as to shock the rest of his faction into submission. Dominating a faction through ultra-violence sounded easy in theory, but she lacked the connections in the prison to convince other prisoners to follow her.

      When she’d rallied the other cadets, it was for a single operation and with a clearly defined enemy. Even with those efforts, her League of Losers fell apart quickly. The average naval cadet was far less motivated by short-term rewards than the corrupt population of Black Ice.

      This latest gambit couldn’t fail. She needed CK. Once she found him, everything else would fall into place. Gideon might try to screw her over after she handled the ogre, but she’d worry about that once she’d returned from the black site. Taking down CK would earn her a reputation that no one could challenge.

      Mia jogged down a twisting path to follow the shadows of prisoners on the work detail who were breaking into smaller groups. She’d been patrolling the first three days with the same strategy she’d used below: deep exploration. But CK was a hunter—or, if Gideon’s ritual theory was to be believed, a gatherer. He’d go where the people were. Sticking close to Grinders was her best bet, especially prisoners near the lower Crags tunnels, where it would be easier to hide without getting caught by guards.

      A Grinder with a handheld sonic drill resting on his shoulder glanced her way. She couldn’t make out his expression at the distance or his words, but when he gestured her way, the others laughed.

      Everyone respected what she’d accomplished with the scavengers and the tunnels, yet thought they were wasting their food on the CK patrol. The myopia sickened her.

      Mia kept her distance. She wasn’t there to befriend anyone. She was there to hunt an ice ogre. The men in front of her were nothing more than bait for her mission.

      The advantage of her coat was she could line the interior with her entire blade collection. With the help of thread traded to her by Flip, she’d sewn hidden pockets inside.

      She’d been mentally gaming out encounters with CK over the past couple of days. He couldn’t be bulletproof, but she knew his unusual appearance might be caused by thicker skin under his thick clothing. Basic stabs and slashes might not do much more than annoy him.

      Her overall and immediate mission goals complicated her assault plan. The most straightforward attack would be to ambush him from behind and slit his throat. That would preclude her from getting intel through direct interrogation or by following him. Disabling a monster like CK without inflicting lethal injury might be her greatest challenge yet.

      Mia blew out, her hot breath visible in the cold air. She rubbed her gloved hands together. Time was her ever-present enemy. If she didn’t find CK in two days, she’d have to consider changing her plan. Her backup food wouldn’t last long if the Grinders cut her off.

      She spotted a suspicious shadow lurking among the soot drifts and ice. She hung back farther from the Grinders, narrowing her eyes to verify that she wasn’t being tricked by light reflecting off ice.

      I don’t know if I’m lucky or cursed, she thought.

      She crouched low and eased toward the new target. A shift in the flow of wind resolved the shadow into a huge humanoid shape.

      Mia’s heart kicked up. She’d found what she needed. That didn’t make her happy, though.

      The whole plan had been a gamble. Attacking CK directly was the biggest gamble of them all, but no mission was ever guaranteed success. She couldn’t discover the truth about her father without taking risks, including huge ogres in the icy volcanic mountains of a prison planet wasteland.

      She flittered between rocks, ice, and shadows, moving closer to CK. His movements revealed his cunning. He didn’t charge at nearby Grinders. He shifted between large outcroppings and snowdrifts, concealing his approach. Soot and ice covered his ragged clothing. Now she wondered if he’d done it on purpose as camouflage.

      It was hard to know if he was aware of Mia. He never looked her way as he stalked closer and closer to his prey, a Grinder piecing together a drill rig against an ice-covered wall of rock next to a huge drop into the dark ashen abyss below. She remained surprised the guards allowed access to that size of equipment, but it wasn’t something the Grinders could smuggle without being caught.

      The Grinder touched his ID to the rig. A loud whine sounded from the front, and the air distorted. Snow shot away in all directions. He moved to the side to tap at the controls and the front of the drill angled down.

      Mia grunted in annoyance. She’d wanted more time to observe CK. Now, she had to make her move before he finished off the Grinder. As much as she didn’t care for Gideon and his men, she wasn’t scum who’d let a man die just to give her a tactical advantage.

      She darted closer, the howl of the wind concealing her footfalls. CK didn’t look her way. Shouting out to the Grinder wouldn’t help. He wouldn’t be able to hear what she was saying. She would accomplish nothing but announce her presence to CK and give up her advantage.

      Though they were separated by swirling soot and ice, Mia was closer to him than she’d been on her arrival at Black Ice. His huge size struck her again, as did his bestial features. Flip’s explanation about the medical facility explained how such a creature could exist. What troubled Mia more was why. Shining light into the darkest corners of the KCAP disgusted her with each new revelation.

      CK lingered behind an ice-covered outcropping doubling as a small hill. He flexed his massive dirty fingers, eyeing the unaware Grinder with obvious hunger. Mia was out of time.

      She shot forward, relying on the wind to eat her footsteps. By the time CK turned his head, she pounced on his back, ready and committed to her first strategy. Operation Mia the Giant Killer had been initiated.

      Mia wrapped her arms around his thick neck and squeezed. Disabling him would end the danger while giving her a chance to secure him for interrogation. Whatever else he was, he was a mammal, and mammals needed to breathe.

      “I don’t want to kill you,” she shouted. “I only want to talk about the facility.”

      A low, long growl sounded. Mia felt it more than heard it as it vibrated through her body.

      Now that she was clinging to CK’s back trying to knock him out, his rank odor filled her nostrils. That was proof enough that CK was a creature of flesh and blood, not a ghost.

      He did not move or drop, despite the tight lock on his throat. She might as well have been a flea clinging to a dog, nothing more than an annoyance.

      “I just want to talk,” she repeated. “Nod if you can understand me.”

      Mia jerked her head to the side to avoid CK’s grasping hand. She released her grip and dropped behind him when his other hand went for her arm. She’d seen what he could do once he got a grip on someone. Those so-called hands could snap bones like twigs. She didn’t want to be the twigs.

      He flung a hand at her and she jumped back. CK threw his head back and let out a bone-shaking roar. Mia thought her ears were going to bleed.

      The Grinder jumped away from his equipment. All it took was a glance at the source of the roar to send him sprinting down the mountain ignoring the wind and all caution.

      Mia chuckled. She knew he wasn’t going for reinforcements. Her plan had never relied on Grinder reinforcements anyway.

      She drew two shivs from her coat and held them up. “I need to know how to get to the facility. I don’t care about anything else. We can come to some sort of agreement. I can offer you food if that’s what you want.”

      CK rounded on her and let out another roar. His dark eyes blazed with anger as he lunged for her.

      “We don’t have to do this,” Mia tried again. She grunted and dodged another lunge. “Stop, or I’ll be forced to take you down.”

      She announced the threat with confidence she didn’t feel. For one of the few times in her life, she didn’t know if she could win the fight.

      CK growled, spreading his arms out. Mia jogged toward the rig, thinking she could use the equipment against him somehow. With the Grinder out of sight, she was the only one at risk.

      She’d barely made it when CK charged forward. Though he lacked her grace or speed, his long legs let him cover the distance quickly. He swiped at her and missed, and yanked a metal rod from the rig.

      The last thing Mia wanted was for him to have a weapon. She sprang forward, slashing his hand with both shivs. Blood splattered the ground.

      CK was a man, after all.

      He was no more bothered by this attack than he had been when she choked him. He grunted and tossed the rod behind him. Blood dripped from his wounded hand, but his face didn’t register any obvious pain.

      “That’s not promising,” Mia noted. “Stop. I just need to know—” She ducked CK’s crushing fist.

      She was faster and more agile than the ogre, but that was offset by his size and reach against her close-range attacks. Every time she tried to move in, he swung for her, forcing her back.

      CK didn’t want to talk. That much was obvious. That left her with one choice, disabling him and forcing him to talk. As strange as CK was, he must have valued his life on some level.

      Mia ran at his side, slashing at his legs. Her shivs caught his rags, and hides tore away, painting the ground with more blood.

      Red blood. More proof he wasn’t an exotic alien lifeform or ghost.

      CK threw his arm back. Mia tried to sidestep but slipped on ice, and the hammer blow from her enemy sent Mia reeling backward. She hit the ground hard, doing her best to ignore her pain and roll away. Her instincts saved her—CK brought down his foot right where she had been a second before, cracking a sheet of ice.

      Mia jumped up to her feet with fire spreading in her chest. She’d lost her two shivs in the attack, so she yanked out two more and threw them at CK’s neck. She was now more concerned with surviving the next couple of minutes than interrogating the hill giant trying to stomp her face flat. Upon reflection, her plan could have used further refinement before engaging the target.

      One shiv bounced off his shoulder. Another pricked his cheek, leaving a small gash before tumbling to the ground. He growled and stomped forward.

      Mia danced around CK, swinging and slashing and gouging. She’d sliced through his clothes and landed gouges up and down his body, but though he growled and roared, it wasn’t slowing him. Similar wounds on her body would have left her barely able to move.

      Near misses from CK’s huge hands and tree trunk legs forced Mia to retreat. She hadn’t accomplished anything besides adding a splash of color to the nearby ground and annoying a feral, man-eating giant.

      “It’s like I’m a bee stinging a bull,” she shouted. “But I don’t even want to do this. There has to be something left in there with intelligence. You were a man once, weren’t you? You have clothes. You use tactics. Come on! Talk to me.”

      A wide swing from CK forced Mia into a quick pivot. His follow-up forced her back more. CK’s arms snapped back and forth with a newfound speed that challenged Mia. She didn’t dare a straight parry with her sad little armory, so she repaid him with more slashes up and down his arm.

      CK backed away, his nostrils flaring. His deep growl seared Mia’s soul. Blood splatters coated the area, almost all from him. She’d managed deep lacerations in his legs and arms. Anyone else would have been weak if not passing out from blood loss.

      Mia widened her stance and brought up her knives. Her breath caught as she realized her new situation.

      “Damn it.”

      She concentrated on avoiding another hit. Her aching ribs would shatter from another glancing blow. A solid connection from CK could crush her skull.

      His most recent offensive had forced her toward the rig and the cliff face. Even if he hadn’t planned it, he could still take advantage of her precarious position. Mia wouldn’t survive a fall like that.

      As if toying with her, CK took a single slow step forward without grabbing or swinging at her. His constant growling had vanished. The angry wind and echoing of humming drills throughout the Crags spoke for him instead.

      Shouts sounded in the distance. A dark cloud ran through a narrow pass nearby before resolving into a group of Grinders holding different tools and knives. They slowed and stopped, still far from the battle.

      Mia laughed harshly. The Grinder had gotten reinforcements, but now they were too afraid to face CK. Maybe the hero hadn’t explained who was attacking.

      Her back wasn’t to the wall. It was worse than that. Her back was to thin air. Nothing waited for her but a death drop. Inspiration gifted her with a last desperate plan.

      Mia backed toward the rig, motioning for CK to come at her. She threw a knife in front of him. “All I wanted to know was how to get to that facility. Now one of us isn’t leaving this mountain alive, and I have a mission I have to complete. So, you’re going to have to die. I’m sorry I wasted so much time on you.”

      CK’s loud bellow made Mia’s injured ribs ache. He lumbered forward, swinging back one of his massive arms, and she ran toward the drill.

      He closed the distance and tried to grab her. She ducked and rolled out of the way, and his momentum carried him into the drill. The crash knocked it free from the rig and into the rockface. With a whine, the sonic drill dug into the mountain, spitting out ice, snow, rock, and ash everywhere in a billowing cloud that blinded CK.

      The new plan was working better than she’d anticipated. Mia leapt back to her feet. She backed up a few meters, preparing to charge and dropkick CK, hoping the cloud and his wounds would let the bee push the bull over the cliff’s edge. She jumped backward again when she heard a loud resounding crack.

      Mia assumed guard snipers were engaging CK. The escaping Grinder had brought worker help. Word must have reached the guards. But when another crack sounded, she spotted the source. The out-of-control drill was bouncing over the surface of the rockface. A web of cracks had spread all over.

      CK turned toward the rockface with a grunt as the ground rumbled and shook. The ice and ash shifted, revealing a massive fissure in the ground.

      “Oh shit,” Mia yelled. She hadn’t planned that. She sprinted away from the cliff face as the whole area gave way, sending CK, the drill rig, and a massive avalanche of ice and snow plunging into the white-whipped misty depths below.

      The rumbling stopped. Mia turned, her breath ragged. Success, even if it hadn’t gone to her exact plans.

      Mia tucked her knife away and tried to catch her breath. Her desire to celebrate warred with her intel collection failure. She could still use the tunnel to get out of the prison, but that didn’t help her learn anything about the black site’s defenses.

      A loud bestial grunt froze Mia’s blood far more than the wind could ever. Mia drew her knife again.

      She tried to tell herself what she’d been insisting since her hunt had begun. Anything that bled was alive. CK bled. And anything alive could die.

      Mia hurried to the new edge of the cliff. CK clung tenuously below. With a grunt, he yanked himself up, pulling closer to the top of the cliff. He barely grabbed a new rock before his previous handhold yanked free and dropped.

      Mia shook her head. “I never wanted to fight you. It didn’t have to happen this way.”

      He locked eyes with her. The anger from before was gone. Something else was there. She couldn’t be sure. Respect, maybe. A promise. This fight wasn’t over.

      CK pulled again. This time the rock pulled free before he’d finished moving up. The ultimate killer, the Cannibal King, a man both ogre and demon in one frighteningly real package, plummeted with the rocks and ice into the smoky, icy darkness below.

      Mia stared over the cliff face for a long while, listening for more grunts and looking for any sign he’d survived. She backed away, hollow and aching, before turning to find a mass of Grinders waiting, including the man who’d fled earlier.

      “She did it,” the Grinder shouted. “She took out CK! Son of a bitch, I didn’t think it was possible.”

      “She killed the demon,” another exclaimed, pumping his fist. “She got revenge for all us Grinders who got killed by that thing.”

      “A fucking monster hunter,” declared a burly woman. “That’s what she is. Like something from a fucking story.”

      Mia’s instincts pushed the words out of her before she could think about the implications. “I don’t think he’s dead.”

      “He fell off the damned mountain,” observed the first Grinder. “There’s no damned way even he could survive that.”

      “I don’t know how I know. I just know he’s not dead.”

      “Who cares?” the woman asked. “You stopped him. That’s not something even the guards could do. He might not be dead, but he’s got to be hurt. And he knows we can hurt him now. He won’t dare come back here.”

      “You saved my life,” the first Grinder murmured

      Mia stumbled forward and fell to one knee, wincing and clutching her ribs. The burly woman offered her shoulder. “I got you, Monster Slayer.”
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        * * *

      

      A good night’s rest and tight bandages helped with her ribs. She suspected they were bruised, not broken. Gideon had seen her in passing and offered a polite nod with a fruit-flavored nutrient bar and an apple as a bonus before telling her the Grinders were more than willing to keep paying her. Even Bravos were whispering about the Monster Slayer.

      Mia wrestled with whether she should shift tactics. CK hadn’t wanted to talk before, and that was before she sent him over a cliff. That was assuming she was right and he’d somehow survived that fall.

      She replayed the battle in her mind again and again. She didn’t understand how he could keep moving with so many injuries. All her training and ability, which Abigail had noted made her better than almost everyone, meant nothing before the ogre they called the Cannibal King.

      The intel collection failure stung the most. The knowledge of victory over a near-mythic opponent almost made up for it. Even in the hellish conditions of Black Ice and stripped of her preferred weapons and basic nutrition, Mia could win against a superior foe.

      Mia headed toward one of the tunnels leading toward the Crags. Four guards with pain batons spread out in front of her.

      “Verick,” a guard intoned. “You’re coming with us.”

      “Where?” Mia reached toward her coat. She wouldn’t let them take her out. Not after she’d put so much effort in.

      “The infirmary,” the guard replied. “You’re lucky to be alive after fighting that thing.”
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        * * *

      

      Mia didn’t resist as two guards escorted her back to the staff wing of the prison and the infirmary where the dead-eyed Doctor Laalim and her orderlies awaited.

      The guards stepped outside. Mia walked over to a cot, unsure of what she should do.

      “Should I strip?” she asked.

      The doctor responded in a near monotone, “Lift your shirt in the affected areas so I can apply an osteo-growth infusion and a patch that will include a painkiller.”

      Mia sat on the cot and lifted the bottom of her shirt exposing her bandaged ribs. The doctor walked over and pulled off the bandages before spreading a thick gel over the bruised areas and applying additional clean bandages and QuickHeal patches. Mia stayed quiet as the doctor performed her work.

      “The rumor is that you suffered these injuries facing the creature the inmates have named the Cannibal King,” the doctor reported as she finished applying the patch. “Multiple eyewitnesses have reported this to staff. Can you confirm the truth of this account?”

      Mia nodded. “I fought CK. I cut him a bunch of times. It didn’t do anything but make him bleed. Then I dropped him off a mountain. I’m sure that slowed him down a little. I don’t think he’s dead.”

      “I see.” The doctor’s affect didn’t change. “I will need to take blood samples for analysis. That creature might have infected you with something. Which arm would you prefer?”

      Mia raised her brow, surprised by the slight kindness. She offered an arm.

      “This won’t take long. We wouldn’t want to keep you from your work.”
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        * * *

      

      Feeling much better after the medical care, Mia behaved when guards arrived to take her back to the general population living area. The area was choked with people, more than she’d ever seen together. A din of conversations overlapped. Different Grinders worked shifts throughout the day and night. That meant the entire prison population was almost never in one place.

      Mia pressed, shoving past a couple of people to make her way to a Crags-access tunnel. A man she didn’t recognize approached.

      “Gideon needs to talk to you.”

      “Take me to him.”
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        * * *

      

      Gideon stood with his back against a wall, flanked by a small army of Grinders. He scowled as Mia stepped up to him.

      “Where the hell were you?” he asked.

      “In the infirmary.” Mia shrugged. “The guards grabbed me and took me there. The doctor patched me up and then wanted blood samples. What the hell is going on here? Did they just deliver a thousand new inmates?”

      Gideon scrubbed a hand down his face. “The guards have closed off the Crags.”

      “What? Why?”

      “The morning shift was halfway through when CK appeared out of nowhere,” Gideon announced.

      Mia sucked in a breath. “I knew he wasn’t dead. What do I have to do, cut his head off?”

      “And I told you he was a demon,” Gideon spat. “And now he’s a pissed-off demon clearly trying to make a point. He rushed a big Grinder team, over twenty guys working on setting up a major rig. He never goes after big groups like that on the Crags. It wasn’t about hunting. He killed three Grinders before shocked guards showed up to open fire. From what my people say, he got hit but didn’t slow down. He killed two guards and flattened a bunch more before the bastard ran off into the Crags, and they lost him. From what I hear, they’re sweeping the entire area with shuttles, gunships, and drones.” He punched the wall. “The guards are scared, so they won’t let anyone out. They won’t let us work.”

      “And they’re not going to give you food?”

      Gideon shook his head. “They said we get today’s rations while they figure out things, but it’s only a matter of time before they figure we’re disposable.”

      “CK has a score to settle,” Mia stated.

      “Yeah, with you.”

      “Exactly. Don’t worry. I have to go out and face him.”

      Gideon laughed. “Don’t you get it, Rat Catcher? You can’t win. You’ve seen it now. You fought him. You dropped him off a mountain, and he didn’t die. ’Cause he can’t die.”

      “Everything that lives can die,” Mia repeated. “I was going easy on him.”

      “You were going easy on him when you dropped him off a mountain?”

      Mia nodded. “I wanted to interr…I had questions for him. Next time, I’ll slit his throat. It’s obvious now I’m not getting information out of him.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWELVE

          

        

      

    

    
      Lying on her bedroll in her cave, Mia grabbed a knife and hopped to her feet, ready to slice whoever had dared to sneak up on her. She’d wanted a good night of rest to work through everything that had happened, but she suspected an angry prisoner might try to kill her.

      She’d fought CK and arguably won. The fool approaching her would learn not to mess with her.

      Mia lowered her knife and relaxed. It wasn’t an angry Grinder or a Bravo seeking glory. Flip was coming.

      She tucked her knife into her pants. “You sure you want to be seen around me right now?”

      “You’re still the woman who took on CK and didn’t die,” Flip replied. “That makes you damned impressive in my book.”

      He offered her a weak smile, though he looked more haggard than normal. The Tended had nice appearances by the standards of Black Ice, but the harsh reality of sleeping on bedrolls in tunnels carved out of volcanic rock with uneven food took a toll on any prisoner there for a length of time.

      “The Monster Slayer,” Flip announced. “That’s who you are.”

      “I didn’t kill him,” Mia protested. “I’m the Monster Wounder. It sounds less impressive.”

      “Some of the Grinders are pissed.” He gestured vaguely in the distance. “And it’s only going to get worse. I thought you should know.”

      “Why is that?” Mia had her suspicions but wouldn’t operate on incomplete information. That would only cause more trouble.

      Flip looked dejected. “Because the guards have said that they’ll give free food for two days. After that, if we don’t work, we don’t eat.”

      “But they won’t let anyone out.”

      Flip nodded. “Exactly.”

      Mia sighed. “That’s insane. They’re going to starve all these people? It won’t work. People will riot before then. Guards will die in the riots.”

      Flip inclined his head toward a guards’ nest floating high enough away that it was hard to make out. “It’s hard to beat that.”

      “Not impossible, though,” Mia countered. “And it makes no sense to kill the entire population.”

      “I’m just saying what I’ve been told.” Flip shrugged. “A couple of guards suggested that if the prisoners could come up with their own solution to the CK problem, things would be different.”

      “You’ll be okay, though,” Mia insisted. “No matter what happens. You’re Tended.”

      Flip’s shoulders slumped. “Not anymore.”

      “I don’t see any cuts on your face.” Mia frowned. “Did someone mess with you? I’ll go have a…discussion with them.”

      Flip shook his head. “No one’s hurt me. Not directly. You have to understand how Tended work.”

      “I thought I did.”

      “Most Tended have a guard they work for,” he explained. “My guard got killed by CK. I’m too weak to be a Bravo, so I’m Grinder, just in time to not be allowed to work. Right now, none of the other guards are interested in new Tended because of everything that’s going on.”

      Mia sucked in a breath. “I’m sorry to hear that. The guards will come to their senses. They need the ore. The mining isn’t just done to be sadistic. I’m sure they’re only saying all that to make the prisoners more desperate and willing to work.”

      Flip sat next to Mia and rubbed his shoulders. “I’m not so sure. There are rumors going around that the warden is considering automating the mining process more. They say she’s saved so much money running this place with their current setup, they can look into it. That it’ll be easier.”

      “It’s still a prison,” Mia pointed out. “They have to answer to someone. The point of this place is to drop off criminals more than it is to mine ore. Otherwise, they’d bring in professional teams and better equipment.”

      “Are you sure?” Flip sighed and lay on his back, his head resting in his hands. “No one cares about people on Black Ice. Most people don’t survive this place. I don’t think I will even if this whole mess gets solved.”

      Mia stared into the distance. She hated the despair in Flip’s voice. She hadn’t made a mistake in going after CK. Her own motives aside, the prison staff shouldn’t allow a creature like that to prey on people. Locking the place and threatening to starve the inmates because of cowardice made them worse than Mia had believed. Was there a single staff member in Black Ice who wasn’t worthless?

      Something else was bothering Mia. It had been for a while, but she hadn’t wanted to pry into personal business. The situation had changed.

      “Can I ask you a question?” Mia turned toward Flip.

      “Sure.”

      “Why are you here? This is supposed to be a prison for the hardcore and incorrigible. You’re…not that. I have a hard time imagining you committing any crime worthy of being incarcerated here.”

      “Am I awful if I say I can’t say the same for you?”

      Mia shrugged. “I know how I’ve presented myself. That’s not unfair.”

      Flip laughed. “As for me, it depends on who you ask.”

      “I’m asking you. I want the truth, not a self-serving story from the staff.” Mia frowned. “Most of them aren’t much better than the prisoners. You are though. You weren’t part of that group who tried to attack me. That’s what’s bothering me. There’s a disconnect between the man I know and his presence here. I’ve killed and hurt a lot of people since coming here. I’ve heard nothing about you doing anything like that. I thought it might be fraud or something like that, but this isn’t the place they send people convicted of those types of crimes.”

      “My real name is Felipe Kreshner,” he began. “I’d like to tell you it was this awesome, badass story about me running with the nastier syndicates and killing shiploads of hitmen who threatened my syndicate. It’s not anything like that. It’s about as far from that as it can be.”

      Mia nodded. “What happened then? How does Felipe Kreshner become Flip the Tended?”

      He shrugged. “It’s nothing more special than refusing to lie on record.”

      “What?” Mia raised an eyebrow. “They don’t send people to places like this for not lying, or it would be filled with half the KCAP population. Not everyone’s a politician or lawyer.”

      “It all depends on who’s asking you to lie.” Flip glanced her way. “There are things the government wants covered up, and they’ll do anything to make sure they’re covered up, no matter who they have to hurt or screw over.”

      “Don’t I know it,” Mia mumbled, thinking of her father and the assassins who’d come for her after murdering Valerie Kalan.

      “I was an administrative aide for a KCAP civilian liaison,” Flip went on. “My boss was involved in shady deals between corporate interests in the military. He told me to alter records to cover his tracks, offered to cut me in because he needed an aide for his criminal work as much as his non-criminal work, but I was a dipshit who cared that he was stealing all that money to help his corrupt buddies. I thought I was being careful, but they decided to cover their ass a different way.” He patted his chest. “They set me up to take the fall, then pulled strings to get me sent here as an example. With no powerful friends to get me out, I’ve been rotting here, being the toy of a creeper guard for two years.”

      Mia ground her teeth. She meant to end up on Ice, though not in Black Ice. Someone might have pulled strings on her, too, someone far more important than the adulterous officer she’d embarrassed.

      Black Ice was drowning in corruption and darkness. She could make the same case for the KCAP.

      “I’ll get you out of here,” she vowed.

      Flip laughed. “Sure, Verick. You do that. I’ll be waiting. In the meantime, I’ll try and not to starve to death.” He ran his finger across his cheek. “Pretty people have advantages here. So I’ve traded on that to survive. And now it’s not going to work. CK screwed us.”

      “You mean I screwed you?”

      He shook his head. “You’re trying to take down a monster who’d been terrorizing this place. You did the best of anyone I’ve seen. It’s not like you read the old fairy tales and blame the knights when the dragons rampage. We’re both here for years, but we have to figure out how to survive the coming weeks.”

      Mia stared at him. He easily had five or more years on her. Despite that, she couldn’t help but think of him as a younger brother she wanted to protect.

      Mia wasn’t going to reveal how soon her sentence was over. It would only depress him.

      “Do you honestly believe the guards will let everyone starve?” she asked. “I haven’t been here long enough to get a true read on the staff other than being sadistic and corrupt assholes.”

      “I’m not sure,” Flip admitted. “But it’s true I’ve never seen them so scared. The Crags aren’t like the lower levels. It’s easy for them to patrol and keep things under control with their nests or squads. They can’t use those things outside most of the time with the wind and terrain. Can’t even fly out there too close to the Crags without risking crashing. That means they have to go out there themselves on foot, and that means they have to risk CK.” He looked away. “I…you should be careful, too. I don’t blame you, but I can’t speak for everyone. Gideon’s been talking to people, saying it’s your fault. Sometimes the way that guy talks about CK, it’s like he thinks he’s an evil god we need to appease.”

      “That’s half-true.” Mia acknowledged. “I did my rat-catching job well enough to stop those attacks and get the Grinders back on quota. It was inevitable CK should show up again and attack people. Now I have to figure out the solution.”

      “I know.” Flip sighed. “Lots of people do, but you’ve already seen what people can do when they get desperate. If we’re lucky, the guards will give us food until they figure out how to take him down themselves. It’s just…if those other rumors are true, then most of us aren’t making it out of this place alive.”

      Mia hopped to her feet. “There’s no big problem here. The tactical objective is straightforward. We just have to achieve it.”

      “Huh? What are you talking about?”

      “Eliminating CK will solve the problem,” Mia explained. “All the rumors of automating the mine are just that. What we know is the guards are afraid. We need to get rid of what’s making them wet their pants.”

      Flip shook his head. “You dropped CK off a cliff, and he survived. What else can you do?”

      “He’s tough, but not a ghost. I know that even more after fighting him. These guards all lack discipline. This place has been too focused on cruelty, and not good training. A solid squad of KCAP Marines could have taken him out easily. Give me a rifle, and I could do it.”

      “But they shot him, and he didn’t die!”

      “Pain tolerance isn’t the same thing as being bulletproof. I cut him. Ghosts don’t bleed. All we need now is a better strategy. And now we have an advantage because we know he’ll be coming.”

      “How is that an advantage?” Flip asked. “The guards couldn’t beat him. You couldn’t beat him.”

      “A battle where you can dictate the enemy’s arrival is a battle that you can control,” Mia stated. “I had to clean up the tunnels and then wait days for him to show up, but after our showdown, he went right to the largest group of Grinders on the Crags. If the guards weren’t such incompetent cowards, that’d be enough. Based on what you told me, I believe if we can present a plan to deal with him that doesn’t involve them, they’ll allow it. This is just about those cowards not wanting to risk themselves.”

      Flip nodded. “Sure, but I don’t get what you’re talking about. I don’t see how anything’s changed.”

      “What’s changed is we have bait,” Mia declared, rubbing her chin. “CK wasn’t practicing target discrimination during his last rampage. He’ll go after whatever Grinder is available. We’ll need to figure out a trap, but before that, I’ll need Gideon’s influence to convince the guards of the plan and convince someone to volunteer to be bait.”

      “You won’t be the bait?” Flip pressed.

      Mia shook her head. “I’ll be involved in springing up the trap, but every effective scenario involves me surprising CK.” She frowned. “It’s going to be hard to convince any of those cowards to agree, but it’s our best chance to end this before things spin out of hand. If you’re right, it doesn’t matter whether the warden decides to start giving food again, the prisoners might riot in the meantime, and that could lead to a bloodbath. It’ll be impossible to get anyone to agree to anything for a while after that.”

      It would also lead to tighter controls on the prison, ending any chance she had of getting to the black site. She wasn’t going to spend thirty days in Black Ice with nothing to show for it.

      Flip inhaled deeply. “I’ll do it.”

      “What?”

      “I’ll be the bait.” Flip shrugged. “That might convince a new guard to take me on, so I don’t have to be a Grinder, and besides, I heard the Grinders talking. They’re thinking about pooling their food and rationing, but it’s going to be about seniority. I’m screwed in a few days anyway. I’m a new Grinder who hasn’t done any work. I have no seniority.”

      “This is going to be extremely dangerous,” Mia warned him. “You could die.”

      “Says the woman who jumped on CK and tried to choke him out.” Flip chuckled. “Do you have any idea how insane that was? Of all the moves someone could have used, I’d figure you would have tried to stab him through the eye.”

      Mia shrugged. “It seemed like a good idea at the time, and I had my reasons. You don’t have to do this. We’ll convince someone else to do it, some lackey of Gideon who’s trying to impress the other Grinders.”

      “No, we won’t.” Flip looked down at his palm. “You haven’t heard what I’ve heard. They’ve half-convinced themselves this is all your fault, and no one knows what to do. Rumors are spreading everywhere, and Gideon has even implied that CK needs a sacrifice to be appeased. It has to be someone new, from the outside, so they don’t think they’re losing anything.” He sighed. “And I’ll fit Gideon’s sacrifice plan as much as yours.”

      “And you’re sure?” Mia asked. She wanted to refuse. It was too dangerous. Now she understood how Abigail felt.

      “Yeah, I’m sure. For the first time since I’ve come to this hellhole, I’m going to stand up for myself. I believe in you, Mia, and I know you can stop CK.”

      “It’s your call.” Mia motioned for him to follow. “Let’s go talk with some Grinders.”
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        * * *

      

      “So, there it is,” Mia finished. “We know he’s coming.” She nodded to Flip. “And we have bait. We just need to figure out the details of the trap.”

      Gideon rubbed his chin, looking Flip up and down. “If this goes badly, you’re gonna become food.”

      “Or a sacrifice,” muttered Mia.

      “That, too.”

      “It won’t go badly,” Flip replied. “We’ve got Verick on our side.”

      “She didn’t kill him before,” Gideon shot back. “Why do you think she’s going to be able to kill him this time?”

      “We can slow him down, and then make sure he’s taken out.” Mia motioned around. “Flip will be the bait, but this will still need other people to trigger the trap.”

      Gideon gave her a weary look. “And what exactly is going to be the trap? You haven’t done a good job explaining that yet.”

      “The fight the other day gave me an idea,” Mia explained. “All that equipment out there. Do you have any parts of the Crags where you have three or four of those rigs close together, already positioned near the rockface?”

      “Yeah.” Gideon nodded. “One site’s pretty close. The same place CK went crazy the other day. He killed the people but didn’t touch the equipment much. What about it?”

      “If we can’t beat CK by stabbing him or throwing him off the cliff, we’ll beat him the way any mammal can be beaten,” explained Mia. She mimed choking herself. “How long do you think he can hold his breath?”

      Gideon narrowed his eyes. “Huh?”

      “We trigger an avalanche to bury him alive under tons of rocks. If by some miracle, he’s not crushed, that cuts off his oxygen and he dies.” Mia mimed dusting off her hands. “The big problem is we need time for everyone to set up the gear and get away.”

      Gideon rolled his eyes. “Yeah. It’s a big problem. It’s an impossible problem. We’ll need a bunch of Grinder crews up there to set things up while being attacked.”

      “It’s not impossible,” Mia insisted. “Flip will lure him into position, and then I’ll distract him.”

      “You can’t beat him. Don’t you understand that?”

      “I don’t have to beat him. That’s why we’re going to drop a mountain on him.” Mia patted a cloth-sheathed knife. “I hear everyone’s blaming me for this anyway. If you all believe CK is angry at me, then I’ll be a perfect distraction target. You’ll be dangling the blasphemer in front of your angry god.”

      “Then why do we need Flip?” Gideon nodded his way. “Won’t he get in the way?”

      “Because it’ll buy me precious seconds for the initial ambush. And that gives you more time to get to the equipment and set things up. Based on where you said he attacked the other day, you’ll have to hang back until he appears. I’ll pulse a light to tell you to rush over and set things up. You can pulse your lights to let me know when the avalanche is coming, and I’ll get out of there and bury CK.”

      “We also bury a bunch of rigs,” Gideon noted. “And seal off active veins.”

      Mia shrugged. “Or we sit in here and starve.”

      “And we have to convince the guards. They’ll care about the equipment.”

      “They don’t care enough to let you out there. Right now, it’s just gathering a layer of ice.”

      “I don’t know.” Gideon frowned. “It’ll be hard to convince them.”

      “I’m sure you can,” Mia replied. “Especially when you explain the best part of the plan.”

      “Which is?”

      “This plan doesn’t involve any risk to them.”

      Gideon scrubbed a hand down his face. “The only reason I’m willing to agree to this crazy bullshit is because you’re on the frontline. I’m thinking either your plan works, and we finish off CK, or he gets revenge and cools it for a few weeks after he gets done eating you.”

      “Win-win for you, then.” Mia shrugged. “Unless you’ve got a better plan, then I’d love to hear it.”

      Gideon shook his head. “This is just crazy enough to work. I’ll talk to the guards.”
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        * * *

      

      Mia was surprised when Gideon showed up only an hour later. She’d expected a day or two back and forth. He jogged up to her cave.

      “That was easier than I thought. You were right. Once they heard the plan doesn’t involve them at all, they were eager to help.”

      “Good.”

      Gideon nodded. He leaned to whisper, “I think they’re doing this without full permission, or at least they figure the warden won’t care as long as we get rid of CK. They’re ready for us to move out right away.”

      “They get rid of CK, or they cut down on dangerous prisoners,” Mia commented. “Another win-win. Again, no reason to refuse.”

      Gideon snickered. “I want one thing clear. If you get in trouble out there, Rat Catcher, we’re not saving you. And we’re not saving your little Tended boyfriend. He’s not one of us, not yet. He hasn’t worked the Crags. We don’t owe him shit.”

      “We’ll take down CK.” Mia locked eyes with him. “And then you’ll owe us.”

      Gideon scoffed. “Finish him off first, and then we’ll talk.”
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        * * *

      

      Mia shivered at the harsh lick of the Crags’ wind. They’d been out there for hours, with Flip feigning working on equipment and occasionally running a drill for a few minutes. She’d assumed CK would come barreling into the area before they could take their position. Instead, she, Flip, and the Grinders huddled near rocks without work to keep them warm.

      The timing of everything would be critical. The Grinders were hidden with a clear escape route back to a sealable tunnel. Rushing to the rigs would take a good solid minute or so of running, and likely another minute required to modify the rig setup, giving a minimum baseline of two minutes of Mia keeping CK busy and staying alive.

      Relying on her superior speed made it possible, though his reach still presented a major threat. She wouldn’t be able to keep his attention without pressing attacks. If he figured out what they were trying, he could destroy the rigs before they were ready.

      Mia had run through countless delayed action simulations at home, at Abigail’s apartment on Kordell, and on the academy simulators. This was the same principle: interfere with the enemy’s mission objectives until reinforcements or appropriate weapon systems could be brought online for counterattacks.

      Mia rubbed her hands together. They were losing light. Night was coming, and the temperatures would drop to dangerous lows. If they were working and warm and hadn’t been sitting for hours, that might be manageable, but they wouldn’t be able to last much longer under current conditions.

      As Mia had turned to check on the Grinders, the crunch of snow cut through the air. She jerked her head back toward Flip, surveying the area before she spotted a lumpy shadow emerging from a narrow path. She flashed her light three times behind her to tell Gideon’s team to get ready.

      CK stalked toward Flip’s back, not announcing his presence with growls or roars. He’d demonstrated true hunting during their last encounter. He’d snuck up on a Grinder without giving up his position despite his immense size.

      She doubted it was about fear of being taken out. Predators didn’t want their prey to run. He was strong but not fast.

      Mia darted to new cover, waiting for CK to move past. He stopped and sniffed the area, looking both ways. She drew a shiv and waited. The more she surprised him, the better chance she had of lasting the necessary two minutes.

      CK grunted and advanced toward Flip. Mia took slow, even breaths, waiting for the ogre to move closer. Ten footsteps. Eight. Six. Five.

      Mia flashed her light two times to signal Gideon’s team, shoved her light back in her pocket, and drew another shiv. She ran up the edge of the rock and leapt off, her shivs both aimed for the back of CK’s neck. She was no longer worried about killing him, so she didn’t hold back.

      He turned, and her shivs sank into his shoulder. His roar shook the area.

      Mia released the shivs and jumped back, pushing off his back while drawing another pair of blades. She rolled to her feet and hurled the shivs toward his legs.

      CK swiped at her. She ducked the blow and pulled out one of the prison-issue knives. She slashed at his arm, putting slight cuts in his rags before she hurried to his side to avoid a stomp that blasted a cloud of snow and ash into the air.

      A wide-eyed Flip crouched near his rig. Gideon’s team sprinted up the path, breaking apart to head toward the different rigs.

      Mia didn’t give CK a chance to care. She concentrated on slashing his legs while avoiding the deadly crushing grip whipping toward her.

      CK roared again and kicked at the sooty snow. His powerful leg coated Mia with sooty snow, blinding her. It’s as if he’d studied her fight with Raph.

      Reacting on pure instinct, she leapt backward, feeling the whiff of air as CK swung at her. She backpedaled and wiped out her eyes in time to see the ogre charging right toward her.

      Remembering what Flip had said, Mia flung her knife toward his eye. He brought up his arm and the blade sank into his muscle. He didn’t slow.

      She produced two new shivs from underneath her coat. Leftover ash and snow blurred her vision. She ran wide, barely scratching CK on her next pass.

      Mia’s life became a thundering heartbeat as she rushed a killer giant with the knowledge that the smallest mistake would cost her life. She settled into a brutal rhythm, slicing and dicing enough that she tore off pieces of his rags and hides to reveal the thick, leathery, scarred skin underneath.

      CK’s blood mingled with the snow and ash on the ground, but like her last fight, it didn’t slow him. The wind picked up, swirling soot and ice everywhere. The fight became a haze.

      Flip shouted something in the distance, gesturing to a team of Grinders working furiously on the equipment. Mia couldn’t make his words out with the loud wind, and she needed to concentrate on being an effective distraction and keeping CK away from the equipment.

      “Isn’t there a man left in there?” Mia shouted to CK. “Anything human?”

      He roared in response. His relentless attacks forced Mia back, ending with her back to a dark outcropping. She dodged and CK slammed his massive fist into the rock, cracking and chipping it.

      “How hard are your bones?” Mia asked, trying to circle him. “Is that why you didn’t die from falling off the cliff?”

      CK’s nostrils flared. He growled and snapped off a chunk from the outcropping for a serviceable stone club.

      “You’ve graduated to the Stone Age,” Mia observed. “Congratulations. But that’s not what I wanted.”

      She backed away. The club lengthened his already ridiculous reach.

      Something fluttered at the edge of her vision. CK took advantage of her split-second distraction to take a wide swing at her head. She ducked into a backward roll before springing back to her feet.

      Flip was supposed to have run during the fight. He was running straight toward her and CK, waving his arms.

      Mia looked past him. The Grinders were gone. She tried to look to the side, but another swing from CK forced her attention back on him.

      “…trick…” shouted Flip, the wind eating his words. “…run…”

      “Get out of here!” Mia screamed at Flip. “Don’t come!”

      She waited until CK swung again, then rushed inside his grip to slice at his wrists. Her blades earned a new coat of red and an annoyed grunt. His backswing came so close to Mia’s ear that the whoosh was deafening.

      Mia backed out of his range before running in a circle around him, trying to make her way toward Flip. He was getting too close. CK stomped after her.

      “Get out of here!” Mia shouted again, looking back at CK.

      Flip slowed, his face red from the cold and exertion, his breaths short and ragged. “They’re not giving a signal. They already set the timer. They’re just trying to bury you here with CK!”

      Mia couldn’t say that Gideon didn’t warn her. She twisted to avoid another hit from CK. He roared and tossed his club to the side. He tried to pummel Mia with his signature wide swing. She ducked it, but as Flip stumbled over the uneven terrain and slipped, CK’s backhand cracked him across the side of the head, sending the man to the ground, his eyes rolling up in the back of his head.

      “Flip!” shouted Mia.

      She rushed toward him, avoiding CK’s angry grip by a hair’s breadth. Two quick throws sent shivs into CK. She reached down to scoop up Flip, grateful for his small frame. He was unconscious but still breathing. She’d take it.

      A bone-rattling rumble filled the air, overwhelming the howl of the wind and CK’s latest roar. Mia slung Flip over her shoulder and sprinted down the path. A wave of white, gray, and black death poured over the side of the mountain.

      The avalanche scoured the rock and consumed the rigs like it challenged the wrath of an angry mountain god. Mia could make out the barest outlines of the retreating Grinders as she pumped her legs to outrun the avalanche. CK had ceased his attacks, instead bellowing in rage with his fists clenched in front of him.

      Mia hadn’t been in an avalanche before. She’d never trained for outrunning one. She doubted it would have helped. You had to experience some things.

      She closed her eyes and lowered Flip to wrap her arms around him as the avalanche crashed over them and CK. The world became a blur as they were turned and pushed until the ground gave way.

      No. The ground hadn’t given way. The blinded and battered Mia groaned at the irony. This time, both she and CK were going over the cliff.
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      Someone whispered in Mia’s ears, a pained, mournful sound. She groaned and opened her eyes to darkness. Every part of her body throbbed. After a moment, she tugged her half-buried arm out and fished around for her light, grateful she’d not lost it.

      No one was whispering. She was hearing the wind sweep over the rough terrain.

      Mia took a moment to feel around her body and confirm no obvious breaks. Despite her cuts and bruises, all her bones felt intact. She could ignore pain, but she couldn’t willpower a broken bone.

      I survived an avalanche. That was unexpected.

      She probed the area with her flashlight. The light revealed she’d been half-buried in a mass of snow, ice, and crushed rock. A steady dripping caught her attention, and she spotted a ridgeline with melting snow dripping over the side and carving a small channel flowing away.

      She crawled toward the ridgeline. The air warmed with each movement until she arrived at the ridgeline to identify the source of the heat, a volcanic chasm. She took deep breaths, grateful for the heat that had saved her from the bone-chilling Ice night.

      After lingering at the chasm for far too long, Mia stood. Her knees buckled a couple of times before she managed the full movement. She had no idea how much time had passed, only that she had survived.

      The first thing she needed to do was find Flip. She’d been holding him, so he should have been nearby. He’d need the heat of the chasm more than her.

      She poked through the darkness until her flashlight beam landed on a normal-sized man half-buried in the snow. She clambered that way, heart kicking up.

      “Flip!” she shouted, before slowing and staring at his face.

      “Damn it,” Mia whispered.

      Flip’s eyes were open, staring straight into the dark skies above. He wasn’t breathing. A strong gust blew a coating of snow away, revealing his chest and side had been crushed by larger chunks of rubble. The only positive she could find was at least he’d died quickly.

      Mia sighed. “I’m sorry I broke my promise. I’m sorry I couldn’t get you out of Black Ice, Flip. You deserved better than this place, and I’m glad that son of a bitch guard of yours is dead. Otherwise, I’d kill him myself for making you suffer these two years.”

      Luck and fortune. They could turn a disaster into a miracle and the opposite. They were useful but fickle.

      That frustrated Mia. She hadn’t survived because of any great plan. She’d survived by mere chance. Flip had died because of the same. Just like CK had survived her earlier attack. The capricious universe liked to toy with the plans of mere mortals.

      “I shouldn’t have let him volunteer,” Mia murmured, again thinking back to Abigail and hoping she wasn’t suffering.

      Mia’s breath caught. She and Flip weren’t the only ones caught in the avalanche.

      She jerked her flashlight around seeking any sign of the ogre. Her friend had died, and the Grinders had conspired to kill her in the process. Finishing off CK would prevent the events of the night from being a completely pointless debacle.

      She couldn’t find CK. She climbed atop a mound to search around until she spotted a suspiciously uneven pile of rock and snow nearby. She followed it with her flashlight until it illuminated his upper body.

      Mia narrowed her eyes. “I’ve got you. This time I don’t need the mountain.”

      A murderous rage warmed her. Someone needed to pay for Flip’s death. Gideon and his friends weren’t there, so she’d start with CK.

      Rock and snow had buried most of his body. He gritted his teeth. His spread-out hands held up a massive stone slab that threatened to crush his head.

      Mia’s brow lifted. The plan had worked. The mountain would finish off the ogre. Her rage flowed out. No matter what else happened, it wasn’t for nothing.

      She bounded down the mound and jogged to CK. It was amazing he hadn’t lost consciousness. His face was battered, bloodied, and sliced up. He was a creature of flesh and blood whose strength was fading.

      It was as she said. He wasn’t a ghost, god, or demon. He was a twisted man, changed by other men. That much was obvious.

      Mia reached into her coat and felt around for a shiv. She found one. Finishing off the monster would be easy. She didn’t have to do anything. Gravity would defeat the Cannibal King and make him pay for everyone who’d died, including Flip.

      But part of her wanted to strike the final blow. To be the one who killed the great monster.

      CK’s gaze cut to her. She saw no rage or anger in his expression, only mournful resignation. He knew he’d been defeated.

      Something about his eyes struck her, pushing out the last vestiges of vengeance calling for her blade. She had to put aside her emotions and think about why she was there.

      The mission. It all came down to the mission.

      Mia sucked in a breath and tucked away her shiv. CK dying would mean Flip’s death was meaningless. The whole point of hunting him was to get information. While she doubted he could speak, this would be her only chance.

      “I don’t know if you can understand me,” Mia offered. “I’m going to help you. Just keep holding on.”

      Mia searched the area for anything useful and found the half-crushed remnants of a rig poking out from the snow. Remembering her first battle with CK, she yanked a long metal rod from the snow with a grunt of exertion. The avalanche had torn it free of the main rig.

      Gripping the rod tightly, she walked back over toward CK. Anger flashed in his eyes. He started growling loudly, not that he was in a position to do anything to her. Moving his hands would guarantee his head would be crushed.

      “I would have killed you with my shiv if that’s what this was about.” Mia walked over toward the growling CK. She shoved the rod into the snow beside the rock threatening him. “It would be helpful if you know what I’m saying, and on the off chance you do, I’m going to count to three, and then pull. If you shove to the side at the same time, we should be able to get this thing off you. But I don’t think I’m strong enough to do it by myself.”

      CK stopped growling. He didn’t say anything. The burning bestial fury in his eyes stayed.

      “This is a terrible idea, but here we go,” Mia announced, tightening her grip on the rod. “One, two, three, push, push, push!”

      With a shout, she pushed hard on the rod, trying to squeeze every bit of leverage she could and find reserves of strength she’d never known existed. CK grunted with exertion. Screaming, Mia strained harder. The would-be Cannibal King killer rock shifted to the side and dropped, hitting the ground with a loud thump and sending up a puff of snow that coated CK’s face.

      Mia blew out a breath and let go of the rod, stumbling backward. “I’ll work on your legs. You can work on the rest yourself.”

      She moved toward his legs, worrying that all it would take was one quick grab and CK would finish her off. The feral creature might have accepted her help because he had no choice. After taking a deep breath, she pawed at the snow, the cold seeping through her gloves and into her fingers as she tunneled.

      CK grunted, his hands scooping out huge chunks of snow and rock that he flung in a wide spray. Mia and CK sank into a mutually reinforcing rhythm, soon freeing one of his legs and half his torso.

      That was enough. With a roar, CK ripped his other leg free. Mia backed away. Freeing his leg sprayed Mia with snow. The massive ogre rolled free from the snow and rock prison that threatened to kill him and rose to his full height, towering over Mia.

      She locked eyes with him. Her heart pounded hard. Every instinct in her told her to retreat. Even with him wounded, Mia was in no position to fight him.

      CK’s hand snaked out and he grabbed her throat. He jerked her into the air, brought her close to his mouth, and growled, revealing the sharp teeth dominating his mouth.

      Despite a twitch of fear pulsing through her body, Mia didn’t react and didn’t break eye contact. He didn’t mean to kill her. He would have already crushed her throat if that had been his intention. He had enough strength to lift her into the air. That meant he had enough strength to snap her neck.

      “I told you from the beginning,” Mia managed to squeak out. “I never wanted to fight you. I just wanted to talk to you. I only tried to kill you again because the guards weren’t going to let anyone out. No work. No food. People would starve.”

      CK tossed her to the ground and flared his nostrils. He loomed over her but didn’t attack. He flexed his long fingers.

      Mia coughed. “You’re not an animal. You’re a man, aren’t you? You understand what I’m saying?”

      CK let out another low growl. He stared down at her. She stared back but didn’t say anything else. When CK opened his mouth again, it took Mia a second to parse the low scratch noise that came out.

      “Why?” he rumbled. The word lacked articulation, as if he’d forgotten how to speak.

      “You can speak.” Mia sat up and rested her arms on her knees. She grimaced as she brushed her bruised kneecap. “Why what? I hope you can speak in more than one syllable, or this is going to take a long time.”

      “Why save me?” CK asked. “I kill prisoners.”

      “I’ve killed plenty of people, including prisoners at Black Ice.” Mia stood, shaking her leg before setting it down. Standing was more comfortable at the moment. It didn’t do much to take care of their height difference. “And I think we can help one another. That’s why I wanted to talk to you.”

      “Help me?” CK growled. “How can you help me, Black Ice woman?”

      “I need to get somewhere, a secret medical facility,” Mia explained. She patted her DT. “I know the general location, but I think you know how to get into it. That’s the part of my plan I was always unclear on. I’m close to it now, but I can’t just walk in there.”

      Ever since arriving at Black Ice, Mia had wondered if it was fortune or planning that put her there. She’d assumed that someone had targeted her to send her to such a wretched place, but now wondered given her proximity to her target if it would be the inadvertent efforts of Abigail to move her closer to the facility holding the alleged information on her father.

      Mia didn’t think Abigail would mean to hurt her, but she might not have realized how dangerous Black Ice was. Finding that out would come after getting to the facility and somehow getting back to Black Ice. Although the days of hell had confused things, she’d never forgotten her next mission. She needed to complete her sentence to get to Top Gun and garner further influence.

      “Why do you want to go to that place?” CK rumbled.

      “I have my reasons,” Mia answered.

      She twitched under his all-too-human gaze but didn’t move away. He leaned forward, his eyes blazing with anger. He knelt and brought his bestial face right in front of her, sniffing at her cuts, his nostrils flaring widely.

      Mia froze, unsure what this meant. The Cannibal King might have just decided she tasted delicious.

      CK stood back up and offered the most unexpected sound yet: a low, cutting laugh. The anger disappeared from his eyes, replaced by something else. Hope, perhaps. Mia wasn’t sure.

      “You don’t need to go there,” CK informed her.

      Mia shook her head. “I put a lot of effort into finding that place and trying to figure out how to go there. I do need to go there. Not going there now means people like my friend have died for nothing.”

      CK grunted. “You don’t need to go there because they’ll come for you. I’m surprised they haven’t already.”

      Mia narrowed her eyes. “Why would they come for me?”

      Plenty of shadowy enemies were targeting her. She didn’t doubt that. The problem she had was that CK somehow understood what was going on more than she did. How could an ogre man living in the bleak Ice wilderness be plugged into the truth behind whatever vast conspiracy had targeted her?

      “Because of your father,” CK explained in a pitying tone.

      “What do you know about my father?” Desperation filled her voice.

      She wanted to tell CK he couldn’t have known, but she’d come to this planet because Abigail had found evidence of information about her father at the off-site facility, the same one she needed CK’s help getting into. This all couldn’t have been a coincidence.

      “I can smell him in your blood,” CK answered. “There were never female samples at the facility. That means you’re a daughter of one of the male samples.”

      “What are you talking about? Samples?”

      “What was his designation?” CK asked.

      “Emery,” she replied.

      “No.” CK shook his head. “His designation, not his name.”

      “I…don’t know what you’re talking about,” Mia admitted. “How do you know all of this? You have to tell me. I came here because of my father. I was trying to learn things about him.”

      “I was brought in as a boy,” CK began. “A stupid volunteer, a blind patriotic fool who was told he’d be made strong to protect the KCAP. But I was too old, already halfway to adulthood, too polluted, they said.” He growled and gestured to himself. “They succeeded, but not in the way they wanted. I was too much, too different. They needed someone fresher, younger, untainted, someone who wouldn’t become a monster.”

      Mia swallowed and nodded. She’d already figured out that CK was the result of genetic experiments, but hearing him explain the details chilled her in a way the wind didn’t. Someone had taken a living person and turned him into a monster.

      “If you were part of their experiments, they wouldn’t have just let you go,” Mia interjected. “You escaped. When did you escape?”

      CK cocked his head. “Time is tricky when your life is nothing but cold and hunger. Days bleed into each other. Months? Years? Decades?”

      “Decades?” Mia repeated in a whisper. “You escaped decades ago? Is that what you’re saying?”

      CK gave a low grunt of acknowledgment but didn’t answer for a long time. “Half a century?” He shrugged. Wonder in his voice highlighted his next words. “But your father must have been one of the subsequent batches. I left before any of the first had finished puberty.”

      “I don’t understand how you could know my father if this is all true. The timeline doesn’t make sense.”

      “Because they didn’t use females for their samples after the first batch. They weren’t stable, only the males. I can smell the facility in your blood, which means your father was once there, even if I never knew him personally.”

      Mia stared at CK, unable to process everything she’d been told, though it answered lingering questions. She’d always known her father was special, different, and better. She’d never suspected he’d been the product of medical experimentation.

      She offered a shallow nod. “Okay, that’s the when. But how did you escape?”

      “Why do you care?”

      “Because if you can get out, there’s got to be a way to get in. I need answers about my father, more than you can give me. I need the truth, and that facility holds the truth.”

      CK shook his head. “Go back to your prison. Go back to your jailers. They will come for you eventually. You can’t hide what you are from them forever. They might already know. They will bring you to them, and you can ask them.”

      “I don’t know if I can wait that long,” Mia insisted. “My sentence is almost up. Once I leave, it’ll be hard to get back here without being noticed.”

      “Have they taken your blood already?”

      Mia nodded. “Sure, a few times.”

      “Then they already know. They only waited because of me.” CK growled. “They wanted to see what would happen. That’s how they are. They haven’t changed since the beginning.”

      Mia shook her head. “Going back now means I’ll be a prisoner, and if what you’re saying is right, then who knows what they’ll do to me? I might not be able to escape.”

      CK stared into the distance with a haunted look. “I thought all you wanted was answers. Is there something else you are looking for at the facility?”

      Mia thought over that long and hard before offering the truth. She had not faced what had been motivating her this entire time, something she wasn’t ready to admit to even Abigail. “Revenge. I want revenge on whoever took him from me. The truth will help me figure out who I need to punish.”

      “Revenge is different,” CK noted. “It’s harder, but not impossible.”

      “Then will you help me? From the sound of things, these people hurt you.”

      “Yes. You’re not the only one who wants revenge. Follow me.”
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      After burying Flip, Mia and CK stomped through the snow and ice, a huge ogre and a deadly young woman. While she used her flashlight, Mia marveled that CK could move with such surety without light until she spotted a gleam in his eyes. He must have had lowlight vision among his other abilities.

      The revelations still left her uneasy. She’d assumed CK would be able to help her but never imagined he’d drop a truth about her father like a lightning bolt from the sky.

      The worst part was it felt so obvious once he told her. It was as if she always knew on some level and simply needed confirmation.

      Mia glanced over her shoulder. They’d put the site well behind them now, including Flip. She vowed that someday when she gained enough influence she’d track down the men who framed him and make them pay for their crimes. Flip hadn’t deserved to die in an avalanche on Black Ice. He hadn’t deserved to be sent there from the beginning.

      Dark emotions swirled to match the inky blackness around her. Mia shook her head. She needed to keep focused on her immediate mission. The future couldn’t come until the present was handled.

      “Where are we going?” She’d followed in silence, confident he wasn’t going to try to kill her. That didn’t mean she had to proceed in ignorance. Just because CK knew about the facility didn’t mean she couldn’t come up with a plan.

      “You need to warm up,” CK answered. “You don’t have my metabolism. After that, we can plan and wait for the sun to come back up. The only reason you’re not dead already is because of your father’s blood and where we fell.”

      Mia rubbed her hands together. She’d almost not noticed because of the gloves, but she’d lost feeling to her the tips of her fingers.

      She didn’t want to think about losing any digits or limbs to frostbite. Distraction had been the theme of the day, and she’d used it to help herself.

      “What’s your name?” she asked. “Because the inmates all call you CK, short for Cannibal King. No one I talked to said anything about you being able to talk, and so I assumed you didn’t give them that as your name.”

      He growled. “There’s truth in that name, but you can call me King.”

      “Okay, King. You can call me Mia if you want. It’ll make things easier. We’re going to be working together.”

      “We’ll see how easy this is,” King replied.

      They lapsed into silence, Mia thinking about how King’s speech had leveled out since their first conversation. His articulation had improved, and she no longer had any trouble making out what he was saying.

      His initial trouble speaking lent credence to his claims of wandering Ice for years if not decades. His only dealings with people were hostile encounters near and in the Black Ice area. He must not have felt any reason to speak.

      They trudged through the snow in the darkness until finding a cave. Stepping inside and around the corner freed Mia of the harsh touch of the frigid wind, and a surprising warmth clung to the air. Moss lined the walls.

      “More geothermal heat?” Mia suggested, looking around.

      “Even I have my limits,” King admitted. “Finding places like this has helped me survive as long as I have.”

      He lumbered inside and sat against a wall. The cave was empty except for small bone chips. Mia didn’t bother to ask about them. She didn’t know if she wanted the truth in that situation.

      King hadn’t denied the cannibal part of his prison-given nickname. She still didn’t know what to make of him. He was a man who’d been twisted by others until he wasn’t arguably human anymore. Maybe he didn’t consider what he did to be true cannibalism.

      Pushing that unpleasant thought out, Mia sat across from King. The aches from the entire day were catching up with her. Every muscle in her body hurt, muscles she barely knew she had. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d felt so drained.

      Mia turned off her flashlight. The faint light of the stars offered a faint illumination, but only the barest outlines were visible. King’s size made him easy to make out even in the near blackness.

      “If you want to ask me anything,” he rumbled. “Do it now. We should rest soon otherwise.”

      Too tired to probe more into the questions concerning her father, Mia decided to satisfy her basic curiosity about her new traveling companion.

      “I don’t understand why you stay close to the prison. It’s dangerous. And you might be enhanced and tough, but you’re not invulnerable. The guards being afraid of you only means they’re more likely to use bigger guns or heavy explosives when they get a chance. If you’re right about how long you’ve been around here, then you had plenty of opportunities to escape. You could have walked to the other side of this planet far, far away from Black Ice or the medical facility.”

      King grunted. “And where would I go? Where could I go? My family was told I died during a medical procedure. They long since gave up on me.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “Because the lab-coat demons made me agree to that when I volunteered.” He motioned to his face. “You see my appearance. I’m a creature, a beast. You talk about the guards and guns. Anywhere else I appeared, soldiers with the largest guns would come and try to put me down. Once I was changed into this, I was cursed to wander alone.” He shrugged. “There’s nothing left for me but here. My DNA has been altered. Even if I could find a living relative, no one would know it was me.”

      Mia’s hand skimmed the ground and found something hard and smooth. She ran her hand along it and realized it was a part of a femur. Her curiosity overtook her fear of offending her new ally. She needed to confirm a few things before she trusted him to help her infiltrate the facility. Not killing her when he had the chance was a good start, but it wasn’t enough.

      “They talk about you like you’re a supernatural creature in Black Ice,” she explained. “Many of them believe it. Ghost. Demon. God. All of those have been pinned on you.”

      King let out a low growl that resembled a laugh. “I’m stronger than most men. Tougher. I heal quicker. My senses are better. Other than my appearance, I am greater than all men. Is that not supernatural? The line is thin.”

      Mia nodded. “But you can get hurt. You have wounds all over.”

      “A girl attacked me, and then dropped an avalanche on me.”

      Mia chuckled. “A sense of a humor left?”

      “No. I only state the truth. Even these wounds prove my strength. Most others would have died. Even you, lucky girl, would have died if the rocks had fallen the same way.”

      “I can’t deny that.” Mia licked her lips. “Speaking of survival, I don’t see any animals around here, and I doubt you survived this long eating moss.”

      “Ask your question plainly, and I will answer it. But show me proper respect.” King shrugged. “I’ve long since given up on caring about my humanity.”

      “It’s true then,” Mia pressed. “You eat people. It’s not as part of a ritual or for intimidation.”

      “Yes,” King acknowledged. “I eat people. There aren’t other options. This planet is all but dead. That’s why it was chosen to host the prisons.” He sniffed at the air. “You asked why I stay close to the prison when it’s a danger. I do it because I know there will be prey here, and I know those prey aren’t innocents. The day you arrived, I killed that large man fighting the scavengers. I could see it on him, smell it on him. The murderous rage, the anger, the corruption. He was as much a monster as I am, even if he kept the mask of a man. I will not ask for your forgiveness, but I made this world a better place by killing him.”

      Mia pushed the femur piece away. It rattled to a stop. “I’m not going to try and pretend humanity isn’t better off without Richard Corigan. To be honest, I figured I’d have to kill him at some point. And I’m not going to try and convince you that most people in that place aren’t scum better off dead.” She shrugged. “I got buried in that avalanche because I was betrayed by people from the prison. But not all of them are like that. Flip, the man we buried, wasn’t like that. He was a good man who got screwed by powerful people. In a more just society, he would have never been in Black Ice, let alone forced into the dangers he faced.”

      King’s eyes reflected hints of dim starlight. “He did…smell different…when he was alive. He was rare. But I was hungry and angry when I went after him.” He picked up a stone and hurled it out of the cave. “And I didn’t kill him.”

      Mia sighed. “You’re right. He died to save me from the men who betrayed me. I want them to pay, but that’ll have to wait.”

      “It’s unfortunate that a man like that ended up in a place like that and died because of it.” King grunted. “Evil stays with man no matter how much he spreads among the stars. I won’t claim I’m not evil, but I’m evil who preys on evil.”

      “I don’t know if you can say the same about me,” Mia admitted. “You heard my mission. It’s not about making the KCAP a better place, but if killing bad people along the way accomplishes that, so be it.”

      King gave a shallow nod, and Mia let the conversation flow away, content to let the howls of wind outside fill the silence. For a creature that had turned to decades of cannibalism to support himself, CK held onto a surprising amount of his original humanity.

      Beyond her building obsession with revenge, Mia didn’t know how much she could judge him. Three weeks in Black Ice had turned her nearly feral. Decades in a frozen wasteland, alone with no options and no one to talk to, might have made her worse. She didn’t regret defending herself, even with lethal force.

      Mia didn’t speak again until a lull in the wind left an all-encompassing and smothering quiet. It was as if the silence taunted her and threatened to call back all her negative emotions and doubts.

      “What about me?” Mia asked.

      “What are you asking?” King prodded.

      “From what you’re saying, your enhanced senses let you know about people,” Mia stated. “I don’t know if I’ll like the answer, but what do I smell like?”

      “You’re not as far from them as you think, those killers in the prison,” King noted in a mournful tone. “But what I smell is the touch of those monsters in lab coats.”

      Mia shuddered. “Those at the facility?”

      “Yes. The men who should get your first taste of pain.” King shifted and closed his eyes. “But no more talking. Sleep now, Mia. Some things don’t come easy. You’ll need a good rest to get your revenge.”
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        * * *

      

      Mia squinted at the sunlight reflecting off the snow assaulting her eyes. They’d been trekking roughly over the mountainous terrain, fighting against the ice, snow, and wind, though this part of the area seemed less prone to active volcanic activity, making it more beautiful while also painfully bright.

      She hadn’t bothered asking King anything other than confirming their direction after their conversation in the cave. The broad strokes were clear, and he wouldn’t know any details about her father anyway. It wasn’t like King knew her father.

      Mia didn’t know how to process these new revelations. It didn’t change how she felt about her father, but it did make her think more about herself. Abigail had shown surprise at Mia’s capabilities. Now they made sense.

      She was the child of a super-soldier. A second-generation super-soldier.

      That also made Mia wonder if Abigail knew the truth about her father. Mia wanted to believe Abigail wouldn’t keep something like that to herself, and Abigail wouldn’t have been so surprised at Mia’s abilities if she knew. On the other hand, it was hard to ignore that Abigail had pointed Mia at the specific medical facility on Ice where her father had been changed and that she’d kept the details of some of her government connections and past secret.

      It wasn’t that Mia thought she was owed every detail of Abigail’s past. But Abigail was one of the few people who understood how much Mia wanted the truth. Any crumb would help.

      For the moment, it didn’t matter. Mia had already learned a major part of the truth by staying the course. The mission would continue. The fallout and debriefings could wait until after extraction. Then she could follow up and figure out how to translate her presence in Top Gun into a career and influence.

      As the landscape features blended, Mia’s body operated on autopilot until she climbed over a ridge, following King, and he motioned her down. She stopped and blinked.

      Below them stood a massive stony wall running across a section of the mountain. The mountainside itself was almost a sheer drop, with a smattering of small rock outcroppings and protrusions winding down to the wall. A twisting rail line ran out of a dark tunnel.

      Mia narrowed her eyes. “There were rumors about a train at the prison. I wasn’t sure if I should believe them.”

      “Does it matter now?”

      Mia shrugged. “It must be underground. You’re right. There’s no way I could have gotten access.”

      “Blood calls to blood. Our meeting was inevitable, as was me helping you.” King pointed to a shallow rock shelf poking out not far above the tunnel. “We need to move there.” He gestured to the sun. “We don’t have long now.”

      “We don’t have long until what?” Mia regretted not pressing him for operational details on their trip over. She didn’t think they’d show up and move right into the action.

      Hurrying didn’t bother her, but rushing into a black-site medical facility without a plan was a good way to die stupidly.

      “A train comes daily around this time,” explained King. “It delivers supplies. Takes supplies. It’s been this way forever, and I’ve watched it. The last two containers contain cargo and no guards. We can land on them without being heard. All the guards sit in cars farther up.”

      “But what about cameras or pressure sensors?” Mia asked. “You’re pretty damned big.”

      King shook his head. “They think their location is more than enough to protect them from most trouble. They have fewer protections than you’d think. I’ve been in and out more than once.”

      Relying on security by obscurity was asking for a break-in. Mia peered down at the rail line. It followed a narrow snaking mountain path.

      “If I miss the jump, there’s a good chance I’ll plummet to my death. I don’t think I can survive that twice.”

      King let a half-grunt, half-laugh. “You won’t find your revenge without risking your life.” He shrugged. “But it’s your choice.” He motioned to slick, ice-covered rocks. “But you must hurry unless you want to wait another day.”

      Mia sighed. “That makes my choice for me. Okay, thanks for all your help. I’ll take it from here.”

      She crouched and turned, holding her breath before dropping to the first set of handholds and praying she wouldn’t fall straight to her death. Mia half-dropped, half-climbed, not wanting to risk a strong wind sending her flying toward the ground.

      When she was halfway down, King climbed over the edge and followed her. She’d assumed she would go into the facility by herself but welcomed the reinforcements. It wasn’t long before both stood with their backs against the mountain. The narrow rock beneath them was barely wide enough for Mia’s feet, and half of King’s feet hung past the edge.

      “And they won’t see us up here?” Mia asked. “The train is coming right toward us.”

      “I’ve done this before. They don’t make a habit of looking for what they don’t expect.”

      Mia wanted to question that logic, but they were both in clothing that had been coated with snow and dirt from outside. They blended in well with the rocky surface behind them. She didn’t have time for a better plan other than marching straight ahead.

      A growing rumble pushed the concern out of her mind. A sleek gray train wound around a corner and onto the path leading into the tunnel. It wasn’t that long, only five cars. While it wasn’t screamingly fast, it was moving quickly enough to worry Mia.

      Assuming she survived a miss, she might break something. She doubted infiltration would be easy after that. The train was her best bet.

      She took a deep breath and bent her knees. Mia’s ability to anticipate the movement of starfighters had shocked both Abigail and her instructors. Compared to a fighter, the train might as well not have been moving. She let the first couple of cars pass underneath and leapt toward the back cars.

      Judging distances and velocities was a simple affair. Dealing with the slick, ice-covered surface was different. Mia’s boots slipped out from underneath her and she tumbled off the side of the train, cursing the luck that would end her mission in such a ridiculous way.

      King grabbed her shoulder. The reach she’d feared so much the day before saved her life today. He pulled her back onto the train and set her down.

      “You okay?” he asked.

      “Yeah, thanks,” Mia replied. “You saved my life. With that angle, I was going to keep going down.”

      King nodded toward the back of the train. “You’re going into the heart of the lab-coat monsters. You won’t be thanking me at the end. For now, hurry. Let’s hunker down between the last two cars.”
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      The train slowed more gradually than Mia expected, which made it easier to judge their arrival. Bright lights pushed back against the darkness of the tunnel. Between her trek over the outside and now this train tunnel, Mia had realized she’d gotten too used to the dim lighting of the prison. It was just another way the staff controlled the prisoners.

      “Get ready to jump,” King ordered. “They’ll spot us if we wait until the train stops. They have people waiting to receive the cargo.”

      Mia nodded, not in a position to question him. His details made her wonder if he’d been spotted before, but if he had, he’d managed to escape, another testament to his abilities.

      King shifted toward the edge of the cargo car and squinted into the distance. Mia looked the same way.

      They were coming up to a side tunnel that broke away from the main train tunnel. A thin ledge bordered either side of the tunnel, and no railing. This was another test of her dedication and timing. At least this time there was no risk of falling straight to her death.

      Without any warning, King launched himself from the train. Mia followed with no hesitation, trusting his timing.

      He landed with a resounding thud, but Mia hit the ground in a roll to disperse her momentum. She jumped to her feet and reached for a shiv, jerking her head back and forth to seek out any enemies.

      Between the two of them, they’d be able to handle most threats, but she needed to find the information she sought before starting any trouble. This was an intelligence-gathering mission, not search-and-destroy.

      “This is a secondary maintenance tunnel.” King gestured to the thick layer of dust in the tunnel interior. “But they haven’t used it for years. This facility has been in decline for a while. They do fewer experiments with fewer samples.”

      “Why?”

      King shrugged. “I’ve overheard people talking, nothing more. They’ve never known I was here, and I haven’t spoken to any of the staff in decades.”

      “I doubt they have the same staff,” Mia pointed out. “I’d be impressed if someone was working here for a half-century. But, then again, I wouldn’t have believed someone like you existed before now.”

      “The universe is full of horrors. But we should move. We can’t waste time.”

      “Agreed.”

      King crept forward, his steps near silent now that he wasn’t compacting snow and crunching ice. He was surprisingly stealthy given his size. Mia hurried after him as quickly as she could while keeping her footsteps quiet, a hard feat in snow-encrusted boots.

      “I never asked you, but are you sure you’re up to this?” she inquired. “You’ve been shot, stabbed, and buried. I know you said you heal quickly, but that’s a hell of a lot to deal with and then go on an infiltration mission.”

      “I’m fine,” King replied. “What about you? You’ve been injured in our fights, and from the looks of things many more.”

      “I’ve been better,” Mia admitted. “But I’ve at least had recent modern medical care. I’ll be fine as long as no one shoots me.”

      King grunted. “You need me. I know this place.”

      “It sounds like you’ve come here more than you let on,” Mia suggested.

      “That’s partially true.” King hurried through the tunnel, his quick pace forcing Mia to speed up. “I’ve come more than once, but not as often as you’d think. They haven’t changed it much. More arrogance.”

      “It’s a secret illegal medical research facility,” Mia pointed out. “The only thing I imagine they need to change out all that often is the equipment, not the layout.”

      “True.”

      “But why come back here ever?” Mia pressed. “I get that you’re dangerous and powerful, but these people know all about your limits, right? I’m sure they have a high-gauss rail rifle sitting in a locker ready to blow your brains out. There are limits to toughness. I’ve experienced them.”

      “I came for supplies,” King answered. “It’s necessary at times.”

      Mia wrinkled her nose. “But you…your meals and clothing supplies are at Black Ice.”

      King shook his head. “Not food. Not clothes. Supplies.”

      “But you don’t tend to use weapons or flashlights. What supplies do you need?”

      He pulled back a patch of cloth revealing a gunshot wound caked with dried blood. The skin was already growing back over it.

      Mia stared at his wound. “This is from the other day.”

      “Yes, when I killed the guards.” King pushed the cloth back into place. “The monsters here did more to me than make me bigger and stronger. My body can function after suffering high levels of physical trauma, including gunshots. I wouldn’t have been useful for them otherwise.”

      “That makes sense,” Mia replied. “And this answers questions I had about your reputation. I’d been assuming the witnesses just got excited and the guards missed when you attacked them. But you take gunshots and keep functioning at that high a level?” She shook her head. “I can’t do that, no matter whose blood is in me. That’s impressive.”

      “You say that, but compare yourself to other humans,” King pointed out. “How long does it take you to recover from injuries? How well can you fight after taking them?” He gestured to a scar revealed by her sleeve riding up. “How many injuries have you suffered in a short time in Black Ice? How much have they slowed you?”

      “I suppose that’s true when you talk about it like that,” Mia allowed. “What’s this have to do with supplies, though? From what I can see, you’re healing up right after getting shot, and without any surgery or first aid.”

      “My tissues can repair themselves at a much higher rate than normal humans.” King indicated the bullet hole. “But there are bullets in me. Over time, their presence will poison and compromise my system. I don’t need food here. I need the tools and medical supplies to extract the bullets. That will allow my body to heal completely.” He growled. “But I might pick up a snack on the way out. No one in this place is innocent. You don’t need my senses to know that.”

      Mia looked away, her stomach churning. She doubted the innocence of anyone involved in an illegal black-site medical facility tucked away on a prison planet. That didn’t mean she wished for them to be eaten.

      “A friend of mine found evidence there might be information here about my father,” she disclosed. “That’s why I came to Ice to begin with. Do you have any idea where I could find that info?”

      “Your best bet is in the secondary experimental records room. It is a place with systems access but rarely used by staff and with few guards near it.” He stopped at an intersection and laid out in careful detail how she could get there from their current location. “I can’t help you access the records. Whatever I once knew of their systems is long forgotten.” He motioned to his forehead. “They needed a soldier, not a technician.”

      “That’s fine,” Mia assured him. “I’ve been taught a few tricks. And I came this far without thinking I’d have an inside man. I’ll figure it out myself. Now we just need a plan to get back out.”

      “I will be hiding near the back of the train and ready to go in two hours.” King nodded to a clock display on the wall. “It’ll leave then. If you miss it, you’ll have to spend another day here and avoid detection, or otherwise try to walk back to Black Ice by yourself.” He bared his teeth. “You can try, but without me, you will die.”

      “I doubt that, but I’ll be at the train,” Mia confirmed. “There’s no reason to take the long way home. One way or another I’ll make it there, and if not, thanks anyway. You might have come here for your own reasons, but I understand you didn’t need to bring me. You’ve helped me more than you realize.”

      “I want you to get your revenge,” growled King. “It is my revenge, too. Good luck, Mia, and good hunting.”
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        * * *

      

      Mia had believed infiltrating the MP depot to modify her DT was a challenge. Though she hadn’t spotted any active patrols or cameras, she was more worried now. The nonchalance pointed to a thin line between arrogance and confidence. The people running the facility didn’t seem to worry about infiltrations.

      That didn’t make sense to her based on what research was being performed there. She understood they were hidden in a remote location on a prison planet, but the fact Mia was there proved they’d left a trail. Something unsettled her about the whole situation.

      That made her question King’s thefts. She could understand why a highly illegal facility wouldn’t want careful recordings everywhere, but she assumed they at least inventoried supplies.

      Had they not noticed when some went missing? Or did they attribute it to internal theft and corruption and move on?

      Not knowing worried Mia. She didn’t know what to expect in terms of opposition. King was being careful, so he must have had a reasonable expectation that the guards could bring him down if he was detected. And whatever could kill him could kill her far more easily. She wouldn’t have been able to keep moving with multiple gunshot wounds like him, let alone fight and trek across a frozen wasteland.

      With those thoughts swirling through her head, Mia moved on from the outer surface tunnels to the interior tunnels. Painfully mundane, the new tunnels reminded her more of something she’d see in an office building than a secret medical facility. The one odd thing she noticed was no labels on the door other than numeric codes. New arrivals must have a hard time orienting themselves. That was one way of confusing infiltrators.

      She crept down the hallway, stopping at a turn to peer around the corner and confirm the absence of enemies. The records room was just down the hall. King hadn’t said anything about needing a security pass, but now it was time to find out if he’d overlooked anything or if his information was out of date.

      She’d forgotten to ask him when the last time he’d snuck into the facility was. Given his sense of time, it might have been years ago.

      Taking a deep breath, Mia darted down the hall and opened the door with no trouble. Two fixed datapads sat on either side of the room next to racks of long dataspikes. A thick transparent barrier housed a wall of large unmarked servers offering no more detail than blinking lights.

      It all looked so ordinary, like a data center she might find in any office building. Inside those machines was the information that would lead her to the truth about what happened to her father.

      She headed over to a datapad with a frown. It had been left on a search query window. She didn’t know what to do, so she entered a general full records query.

      
        
        Warning. Encryption clearance 23-Alpha-Four terminal required for immediate access.

      

      

      Mia grimaced. Luck would only take her so far. She was willing to wait on reading the files, though. Abigail would be able to break the encryption if Mia got them to her. Whatever she found, she couldn’t read it all in a couple of hours anyway.

      She yanked a dataspike from the rack and slipped the storage device into an access port beneath the station. With speed born of practice, she entered a command to download the files.

      That part had gone easier than she expected. Abigail and Mia had never been able to come up with a better strategy for recording the data other than stealing a local storage device and smuggling it out of the facility. Getting a datapad into a high-security prison had always been impractical.

      
        
        Download in progress. Please wait. Estimated download time seventeen minutes.

      

      

      That was longer than she’d hoped but far shorter than she’d worried. She didn’t know if she was getting every last file associated with the facility, but there should be enough data for Abigail to find a new lead.

      Mia glanced up at the clock. It had taken her fifteen long minutes to find the room. Assuming she could get back as quickly, that gave her a good margin to make it back to the train without taking any stupid risks.

      She paced back and forth, arms folded, wondering what details she’d find in the data. Learning that her father was genetically modified led to other questions, and she wondered if that had anything to do with why she had no listed mother. From what King said, women weren’t part of the program. Maybe her father had been forced to procreate with a government-chosen mate as a continuation of the experiment.

      Mia stopped and ground her teeth. That didn’t make sense. Her father had worked for the KCAP in some capacity up until his death. They knew who and where she was and had sent Valerie Kalan to deliver the news of his death. Whatever else had happened, they hadn’t cared about Mia until she poked her nose into their business, and even then, not enough to stop her from getting into Top Gun.

      That implied they didn’t know she was different and special. She might have blown her anonymity with her Black Ice visit, though. That didn’t bode well for the future, but she couldn’t consider that in the middle of her current mission.

      The progress number increased with the passing minutes, though the slowness frustrated Mia. She kept glancing at the door, expecting guards to rush in. After all her effort and all her trouble at Black Ice, she’d made it to the facility to grab the data. Failing now would be a stab to the heart.

      She smiled and tears threatened to well up. All the stress that piled on her since her flaring was worth it. She’d get her truth and then her revenge. Her father’s death wouldn’t remain an anonymous hidden piece of data filed away in a secret government vault.

      Heavy footsteps ran by outside the closed door. A shout sounded, followed by another, though she couldn’t make them out with the door muffling them.

      Mia grimaced and drew a shiv. She needed two more minutes. She’d fight her way out and to the wastelands outside if she had to, as long as she brought the dataspike. To her relief, the footfalls continued past her door and receded into the distance, along with the shouts.

      The download completed. She pulled out the dataspike, thinking of all the answers on it, and tucked it into a hidden pocket in her coat. The mission wouldn’t be over until she escaped the facility. It was no time to get complacent.

      Mia put her ear to the door. She heard nothing on the other side, so she opened it and hurried out, heading back the way she’d come.

      Something had caused a commotion. She assumed it was King. With luck, the medical section was far from the records.

      She slowed, unsure of herself. King might need help. Their new alliance might be temporary, but leaving him behind in the facility didn’t sit well with her. She couldn’t be sure if he’d been caught, though.

      Mia hissed in frustration before continuing forward. She’d wait for him at the train and decide her next move when the time ticked closer to the train departure deadline.

      Shouts and heavy footsteps sounded from all around her when she arrived at an intersection. Armored, helmeted guards with rail rifles boiled around the corner on both sides, all pointing their weapons at her.

      The presence of the exact weapon she’d predicted amused her. The danger quashed that almost immediately as she tried to judge her tactical options. Panic was for amateurs, and she was not an amateur.

      “Drop the knife,” shouted a guard. “Or we drop you.”

      A handful of guards, even armed guards, would be vulnerable to her. Unfortunately, they’d thrown over twenty at her, all fully armored and armed. She wondered if she’d been the one who’d alerted their security and not King.

      Her gaze cut back and forth. She tried to visualize a run at a guard and the likely shot vectors of the others.

      Mia let the knife clatter to the ground. They didn’t shoot her on sight. That had to mean something. She could survive an interrogation, and it might put her in a better position to escape later without having twenty rifles pointed straight at her.

      “Take off the coat,” barked the guard.

      Mia slipped the coat off. The shivs inside rattled as they hit the ground.

      “Hands behind you,” the guard ordered.

      Mia complied. They slapped restraints on her and shoved her down the hallway.

      “Resist and die.”

      Mia nodded but didn’t say anything. She wasn’t sure if the warden’s first rule applied to this place. She hoped King was doing better than her.
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        * * *

      

      Mia expected to be taken to a cell or an interrogation room. Instead, she was brought to what appeared to be an operating theater, complete with a medical bed and life support equipment off to the side. A rolling stand with a tray filled with medical probes and instruments stood beside the bed.

      A gray-haired man wearing a lab coat stood near the bed, examining a datapad. He looked up when a guard shoved Mia inside. Two guards entered with her, both slinging their rifles over their shoulders and drawing pain batons. They stopped right behind her.

      “I am Dr. Icaryus,” the man in the lab coat greeted her. “I admit to slight disappointment that you were captured. That must be measured against my surprise that you made it this far, so I suppose in balance all things are equal, Miss Verick.”

      “How do you know who I am?” Mia didn’t care about rules about being spoken to. She was in a black-site experimental medical facility. Speaking was way down the risk list.

      He scoffed. “To be honest, I’d been expecting this once your DNA was flagged in the prison system. Once the breach in the facility was detected, I knew it was you. The timing was too perfect otherwise.”

      “I wouldn’t have let them take my blood if I’d known,” Mia replied.

      “Of course not. But it’s hard to be a prisoner and control everything without exposing your abilities. I’m sure that’s what you were thinking.”

      “Think what you want.”

      The doctor clucked his tongue. “Yet those incompetents at that glorified dungeon suggested you’d died in an avalanche, one involving you fighting another of this facility’s creations.” He shook his head. “As if any creation of mine would succumb so easily to such a mundane death. That earlier program failure haunts that place after so many years, and you’re far from the same mistake as him.”

      Mia didn’t think dying in an avalanche qualified as a mundane death. She was more annoyed by something else he’d said.

      “I’m not your creation,” Mia spat. “I never heard of you.”

      “Of course you haven’t. And consider me your indirect creator. All of this is a problem because our analysis indicates you have a large amount of untapped potential.” He set the datapad on the tray. “But I’m more curious about your father and origins. I want to know who you really are, not what the records tell me about Mia Verick. Tell me about yourself. I’m ever so curious. How did you come to be?”

      Mia looked away. She didn’t want to tell the bastard anything. She’d assumed he knew everything about her. The way he was talking proved he didn’t. That meant she held an advantage over him despite being a prisoner.

      Dr. Icaryus stood in front of her, his hands behind his back. “It’s inevitable that I’ll find out the complete truth. The body can’t lie. Now that I have you here, I can conduct proper tests with competent staff rather than relying on those dungeon fools. For expediency’s sake, I’d appreciate you sharing that information with me. It’ll help everything move along much faster.”

      “I’m not going to cooperate with a monster like you.” Mia bared her teeth. “I barely know you, and I can already tell I despise you.”

      “A monster?” He raised an eyebrow. “I’m not a monster. I’m a scientist, and my curiosity must be satisfied for the good of humanity. Don’t you agree we should do what’s best for the good of humanity?”

      “I don’t trust you to know what’s best for humanity.”

      Dr. Icaryus snapped his fingers and motioned to the bed. Mia noticed the straps for the first time.

      “Get her in there,” he instructed the guards. “And send someone in to take samples.” He smiled at Mia. “We’ll have an ever so interesting time exploring to find out what you really are.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIXTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Different voices overlapped. Man. Woman. Mia’s vision blurred together. It was hard to make anything out. When she opened her eyes, everything was too bright.

      Her arms and legs hurt. She’d lost track of time. Had it been minutes? Hours? Days? She wasn’t sure.

      She slid in and out of consciousness. Sometimes she woke to someone injecting her with something directly or through an IV. Sometimes they took blood samples or ran scanners over her. Other times she’d wake to an empty room. It didn’t matter what was there. She couldn’t stay awake long.

      Meals. She remembered them being offered, and she’d refused them twice. It didn’t help. They ran a line into her to feed her nutrition directly. It joined the web of other IVs pumping fluids into her. They’d injected her with countless substances and taken so much blood from her she was surprised she was alive.

      The doctor didn’t want to kill her. That much was obvious. It would have been easy to shoot her in the back of the head.

      What he wanted was much, much worse. King had warned her about these people, and now she was seeing them close-up in action as they prepared to tamper with her body just as they’d tampered with King’s and her father’s.

      Focusing on her father cleared Mia’s mind for brief moments. She’d honor him by defying Icaryus to the end. The problem was that every time she could think for a second without the world spinning around her, she felt weaker. She hated to admit it, but she was losing the war.

      Strapped onto the bed and drugged constantly, she couldn’t think long enough to come up with a coherent plan. No one knew she was there but King, and he had no reason to come back for her. She was the one who’d screwed up and gotten caught.

      They weren’t friends and they had tried to kill each other recently. They were allies of convenience, and it was no longer convenient.

      This couldn’t continue. It was like with King and his injuries. Mia might be special, but she wasn’t supernatural. She was wearing down. Her glance traveled to her coat lying in the corner. It was one of the only focusing aids available.

      They’d taken the knives but left the coat, as if mocking her. From what she knew, they hadn’t found the dataspike. That made sense. They’d given no indication they knew she’d infiltrated the facility.

      The mission wasn’t a failure as long as she could escape with the dataspike. An opportunity would present itself. She just had to take it.

      With a light knock on the door, Dr. Icaryus entered. He wore a cheerful smile. “Hello again.”

      Mia forced her head up to glare at him. She hated his cheerful and friendly demeanor. He acted like keeping her a prisoner and drugging her was doing her a favor. She couldn’t wait to get her hands around his throat and squeeze the life out of the bastard.

      He shook a finger. “You look so unpleasant most of the time. I’m only trying to help you.”

      “This is helping me?” she croaked.

      “Yes. More than you know. No one else in the KCAP can help you like I can, but to help you, you need to help me.”

      “I’d suggest an experiment. Throw yourself in front of the train and see if you can survive.”

      The doctor raised an eyebrow. “That wasn’t nice. Well, anyway, I’ve looked up your records, Miss Verick. The problem is they lead to dead ends and what I suspect are many altered records. Someone was very rude and went through trouble, I suspect to hide things from me. And I think some of those people are the very people who allegedly support my research. It’s greed.” He offered her a sad look. “It strikes at the heart of KCAP. It’ll be the death of it someday. I’ll admit I don’t mind taking advantage of it when it helps science, but that doesn’t make it any less disappointing to encounter.”

      “Too bad for you,” Mia managed.

      “But I’m a man of great potential, and the universe provides when a man of great potential is in need.” He spread out his arms. “Don’t you see? It’s provided you. We’re ever so close to unlocking your true potential. If you would cooperate, it wouldn’t take as long, as I’d better know how to target your treatments. Don’t you want to reach your full potential?”

      Mia shook her head. “Not if it involves making you happy. Let me out of these restraints, and I’ll show you how cooperative I can be. You can test my abilities that way. It’ll be fun.”

      He clucked his tongue. “Now, now, Miss Verick. I, better than anyone, know how lethal you are. There’d be no point to all my research if you weren’t. Of course, it goes beyond that, but clear and easily demonstrable modifications are the best way to push my overall research forward.” He considered for a moment. “That’s all a bit much to say that while I’m excited and enthusiastic about our work together, I’m not a fool nor do I harbor a death wish.”

      “You don’t care that I hate you?” Mia asked.

      “Of course not. As long as I can improve you, I don’t care what you feel or think. I suspect you’ll come to appreciate me as you grow older, but the thought doesn’t bother me.” He waved a hand. “No matter. I understand intransigence is inherent to your personality, and no scientific endeavor succeeds without at least some inefficiency. Fortunately, I’ve managed to narrow the possibilities down with my additional testing and initial experiments. Among other things, I’ve established that you’re descended from the first batch, though tampering not under my supervision must have been performed.”

      “Tampering?” As much as she hated the doctor, she still wanted information about her father’s past. Her own past might illuminate that. Asking a question wasn’t the same thing as cooperating with the scientist, though she cursed the curiosity in her voice.

      “Yes. Tampering.” He frowned, the first time he’d shown that expression rather than an infuriating smile. “Typically, the level of modification your father went through makes reproduction with normal humans impossible, and an extreme level of modification was required for the process to hold. I know it had to be a normal female. Direct modification of female subjects led to unfortunate results. Non-viable samples. Despite our best efforts, we couldn’t come up with a solution to the protein duplication and degradation problem. You have to understand our modifications rely on disruption of the hyperactivation of normal pathways, but the overall regulatory framework has proven elusive. This is both a science and an art, which is why it was useful to have good starting samples, like your father.”

      “I thought you didn’t know who my father was,” Mia muttered.

      “I’m closing in on that.” He shrugged. “It’s like they used to say. The blood will tell. What’s more interesting to me is you. Both your simple existence and the lack of trait decay. From what I believed, even if someone like you was possible, you should have inherited watered-down versions of your parental enhancements. It’s been a disappointing limitation of my research, even if some of my sponsors think it’s a useful one for control. But I think a particular combination of paternal and maternal genetics made it work in this case.”

      Mia looked away. This wasn’t useless information.

      “That is what complicates things,” Dr. Icaryus continued. “Because I can’t isolate the exact member of the first batch who was your parent. The listed name of your father leads me nowhere, which means he changed his name, or someone else did it for him.” He let out a melodramatic sigh. “And I don’t have the contacts I once did. Not everyone understands the necessity of my work, but it doesn’t matter.”

      “Sounds like it does,” Mia noted. “You’ve spent a bunch of time complaining about wanting me to tell you more.”

      “I have, but it doesn’t really matter because now that I have a better understanding of the regulatory framework of your genes, I know where to initiate the upgrades I’ve developed since that first batch.”

      “And that’s not what you’ve been doing this entire time?”

      The doctor shook his head. “No, no, no. Tests. Probes. Experiments. No true upgrades.” His breath caught. “Are you ready to cooperate now that you understand I’ll make you live up to your full potential?”

      This was the first time in a long time Mia had been able to think so coherently for so long. The doctor must have wanted it that way. She spat but her restrained angle made it impossible to hit him. “I’ll die before I cooperate.”

      “That would be inconvenient.” The doctor gestured to a nearby tray. Mia vaguely remembered a staffer bringing it earlier, though she’d thought it was a hallucination at the time.

      Dr. Icaryus picked up a syringe with a smile. “We will unlock all you can be. It will be glorious.” He pulled up her sleeve and shoved the injector into her arm. “You will be my crowning achievement. Something far more spectacular than the primitive samples I’d dealt with in the past, including your own father.”

      “Don’t talk about my father, you bastard,” Mia ground out.

      “All children should want to surpass their parents. Are you saying you don’t want to be better than your father?”

      “I’ll do one better than my father. I’ll kill you on my way out of this place.”

      “An interesting idea,” he conceded. “But I’m doubtful of its success.”

      The door opened and a red-faced guard holding a rifle stepped inside. “Sir. You weren’t answering your datapad.”

      “Because I muted all my comms, which I informed everyone of before coming to check on the sample.” The doctor gave the guard a blasé look. “I also recall I told security not to bother me until I was finished with the procedure. Don’t you understand? I’m on the verge of a scientific miracle, and everyone’s bothering me with the most mundane and irrelevant problems. Whatever you’re about to say can’t possibly be more important than what I’m about to do.”

      Mia stared at the guard. Panicked security could only mean one thing: another intrusion.

      Someone might have come to save her. The facility had been there for decades, and although it was unclear how much of it was sanctioned, she doubted the government was going to show up and save her.

      “I’m sorry, sir, but there’s an intruder,” the guard reported.

      Mia smiled. Icaryus’ arrogance would cost him. She’d get to deliver on her promise to kill him sooner than she’d planned. Part of her revenge would be against the monster who’d experimented on her father.

      “I’m sure you’re far more capable of handling an intruder than me,” Dr. Icaryus told the guard. “So handle it. Use lethal force. Now that I have this subject, I don’t care about others who might have returned. Ensure I’m not bothered until I’m finished with the procedure.”

      “Yes, sir.” The guard hurried out and closed the door.

      Dr. Icaryus picked up another syringe and injected Mia. Other than the coolness of the solution, she didn’t feel anything unusual.

      “Can you believe these fools?” He tsked. “Everyone has been trying to block my research my entire career. Not a single one of them truly understands. All they see are tools for their use. They don’t understand how we’re changing the paradigm of what it means to be human.”

      “Someone is coming,” Mia stated. “And they’re going to kill you.”

      “I’ve lived a long time. I think I’ll be fine. Besides, the important thing now isn’t me. It’s you.” The doctor chose another syringe. “We have to be careful, you know. Administering too much could have adverse effects, even when I’ve done as much as I have to keep things balanced.”

      “Adverse effects? What are you planning to do to me?”

      Mia didn’t want to satisfy his ego too much, but keeping him talking gave the intruder more time to make it to her. She couldn’t be sure they were there for her, but the timing was too lucky to ignore.

      He looked offended. “I plan to make you better. If this is successful, then you will achieve your true potential.”

      “And if you screw up? Give me too much, or you’ve got your formulations off?”

      “Cellular damage. Mitochondrial failure. Psychotic breakdown. Among other interesting side-effects. Don’t worry too much, though. We learn even from failures. I want this to succeed, but I’m monitoring you in every way possible. This will advance science one way or another.” He chuckled. “It’s painful. All our knowledge and progress, yet humanity still can’t reshape our forms at will. What good is science if we can’t control the most fundamental aspects of our existence? That’s not science. That’s children playing and pretending they know something about the world.”

      Mia turned away. She was through talking to this madman. He obviously had a god complex and wanted her to appreciate his work.

      Her veins burned after the next injection. She ground her teeth, calling on all her self-control not to cry out. She wouldn’t let the bastard see her pain.

      “I don’t even care if people know that I’m responsible in the future,” the doctor mentioned, picking up yet another syringe. “I’m content knowing that I’ve advanced our species, pushing it into something far greater than it has been.” He jammed the needle into her burning arm. “That’s not to say I’ll tolerate the foolish and backward parasites that would try and stop my work for pointless reasons. Money. And the so-called morals and ethics. Nothing but pablum for backward fools who won’t face the future.” He leaned over to look her in the eyes. “Do you think that if I were more famous, I wouldn’t have to be so careful? I’d not considered the possibility.”

      Mia glared at him and kept her mouth shut.

      “It’s something to think about,” he continued.

      The doctor kept up the injections, rattling on with his self-serving blather. Mia kept quiet, trying to ignore the spreading pain, trying hard not to bite her tongue.

      Pain shot through her eyes to the back of her head. Her heartbeat and the doctor’s pounded like huge drums set right next to her ears. She could have sworn she could hear other organs sliding and pulsating.

      The modest light above her overwhelmed her eyes, turning into a searing sun that threatened to burn out her retinas. She squeezed her eyes shut and cried out.

      “Yes!” shouted Dr. Icaryus. “Something is happening. Isn’t it? Tell me everything. You must tell me. My instruments and probes will capture the data, but they can’t capture the subjective experience of what we’re unlocking. Tell me!”

      “Screw…you,” Mia managed. “I’ll kill you.”

      “You’ll appreciate that I’ve unlocked your potential. Someday. I don’t care if it’s long after I’m gone. But you will.”

      Mia screamed. Her stomach churned as aromas overwhelmed her nostrils. She managed to open her eyes. The brightness retreated, but now she couldn’t help but focus on the tiny bits of food in the doctor’s mouth left over from his lunch and perfuming his breath. The smallest molecules of scent tickled her nose. She could pick out the individual ingredients.

      The olfactory barrage ended, and the blinding light returned, this time paired with an overwhelming pressure on her arms and legs from the straps. Her IV lines throbbed. Every tiny imperfection of her restraints filled her mind. The flow of fluid into her veins vibrated up her entire body.

      Time turned wobbly, twisted. Moments compressed or stretched out. She could follow every millisecond of the doctor’s next injection, aware and focused the entire time.

      Everything was wrong and off, but she could also process it all. They didn’t feel like hallucinations.

      Shouts and screams assaulted her ears. The crack of gunfire. Thuds. A familiar metallic smell overwhelmed her. Blood. Lots of blood.

      The doctor was down to three final injections. His smile had grown the entire time. When he spoke, the tempo and pitch shifted at random. A word would stretch out, but then a sentence would flow together too fast to understand.

      “I can’t wait to run the tests,” Dr. Icaryus whispered, beaming. “I’m disappointed that you refuse to share your commentary, but I can see it in your eyes and the way you’re reacting. Everything’s working perfectly. Beyond perfectly.” When the door opened, he didn’t turn around. “You’re really starting to annoy me. I told you to handle it. I’m in the middle of a… Oh my.”

      A low growl vibrated Mia’s entire body. She peered around to see the blood-soaked King duck his head and enter the room.

      Hands shaking, with the first hint of panic on his face, the doctor grabbed two syringes and shoved them in Mia’s arm. “Charlie? I’ve tolerated your intrusions throughout the years because you never took anything that I couldn’t easily replace, but this is going too far.”

      “Let her go,” King demanded. “You didn’t let me in.”

      “That doesn’t mean I didn’t know when you came.” The doctor shook his head. “You’re a failure, admittedly, but even failures can help us learn useful information for future advancements. That’s why I’ve allowed your continued existence.” He grabbed the last syringe and injected it directly into Mia’s neck. “And you’re damaging this perfect moment. Another failure.”

      Her muscles spasmed. Her entire body shook. Lights and colors taunted her in a kaleidoscopic torment. Time and space ripped apart. Sounds, colors, and sensations all rammed together.

      The doctor became a multi-hued outline. He backed away, his hands clasped together. “I did it! I did it! A failure in the same room as my ultimate success. All the time and effort was worth it.”

      Mia’s body convulsed. Waves of anger ripped out of nowhere, washing away the confusion. Her limbs thrashed hard against the restraints, straining her muscles and bones. She flexed so hard that her IV lines popped out.

      “Oh,” the doctor commented. “This is interesting.”

      With a bestial roar, Mia snapped the restraints and leapt out of the bed, landing on one knee. The colors danced together, reds and yellows and greens washing over her. The huge target in front of her, one that she’d called King so long ago, needed to be destroyed.

      She sprang forward and smashed her fist into his face before he could respond. He grunted and stumbled back. Mia landed blow after blow, screaming the entire time.

      “Yes!” shouted Dr. Icaryus. “A field experiment already!”

      Mia leapt into the air and delivered a spinning kick that hit King’s chest with a loud crunch. The massive man flew backward, smashing into the wall with a grunt.

      He growled. “Don’t make me hurt you, girl.”

      Mia charged him again, bobbing and weaving to avoid his attempt to grab her. His every move was slow and telegraphed, as if he were moving through thick molasses. She smashed his chin with an uppercut and knocked him down. She screamed again, lifted the bed over her head, and smashed it in half over King.

      Every synapse was firing with rage and the joy of violent release.

      King, unfazed, flung a chair her way. She sidestepped it. He lunged toward her, and she met him with an elbow to the head before spinning around him to kick the back of his knees.

      She grabbed the metal tray that had been holding the syringes and battered the back of his head until she’d pounded out a rough shape coated with slick blood. He threw a punch with a roar.

      Mia bent back at her knees and easily avoided the punch. King’s fist left a huge dent in the reinforced wall.

      She jumped onto the wall and bounced off, crashing into King’s neck with her outstretched arm. He headbutted her and grabbed both her arms before turning and smashing her against the hard tile. Pain jolted through her body, but it felt like a distant sensation, like something happening to someone else.

      Mia screeched and thrashed, trying to throw off King. The rage needed to be fed. He pinned her arms with his hands and her legs with his knees. She bucked, almost throwing him off despite their massive weight difference.

      “I don’t want to kill you,” King shouted. “I’m not your enemy. He’s the enemy.”

      Mia bucked more. Blood dripped from cuts on King’s head into her face. The joyful rage waned. Her senses grew more restrained.

      She took slow, deep breaths and stopped fighting King, blinking. “W-what the hell just happened?”

      “He pushed too hard, too fast. He always does.” King hesitated and then stood, nodding toward the open door. “And he got away in the fight.”

      Mia jerked her head toward the open door. “The bastard. I thought he’d stick around, the way he was talking.”

      “He thinks he’s a god, but he knows that we can make gods bleed.” King frowned. “We need to leave. He was more prepared than I understood. They’ll kill us if they can’t capture us again.”

      Mia sprinted to her coat, searching for the hidden pocket. She tore it open and found the dataspike and shoved it into her pants pocket before slipping on the coat. “I came here for data, and I got that, but I can’t let them have the data on me.”

      Her gaze cut to a datapad on the ground. The doctor must have left it in his panic.

      She grabbed the datapad. “I need a few minutes. Debbie taught me a deletion process I can use on KCAP governmental servers. It’ll really mess with their systems.”

      King growled. “We don’t have time.”

      A guard rushed in with a pain baton. King threw an arm and took the blow before grabbing the guard by the neck and throwing him across the room where he landed headfirst. His helmet stopped his head from caving in but not his neck from snapping.

      “I won’t let the bastard win.” Mia’s fingers flew over the datapad. “Not when I’ve made it this far. I want him to feel real pain. I want him to suffer.”

      The world wavered around her. Bile rose in the back of her throat. She ignored her sensations and continued entering the commands.

      King brained two new guards with their own rifles before knocking a third unconscious with the body of another guard.

      
        
        Initiating process…

      

      

      Mia dropped to her knees and threw up. She tried to stand but fell backward, the world darkening around her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      The touch of light and the cold wind on her eyelids made Mia open her eyes. She blinked, trying to process what she was seeing. An endless expanse of white stretched out in every direction, interrupted by the occasional hill or mountain.

      That made sense. But the entire world was moving up and down. That made less sense.

      She blinked her eyes again. No, the world wasn’t moving. She was.

      Mia looked down. She was slung over King’s shoulder as he marched through the bleak surface of the planet. The tunnel and the facility were nowhere in sight.

      “I’m awake,” she announced. She sucked in a breath, enjoying the cleansing coolness of the air. “You can set me down.”

      King set Mia on her feet. “How are you feeling?”

      “Okay, much better. Less homicidal.”

      He shook his head. “I meant in general.”

      “Great. Best I’ve felt in a while. What happened? I don’t remember much after my hack.”

      “You blacked out and were unresponsive for a few hours, your body almost corpselike.” He pointed to his ears. “If I didn’t have enhanced senses, I would have thought you were dead. Your heart was barely beating.”

      “And we managed to get out of there with me like that?” Mia asked.

      King grunted. “I started a fire as a distraction. It wasn’t enough to destroy the place, and now I know it’ll be hard for me to go back. I’ll have to be more careful in the future.”

      “Thank you,” Mia offered. “I know you didn’t have to rescue me, and I know you didn’t have to save me after I lost my mind and tried to kill you.”

      “I’ve seen similar rages before. I knew it would pass.”

      “And if it hadn’t?”

      “Then I would have put you out of your misery.”

      “I wouldn’t blame you,” she admitted. “I never expected any of that to happen. It was supposed to be an in and out intel gathering op.”

      Mia’s breath caught. She reached into her pocket and felt around until she felt the cool smoothness of the dataspike. “It’s there.”

      “What’s there?” King asked.

      “The dataspike with downloads of encrypted files from the facility. It was all worthwhile. I got what I needed.” She smiled. “I’ll be able to keep investigating my father.”

      King gave her an odd look. “And getting your revenge?”

      “Yes. Now I have a better idea of the type of people I’m dealing with. I know they need to be punished.”

      “You sound so sure,” King replied. “But what will you do now? You go back to Black Ice, they’ll just send you back to the facility, or they’ll move you to another one where he can continue his work.”

      Mia shook her head. “When I was crashing their system, I noticed the date and time. I’d lost track of it with the avalanche and everything that came after.”

      “How does that help?” King’s brow scrunched up. “Dates and times mean little here.”

      “They mean little to you because you’re not serving a prison sentence,” Mia agreed. “That date confirmed my sentence is almost up. All I need to do is show back up when the shuttle arrives and board it. I doubt the warden is going to make a big deal about it because it would raise too many questions and draw all sorts of attention nobody wants to this place, and if it’s the same guys who dropped me off, they’ll have less reason to want to keep me there.”

      “And what if it doesn’t work?” King asked.

      “Then I’ll fight.” Mia rubbed her sore arm. “Whatever that bastard did to me made me able to take you on. With that power, I could cut through the guards like nothing.”

      “That means you’ll be a convict who murdered guards,” King pointed out.

      “I’m placing my hope in the first plan,” Mia said wryly. “I’m making it clear I’m not going back under that doctor’s attention unless it’s to kill him.”

      “It’s better than no plan, but…you should consider alternatives.”

      “Like what?”

      “You could stay with me,” King suggested. “We’re kindred. And you know I can smell the bad ones. You should understand that by now. We will only feast on the bad ones. We’ll serve by hunting.”

      Mia grimaced and shook her head. “I’ll take a hard pass on that. Instead, I’m going to get out of here if I have to march halfway across the planet and steal a shuttle. Then I’m going to come back and save you from this place.”

      King let out a low chuckle. It didn’t sound convincing with all the injuries on his face. “I appreciate the offer, but I’m not sure if the universe is ready for me, or I’m ready for it.”

      Mia thought back to the facility. She recalled so many strange memories and sensations that it was hard to sort it all out. All she knew for certain was that they weren’t hallucinations, not in the normal sense of the word. She hadn’t been seeing false images. Her senses had been enhanced beyond normal human ability, however briefly.

      “Did he call you Charlie?” she asked. “I thought he did, but I’m not sure.”

      “Yes, that was my original name, Charles, but everyone called me Charlie. I like it more than King, but I’d…” King blinked, thinking, but didn’t finish.

      “You’d what? You can tell me.”

      “I’d almost forgotten it,” he admitted. “I’ve been alone for so long here. I lived on the rage, anger, and hunger. You could say I stopped being a human and became the monster the prisoners say I am. Charlie was a name of a man. Maybe I don’t deserve the name of a man.”

      “Then I’ll call you Charlie.” Mia smiled. “You might look a little different, but you’re far more of a normal human than most of those assholes in that prison.”

      “Thank you, Mia.” Charlie bowed his head. “It’s good to hear my name spoken by someone other than that doctor.”

      Mia squinted into the distance. “Now I’ve got my escape and exfil plan, but it’ll work best if I show up at the last minute when I know the shuttle is coming. If I go too early, there’s too great a chance of the warden pulling something.”

      “And you don’t think the doctor will look for you there?” Charlie asked.

      Mia considered. “No. Under normal circumstances, this plan makes no tactical sense. I’ll be heading into an enemy stronghold with little understanding of total enemy strength and equipment. I don’t look like you, so Icaryus has no reason to suspect I won’t try and leave the planet another way.”

      “And you don’t think he has the power to make those coming for you give you to him?”

      “He might, but they won’t.” Mia thought about the regretful MP. “Because the men who dropped me off were sure it was a mistake and an injustice. I don’t want to spread the story of what happened here until I have time to engage with my intel, but the doctor has to realize if he reaches out to soldiers who aren’t his direct subordinates, he’s risking exposure. Right now, it’s in both of our interests to let me go. I just have to convince the warden of that.”

      Charlie didn’t look convinced. “You’re assuming much will go your way.”

      “It’s the best plan I can come up with on short notice, and the first part is easy. All we have to do is kill time for a few days.”

      Charlie reached underneath his ragged coat and pulled out a loaf of bread. “You’ll have to eat something, then, and I know you won’t partake in what I’d suggest.”

      She accepted the bread. “We should move closer to Black Ice. There is a tunnel there that leads into the prison. With your help, I should be able to find it.”

      “You’re sure? I won’t be able to help you escape again once you’re inside. And why not just go to the shuttle?”

      Mia sighed. “That’s the problem. They’ll take me away, but I have a life I’m supposed to return to after this. I need to make sure I’m trying to play at going through the right channels, or I’ll never get that back. I’ll find a way to come back here and help you. When you’re ready I’ll take you away from this place.”

      “I don’t think I’ll ever be ready to leave, but I wouldn’t mind talking with you again. You’re a strange girl.”

      Mia laughed. “You’re the last person I want to hear that from.”
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        * * *

      

      She crouched near the ground, feigning nonchalance. “We’re being followed. I should have known I wouldn’t be able to wait out the last few days without trouble.”

      “You just noticed?” Charlie sounded disappointed.

      “I wanted to be sure,” Mia answered. “And they’re good at using the terrain. I’m assuming it must be local scavengers. I can’t imagine facility guards being that good at hiding out here.”

      Charlie sniffed at the air. “It’s them. I know their scents.”

      The bulk of their first day together had been a trek across the harsh surface of Ice at a meandering pace. Now, at the end of that day, a new threat had appeared.

      “Move away,” she instructed Charlie.

      “Why?” he growled. “They fear me. They don’t fear you yet. They will attack if I leave.”

      “Because I need to test what I am now,” Mia explained. “And that means trying to use the same abilities I had when I attacked you.”

      Charlie nodded slowly. “Catch up with me when you’re done.”

      Mia nodded. She knelt and watched him trudge off into the distance, concentrating on the furtive whispers and crunching snow carried on the wind.

      She had no idea if she could call on all the same abilities. Everything the doctor had said suggested she could. When she’d attacked Charlie, the overwhelming sensory overload had retreated to something more manageable, but she was still processing her environment unlike she ever had before.

      Mia rose when she sensed her tails close and turned to find a pack of scavengers. They all carried shivs and were spreading out. One set down a bag.

      “What’s in there?” Mia gestured to the bag. “A head of a fallen enemy?”

      “No.” The scavenger blinked, taken aback by the question. “Food.”

      Mia looked between the scavengers. Her experiences in the tunnel and during arrival left her believing most scavengers were failed, half-insane creatures. On some level, she had known that couldn’t be true. They couldn’t have survived if they were all like that.

      “I’ll take that, then,” Mia proclaimed. “I need food.”

      The scavenger stared at her. “We didn’t understand what we were seeing. You were walking with the monster, and he wasn’t attacking. You have the magic to control him. I’ve heard rumors of this.”

      “All the more reason to give me the bag.” Mia pulled out her shiv. “Because if you try and attack me, you’ll die.”

      She wasn’t sure whether she would just jump them or not, but she wanted to give them a chance to surrender. Whatever else she’d done and become, she didn’t want to kill men who were just trying to survive, not trying to murder her.

      “Your pet monster’s not here now, little girl.” The scavenger licked his lips. “You got clothes and your fancy prison coat. You got blades. What else you got in there?”

      “Nothing for you.”

      “You’re gonna give us that, and then you’re gonna be our pet. If you talk back, we’ll cut out your tongue. And that’s the nicest thing we’ll do. You understand?”

      “No.” Mia glared at him. “You attack me, you die. You have no chance of defeating me with those weapons. I guarantee that. Consider this your final warning.”

      He motioned with his knife. “Okay, we’re cutting your tongue out right away. Maybe some fingers too. You don’t need those to walk.”

      Mia concentrated on recalling the sensations following the injection. The scavengers’ heartbeats pounded in her ears. Their stench filled her nostrils. They took a slow step forward.

      No. They were running. It was just her brain accelerating.

      She burst toward them, lifting her knife. Her blade became a blur and blood sprayed everywhere. Her kick shattered a man’s face before she caved his skull in with her knee.

      Sunlight glinted off her shiv as she sliced through her enemies. Time sped up again, leaving her with the scavenger who’d threatened her bleeding out with her knee on his throat.

      “I warned you,” Mia growled. “I told you not to attack me. I would have let you go even if you didn’t give me the food. But you couldn’t control yourself.”

      “What…are…you?”

      Mia leaned close, her eyes wide. “Something worse than CK.”

      The man groaned. His head lolled to the side.

      “Good.” Mia hopped up and grabbed his bag. “This wasn’t all totally worthless. Don’t worry, Doctor Icaryus. I’ll use these abilities to find you someday and kill you.”
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        * * *

      

      Mia opened her eyes. After the initial scavenger encounter, the time surviving with Charlie passed quickly and flowed together. They survived off the food she’d taken from hostile scavengers along the way, allowing the more cautious to flee. Charlie, in deference to her sensibilities, didn’t partake in his normal diet. She appreciated it.

      Mia was less interested in food than what she’d learned about her new abilities. After returning to the mountains near Black Ice, they’d holed up in one of Charlie’s many caves, and she felt the darkness coming again for the third time since her new abilities had manifested.

      She awakened to Charlie watching her from the corner of the cave with a look of concern.

      “It only took an hour this time,” he reported.

      “This proves it,” Mia surmised. “My new abilities come with a cost. It seems like every three days I’m going to lose a few hours if I use them normally, or an hour or so, if I cycle in and out of my hyper-state.” Mia nodded. “Recovery stasis. It’s not so bad with you at my back, but once I leave this place, I’m going to have to learn to control it better. It’s a pretty significant weakness. I’ll be a sitting duck. I’ll experiment with it more when I’m in a controlled setting.”

      Charlie shook his head. “I wish I could help you, but it’s not like that for me. My enhanced senses don’t work like yours. Time stays the same for me, as does my strength.”

      “I don’t know all the details,” Mia admitted. “Some of it is enhanced neural processing speed, different parts of the brain working together. That’s what I guess. I don’t think I’m stronger so much as maximizing the efficiency of my motor neurons in my muscles to deliver the most force possible. Like getting ninety-nine percent out of my muscles when I could only get eighty percent before. They’re all useful abilities.”

      For a moment, Mia wondered if her future was over. She didn’t know how much the KCAP directly supported the doctor’s work. She might be recalled from Top Gun so they could perform experiments on her.

      She needed to be ready when that time came. She would train herself and master her new abilities. Getting off the planet came first, though. Ice wasn’t a place she could survive long unless she wanted to follow Charlie’s path.

      “The shuttle’s coming tomorrow,” Mia stated. “I’ll need to reenter the main prison tonight.”

      “And you’re sure?” Charlie asked.

      “No battle plan survives contact with the enemy. I can’t be sure of anything anymore other than there are many people out there I need to have talks with, and they aren’t going to like what I have to say.”

      “I’ll see you back to Black Ice, but not off,” Charlie promised.

      “You’ve helped my mission and saved my life. I can’t ask for anything more.”
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        * * *

      

      Mia approached the exit to the tunnel leading to the smelter level. She’d only stepped briefly outside when performing her Rat Catcher duties, but it was enough that she recognized the area and Charlie could lead her there using his superior knowledge of the local terrain.

      “I guess this is goodbye,” Mia announced from the edge of the tunnel.

      “Be careful,” Charlie urged her. “Once you’re in there, I can’t help you.” He patted his chest. “I’ll have to be more careful about getting shot.”

      Mia nodded. She had one bit of unfinished business. She could only stir up so much trouble that day and get out of the prison. That meant she needed to use a proxy.

      “Just let me ask you one more thing.”

      “What?”

      “Do you remember scents well?” she asked. “Like individual scents?”

      Charlie nodded. “Yes.”

      “Good. And do you remember the scents of the men who started the avalanche?”

      “Yes,” Charlie growled. “I’ll never forget them. I wasn’t close enough to tell if they deserved to be saved, but I didn’t care. The anger moved me.”

      “So you can find them, just not sure if they’re good people?”

      Charlie nodded again.

      “That works,” Mia replied. “Keep them in mind. I’m sure when you get closer next time, you’ll find they don’t deserve any mercy.” She patted his arm. “And thanks. I’ll survive. I always do. It’s what my dad trained me to do, and now I know it’s what I was born to do.” She peered into the tunnel. “Time for my last gambit in the hellhole.”
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      Surprised gasps and murmurs swept the gathered prisoners as Mia strolled into the gen pop living area. Two prisoners backed away and sprinted when it looked like she might cross their path. Others pointed and whispered. One man fell to his knees and clasped his hands together.

      She spotted Raph and shot him a wicked grin. Fighting him with her new abilities would be a waste, though she yearned to beat him down again.

      The Bravo turned pale like he’d seen a ghost. He ran away, shaking his head.

      Mia was surprised. She’d beaten him down before, but she didn’t think she’d broken his will that thoroughly.

      A hefty prisoner she didn’t recognize strolled up to her. He looked her up and down, whistling in appreciation.

      “I don’t know you,” Mia noted. “Should I?”

      “Nah.” He shook his head. “I know you though, and they said you were dead. They said you fell off a mountain fighting CK and got buried by the avalanche they made to take him out.”

      Mia nodded. “That’s all true except the dead part.”

      “Did you come back to life? There were people betting you’d come back to life.”

      “Not technically, no,” Mia replied.

      The man rubbed his chin. “You dead, then? What’s that called?”

      Mia stared at him, unsure if he was mocking her. The serious look on his face suggested he believed every word leaving his mouth.

      “I’m not dead, and I didn’t come back to life. Because I didn’t die in the fight or in the avalanche.”

      He snapped his fingers. “Damn. Then I lose out in the pool. I said you would come back but be dead and still moving, you know. If CK can take bullets, why not someone who can fight ’em?” He pumped his fist. “But that means I can win the other pool.”

      “What is this? A food pool on my fate?”

      He nodded. “Yes, ma’am. Not nobody really but Gideon and his crew think you wouldn’t come back. You’d been gone long enough that they almost won. Just two more days.” He whistled. “Damn, but you’re here, and you survived out there that long. That means he’s dead. CK. That was the other pool.”

      “No such luck.” Mia turned and raised her voice so everyone could hear. “The Cannibal King lives.”

      Groans ripped through the crowd. Prisoners threw up their hands in dismay.

      “He’s…hard to kill,” Mia noted, turning back to her conversation partner. “Hey, can you do me a favor?”

      The prisoner bowed his head. “I ain’t one to piss off a woman who can survive fighting the Cannibal King and an avalanche, even if you ain’t come back from the dead.”

      “That’s smart of you. Now tell me where Gideon is. I want to ruin his day over something far worse than the bet.”
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        * * *

      

      Mia marched up to Gideon and his buddies playing dice. His eyes widened, and he jumped to his feet, pulling a knife.

      “No way,” he shouted. “No damned way. We saw you get taken out.”

      “Did you?” Mia pointed to her eyes. “The senses can be fooled. It’s all about the processing in the end.” She tapped the side of her head. “You never saw my body, now, did you? It was stupid of you to assume that you’d defeated me. Always confirm kills before claiming credit. That will avoid surprise assaults in the future.”

      Gideon shook his head. “How could you have survived? No one but CK could survive something like that, and… Oh, no.”

      She nodded. “Yes. He’s alive.”

      “You get nothing from us,” Gideon snapped. “You failed, Rat Catcher. You failed.”

      “No, I didn’t,” Mia retorted. “At least not in the way you’re thinking.” She marched toward him, showing no fear of his knife. “But there needs to be a reckoning.”

      Prisoners were shouting in excitement and motioning to the Grinders and Mia. Soon, a huge crowd surrounded them, waiting for entertainment in the form of violence.

      “Don’t threaten me, bitch.” Gideon sneered. “You’re not so special. You’re just a lucky bitch. But your luck is bound to run out.” He waved his knife. “Starting right now.”

      She scoffed. “Do you honestly think you have any chance against me? I didn’t come here to fight you, but I’m not going to stand here and let you stick me either. I wouldn’t recommend it. My abilities vastly exceed yours. My patience is thin, and to be honest, I would enjoy paying you back for your betrayal.”

      “I didn’t betray you,” Gideon insisted. “We had to take out CK.”

      More prisoners filtered in, murmuring and watching.

      “No.” Mia shook her head. “I heard the truth from Flip. You never intended for me to survive.”

      “I’ll give you two meals to one that Gideon and his boys win,” one prisoner told another.

      “Against Monster Slayer?” another man asked. He scoffed. “Make it three.”

      “That Tended bitch survived too?” Gideon stammered.

      “No, he didn’t.” Mia glared at Gideon. “I could forgive you for trying to kill me, but because of you, Flip died. That’s why there needs to be a reckoning.”

      Gideon shrugged. “He volunteered. It was your idea. He should have run when he had the chance. It’s his own damned fault. You can’t pin that on me.”

      “He died trying to warn me about you betraying me,” Mia growled. “If you had a gun and were firing at me and hit him in the crossfire, it would be your fault, asshole. Now, go ahead and attack me if you want. I will kill you. And I won’t feel guilty. But you need to ask yourself, do you think you have any chance of winning against me? I might have failed to kill CK, but he also failed to kill me. Doesn’t that make me his equal?”

      Shouts of approval burst from the crowd. They began chanting, “Monster Slayer.” Mia didn’t tear her eyes away from Gideon.

      His hand shook. He stared back for a long moment before kneeling and setting his knife on the ground. He lifted his palms. “Look, we had to do what we had to do, but you’re here, so let’s come to an agreement.” He motioned to a guards’ nest. “They let us out there again, and we’re hitting quota. No CK rampages, no scavengers. We can give you food for a while to pay you for your efforts.”

      “I don’t need your food. And I’m not the one who’s going to deliver your punishment.”

      Gideon’s face scrunched up in confusion. “CK killed that kid’s guard.”

      “I know. I’m here to give you the true warning.”

      “Don’t be like that, Rat…Monster Slayer.” Trembling, Gideon forced a toothy grin. “This place works better when everyone’s helping each other out. We can help each other out.”

      Mia shrugged. “I’m not who you have to worry about. Charlie is. He can smell when you’re a piece of shit. And I know you’re a piece of shit.”

      “Who the fuck is Charlie?” Gideon looked around. “Anyone know a Charlie? He a new guard?”

      “That Tended guy who likes to sing is coming for us?” asked another Grinder.

      “No, not him. I don’t even know who that is.” Mia shook her head. “I didn’t die in the avalanche, just like he didn’t.”

      “Wait, you mean CK is Charlie?” Gideon swallowed. “I wasn’t sure if he was dead, but he hasn’t come back since then. He’s scared now. He knows we can hurt him.”

      Mia nodded. “Yes, he hasn’t come back because he was busy with me killing scavengers and…other people who deserved it.”

      Gideon shook his head. “You’re lying. There’s no way you were around that monster without him taking you down. You’re just trying to fuck with me now.”

      “You’d be surprised what accommodations you can make when you don’t betray someone even when given an easy opportunity.” Mia pointed to her nose. “And I’m not lying. He can smell bad people. And he’s taken a liking to me, and I’ve asked him to do me a favor, so you better make peace with being dinner or plan to stay hidden in the caves with the Tended.” She pointed to a guards’ nest. “There’s got to be a guard with a taste for ugly bastards. Better start searching.” She turned with a wave. “Enjoy the short rest of your life.”

      “You’re lying!” Gideon screamed. “He’s not alive, is he? CK is dead. He’d have come back. He’d have attacked us. He’s dead and buried in the snow and rock.”

      “Keep telling yourself that. I’m sure it’ll be comforting when he kills you. Because that’s the thing. He’s not coming back to kill whatever random assholes are out there. He’s coming back for the men who tried to bury him.”

      “Then…then call him off,” Gideon sputtered. “It was your plan.”

      “He knows that,” Mia replied. “But why should I call him off?”

      “It won’t be pay,” Gideon suggested. “We’ll get you food and clothes. It’ll be like a tithe. A way of paying our respect to you and CK. So call him off.”

      Mia stopped and glanced his way. “You don’t get it. I can’t call him off, because I’m not going to be here long. You’ll have to take that up with Charlie, and he’s nowhere as nice as I am.”

      Prisoners near the edge of the crowd shouted in alarm. They began to part as a large squad of guards with pain batons advanced in tight formation toward Mia and Gideon. The lackadaisical guards manning the nests had rifles out pointing toward the prisoners on the ground.

      Mia looked around. She’d been expecting this, just not so soon.

      A guard stopped in front of Mia. “Prisoner Verick, you are to report to Warden Hadis immediately.” He held the baton right next to her cheek. “Just give us an excuse.”

      Mia didn’t move. “I’m more than happy to report to the warden. I wanted to talk to her anyway.”
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        * * *

      

      After restraining her hands, the guards escorted Mia to the staff area, following a long path to the warden’s huge office at the end of a dusty hallway. A pair of guards waited outside while two others shoved her inside.

      Warden Hadis sat behind a massive desk with her cold gaze fixed on Mia. “I don’t know which is more surprising. That you’re alive, or that you came back to the main facility.”

      Mia shrugged. “I have ways of surviving. I was trained from a young age to survive.”

      The warden stood and narrowed her eyes. “What I don’t understand is that your DT signal indicated that you didn’t leave the facility, but I have it on good authority that you did.”

      “That’s interesting.”

      “Interesting?” The warden raised an eyebrow. “Going missing for so long should mean your summary execution. And I’m leaning that way. Before I send you off to die, do you have anything you want to say in your defense?”

      Mia locked eyes with the warden. The other woman’s voice had a faint quiver, almost unnoticeable. Mia wasn’t sure if she would have noticed it before the injections. She wasn’t using her heightened abilities, but since the change, she felt more attuned to her basic senses when she concentrated.

      “If my DT says I didn’t leave the restricted zone, then you have no basis to execute me,” countered Mia. “Because I doubt you have a witness willing to officially testify that I left the restricted zone. And the fact you don’t have a good accounting for your prisoners says more about you than me. Why should I die for your mistake?”

      Warden Hadis glared at her. “You think you’re so clever, don’t you, you little maggot? You’ve been plotting against me since before you entered those doors, haven’t you? That’s the only way to explain what’s happened.”

      “My sentence is up,” Mia remarked with a shrug. “And I know you were informed by the MPs who brought me here that my arrival was likely a clerical error. I’m sure they’ve also filed reports with their superiors. If anyone’s been plotted against, it’s me. I don’t care, though. I’m leaving, and I’ll never have to see you or this place again.”

      Mia didn’t know how much pull Abigail had, but the scientist had already demonstrated government connections. Mia had to believe that influence was being wielded to Mia’s benefit even if Abigail didn’t know where she was. There were also the MP reports. People knew she was there, and they knew she didn’t belong there.

      The warden smiled thinly. “People die in Black Ice all the time. Prisoners kill prisoners. Accidents happen. People fall in the Crags.”

      “Never engage an enemy unless you’re prepared to go as far as them,” Mia advised. “Have you received permission from your benefactors to kill me? Because here’s what will happen if you kill me: first of all, you have to succeed, and I’m a person who fought the Cannibal King and survived an avalanche. Assuming you do succeed, you’ll have to explain to certain individuals why it was necessary, certain individuals who place a high value on my life and who I suspect are angry right now because of a minor incident in their facility.”

      “Leave us!” the warden shouted to the guards.

      “I don’t know if that’s—” a guard began.

      “Get out before I have you on patrol for the cannibal!”

      The guards hurried out and closed the door behind them. Mia flexed her wrists. She could take the warden down with a kick or choke her out with her thighs if necessary. None of that required her new abilities. They shouldn’t have bothered restraining her if they weren’t going to take away all her weapons.

      The warden dropped into her seat, her eyes filled with hatred. “Don’t pretend you know anything about me or this place. You’re just a little maggot wriggling around thinking she’s more important than she is.”

      “I know enough to be a pain. Fortunately for you, I don’t care. The people who need to be punished the most will be suffering soon, and I have a mission that doesn’t involve this place. But I’m not going to let you get in the way of that mission by keeping me here longer than I need to be for any reason.” She marched closer to the warden’s desk. “Do you really want an investigation of this twisted mess you call a prison? Can you imagine what would happen if they throw you in a prison after everything you’ve done? How long will you last?”

      The warden shook her head. “You can’t intimidate me. You’re just a stupid little trash prisoner who got lucky and hid for a while. Don’t pretend you’re more.”

      “The other place is too close,” Mia noted. “Questions will arise. Ask yourself a simple question: who is the most disposable? Your real bosses will slink off and feed you to the rabid dogs. I’m sure they’ve sent you messages telling you not to mess with me. They might have even told you to try and keep me here, but do you want to take that risk? It’s better just to let me go and pretend you had no choice.”

      The warden seethed in her chair, grinding her teeth and clutching the armrests. “You’re pissing off people more powerful than you can imagine. You might escape from Black Ice, but you’ll never escape their reach. There’s nowhere you can go they can’t find you.”

      “You mean the kind of people who will send trained killers after me?” Mia shrugged. “The quality of their assassins is lacking. I’m not worried.”

      “I don’t know what happened over there,” the warden replied. “And I don’t know why they’re interested in you, but I know all of this will come back to haunt you. By the time this is over, you will have wished you’d stayed here.”

      “No, I won’t.” Mia narrowed her eyes. “And if I were you, I’d request a transfer as soon as possible and get away from this place before someone proves that facility exists or certain people at the facility decide you’re a liability. There are things worse than death. You should know. You’ve been sending prisoners to suffer them.”

      The warden’s eyes widened. “Guards!”

      They rushed into the room with their batons at the ready and surrounded Mia. She took a deep breath, ready to call on her abilities.

      “Get her cleaned up and ready,” the warden snarled. “Her shuttle will be here this afternoon. Her sentence is up.”

      The guards exchanged looks before deactivating their batons and hanging them from their belts. They looked back at the warden.

      “Do I have to repeat myself, you fools?” she screamed. “Get her cleaned up.”

      “Bye, Warden,” Mia offered. “Let’s hope for both our sakes that we never meet again.”
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        * * *

      

      Hours later, Mia smiled brightly as a squad of armored guards escorted her toward the blast doors of the bunker. She patted her pocket to confirm the dataspike was still there.

      It had been a difficult month, but she’d accomplished her mission and more. Learning about her father’s background would have been enough, and now she had files Abigail and Debbie could pore through, and her new abilities.

      “The shuttle’s waiting right outside,” explained a guard. He lifted his rifle and flipped off the safety. “The scavs are staying away today. We picked up CK’s roaring. I don’t know what he’s up to, but I would get on that shuttle and get the hell out of there before he shows up and decides to make you a snack.”

      Mia smiled. Charlie was doing one last favor for her.

      “It’s not a joke, Verick.” The guard scoffed. “You fought that thing twice. You know how dangerous he is. He always gets agitated during drop-offs or pickups.”

      “I’m not worried.”

      “Then you learned nothing during your time here.”

      The blast doors groaned and wrenched open. Cold wind whipped at Mia’s face.

      “What happened the last time someone completed their sentence?” she asked. “Did they make it out?”

      “Yes, because they ran fast,” the guard replied. “But we don’t have a lot of people who get out of Black Ice.”

      Mia squinted and spotted the shuttle in the distance. MPs holding rifles knelt in the cargo bay and swept the area.

      “You should all transfer soon,” Mia told the guards. “Get a job at a better place.”

      After taking a deep breath, she sprinted out of the bunker, unconcerned about any scavengers. If a handful of brave souls were willing to risk confronting Charlie, she could take on anyone who got near her, and the snipers wouldn’t let them close. She had plenty of time to go into recovery stasis on the shuttle trip.

      Mia zoomed toward the shuttle that hovered far closer to the ground than when she’d arrived. She didn’t recognize most of the MPs, but the one who’d expressed the most concern during her drop-off stood near the edge of the open cargo bay. He threw a line to the ground and motioned for her to hurry.

      She jumped and grabbed the line, scampering up in seconds. As soon as she entered the bay, the MP hauled the line. The cargo bay door rumbled closed, and the shuttle lifted off. Right as the door closed, Mia caught a glimpse of a large shadow lurking in an outcropping among the blackened ice.

      The MP let out a sigh of relief. He looked her over. “You look like hell, but you survived.”

      “Thanks for all your help,” Mia replied. “And thanks for being on time to pick me up.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER NINETEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Mia was both relieved and not surprised to see Paul, Ryoko, and Karin waiting for her when she stepped off the shuttle ramp. The guards at Black Ice had helped her clean up and given her a new uniform, but based on the MP’s reaction that hadn’t helped much.

      Her friends’ reaction confirmed it. Paul grimaced. Ryoko’s eyes widened. Karin rushed over to pull Mia into a hug.

      “Do I really look that bad?” Mia asked. She chuckled. “I just realized how few mirrors I’ve seen in the last month.”

      “It’s not like you’re awful.” Karin squeezed Mia once more and stepped away. “You have a bunch of scars on your arms and legs, and your hair is a mess, and it’s just…”

      “You look raw,” Paul noted, shaking his head. “Leaner, tougher. It’s almost like there’s this aura around you.”

      Mia shrugged. “It’s hard to spend time in prison and not end up a little hardened.”

      “Yeah, and well, there are those rumors.” Paul sucked in a breath and looked away. “I’m not saying I believe them, but I wouldn’t be doing your job as a friend if I didn’t tell you about them.”

      “What rumors?” Mia was curious about what information on Black Ice or her other enemies might leak into her normal life.

      Ryoko sighed. “She just got out. We shouldn’t freak her out with baseless speculation.”

      “I want to know,” Mia demanded.

      Paul gave Ryoko a triumphant look. “See?”

      “Just tell me already.”

      “Okay, okay, slow it down, Lt. Ex-Con.” Paul shrugged. “They say you killed people while in prison, and that you got sent to the wrong place, some twisted place where they only send the worst of the worst, but something big went down there, and you were at the center of it.”

      That was all too accurate to be chance or assumption. She hadn’t said much to the MPs, leaving that to the warden or Icaryus’ people. The warden was the most likely suspect. She’d want to discredit Mia, in case she went to the media or government to demand an investigation.

      “What’s worst of all is they say someone did that on purpose to try and get you killed,” Karin added. “If it was that officer, I’ll go space him myself.”

      Mia shrugged, surprised at her friend’s vehemence. “You know how rumors are. For now, I’d rather not talk about it. The important thing is I’m here, and it’s all over. And as far as I know, I’m still going to Top Gun.”

      Ryoko nodded. “We haven’t seen anything to say you’ve been rejected from the program.”

      “The KCAP military isn’t going to get rid of their future ace pilot just because she stabbed some murderer in prison,” joked Paul. He grunted when Karin elbowed him.

      Mia chuckled. It was an insensitive joke, but not far off from the truth. She’d done what she needed to survive in Black Ice, and everyone she’d met there except Flip and Charlie had been complete scum. No one in the KCAP Navy would care about any of those prisoners dying.

      “We need to have a welcome back party,” Paul suggested.

      Mia looked past Karin and spotted Abigail waving in the distance. “That sounds good, but it will also have to wait. Because it looks like someone else needs to talk to me.”

      Paul looked that way. “We’ll let you catch up. You know where to find us, and the party can wait.”

      Karin smiled. “We’re glad to have you back where you belong.”

      “We’re all together again,” Ryoko declared.

      The Top Gun program felt like a distant dream. Mia had thought about it a lot during her first few days at Black Ice before letting the rhythms of the prison overwhelm her soul. It was going to take time for her to readjust to normal life with the most basic of luxuries, including good food she didn’t have to kill or fight for and friends who weren’t sadistic monsters.

      Tearing up, Mia gave them each a hug, even Paul. He stiffened at the gesture. She didn’t mind the awkwardness. After a month in hell surrounded by the worst scum of the KCAP, it was nice to have normal friends with normal morals and loyalty. She’d seen both the best and worst the KCAP had to offer.

      She pulled away. “I promise I’ll see you all soon. I’m not planning any more stunts that will send me to a cell.”

      “Good,” Karin replied. “We need you out here with us.”

      With a final wave, Mia jogged to Abigail. “It’s good to see you.”

      “It’s good to see you, too, Mia,” Abigail replied. “I worried the entire time you were there.” Her gaze dipped to a new scar. “You didn’t escape unscathed.”

      “Even if I hadn’t been sent to Black Ice, I don’t think that was possible. It would be nice if they gave me some time to relax after all that.”

      “Prison isn’t supposed to be a vacation,” Abigail stated. “But there was an official acknowledgment of a mistake. A clerical error, they claim. I believe they were aggressively forthright with this to cut down on deeper investigations.”

      “I found the site,” Mia whispered.

      “I never doubted you would. They’re trying to buy you off with a two-week vacation before you report to the Top Gun program.”

      Mia frowned. “There’s just one thing I don’t get. You weren’t responsible for sending me to Black Ice, were you?”

      Abigail looked taken aback. “From what little I could gather, that location is a horrible pit of suffering. Why would I use my influence to send you to suffer at a place like that? I didn’t want you to go.”

      “Because it was close to the facility,” Mia explained. “Directly working with it.”

      “There are other places nearby that weren’t nearly as bad.” Abigail shook her head. “I don’t know why you ended up there. I regret ever suggesting this plan. I should have known we couldn’t guarantee your safety.”

      “It was never about guaranteeing my safety. It was about the mission. And the mission was successful in more ways than one. I learned things about my father and myself, and I also managed to download files from the facility to a dataspike, but it’s encrypted.”

      “I see. You were far more successful than I would have guessed. I assumed you’d uncover a morsel or two of information, not come back with a dataspike.” Abigail looked around. “We’ll take a trip back home to Kordell and examine it in my apartment. It’ll be safer than doing it here. My apartment here is less secure.”

      “There’s so much to tell you. So much has changed.”

      “I’m sure there is.” Abigail patted her shoulder. “Pace yourself, Mia. We have time. You’ve suffered enough for the mission for now.”
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        * * *

      

      Mia sat up. The sensation of lying in a proper bed still felt off and wrong somehow, like her body was rejecting it. Her time on Black Ice had changed her beyond whatever modifications Doctor Icaryus had performed. She rubbed her eyes and looked to her side.

      “Well?” she asked.

      Abigail sat in a chair near the bed, a datapad in hand. She tapped in new data. “Your earlier experiments with your recovery stasis were well performed, and these tests confirm your early conclusions. Your recovery stasis was only ninety minutes in that cycle. Based on this experiment and the last cycle, it appears you can now actively invoke the phenomenon. That, in turn, means you can control your new abilities with far less risk. We’ll have to continue to monitor things, but other than nutrient deficiencies, you seem fine. I don’t have the equipment to fully monitor all possible changes in your body, but the initial data is supportive of massively heightened CNS and PNS activity.”

      “And all the changes?” Mia pressed. “Do you think I’ll have any other problems or side effects besides the stasis naps?”

      Abigail shook her head. “Based on everything you were told, I suspect you’d have already demonstrated problems if something went wrong with the procedure. After all, you used your ability multiple times after escaping and in dangerous, high-stress situations. You’ve tested them here in more rigorous and controlled situations as well. There’s no reason to suspect a sudden problem on your part.”

      Mia stared at Abigail. When she’d explained everything she’d learned on Ice, Abigail took it in stride, almost as if she wasn’t surprised. Then again, the woman rarely acted surprised about anything. Instead, she asked questions and took notes, focusing on ways to quantify Mia’s new abilities.

      “Debbie is still running the decryption program,” Abigail went on. “Though I still think this whole outing was too great a risk. You took too many chances, and now you’ve been fundamentally altered. The scientist in me finds it fascinating, but the person who cares about you finds it horrifying. From what you’ve told me, you could have ended up a monster or permanently insane.”

      “But I didn’t, and now I have these abilities,” Mia reminded her. “As long as I’m careful and control them, they’ll make me unstoppable. Not only that, but I learned my father was genetically modified. That puts most of his life into better perspective.”

      Abigail shrugged. “It is hardly surprising that such an impressive man was fundamentally different from a normal human. I should warn you, though, despite my and Debbie’s best efforts, there’s no guarantee we’ll be able to break the encryption. It’s advanced KCAP government-grade encryption. This might have all been for nothing.”

      “No,” Mia insisted. “We learned something about my father. Pieces are beginning to fall into place. The mission isn’t over just because of a minor setback.”

      Abigail sighed. “Isn’t this enough, Mia? You have an idea now why your father could do what he could do, and why he was involved in special operations. I worry about what happened, and you being sent to Black Ice. The next time you might not be so lucky. Whoever was responsible for sending you there might ambush you during your next trip.”

      “Then I’ll use my abilities to kill them,” Mia countered. “But I’m glad you also agree this was someone targeting me. That doctor was surprised to see me, which meant it wasn’t him. That doesn’t mean I’m not going to come for him sooner rather than later.”

      “A man who’s been running an off-the-books illegal medical experimentation facility won’t be someone we can track through normal channels,” Abigail pointed out. “Even if we could send honest authorities to that facility now, it would be empty by the time they arrived. And there’s no way he built that place and ran all those experiments without at least one powerful and influential person knowing. We’ll need to tread carefully.”

      “Then we have to decrypt that dataspike and handle this ourselves.” Mia lifted her arm, showing one of her new scars. “I bled for this intel. I killed for this intel, and I intend to use it, combined with whatever influence I can earn in the Top Gun program. I need to know more. I will learn more.”

      Abigail frowned. “And what do you intend to do with all this information? Mia, I doubt we can clean up all corruption in the KCAP ourselves. This is spiraling out of control, far past what we envisioned when we first started investigating it.”

      Mia shook her head. “I don’t need to clean up all the corruption, but I do want to know how and why my dad died, and I need to make sure he wasn’t set up. That’s what worries me.”

      “And if he was?”

      “I’m good at killing people,” Mia said simply. “And I don’t need to destroy an entire planet to do it. I was born to be better, stronger, and faster than normal people. I need to know what happened to my father.”

      “Nothing I can say will dissuade you, will it? No matter how dangerous it gets?” Abigail sighed.

      Mia shook her head. “I accepted this mission the day they told me my father died. I can’t quit now. I refuse to quit. Danger and fear of injury doesn’t scare me.”

      Abigail stood and nodded to her datapad. “Then I should see if I can modify the decryption protocol. There are other things I can try.”

      “Such as?”

      Abigail avoided her gaze. “You’re in enough trouble. Plausible deniability can be helpful even when you’re willing to take chances. You’ve taken on enough risks as is. It’s time I took on more.”
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        * * *

      

      Mia had just finished up a simulator run when Abigail ran into the room, breathless and red-faced as if she’d sprinted halfway across the city.

      “We need to talk.” Abigail’s voice shook.

      Mia finished pulling off her gear and stepped out of the simulator. “About what?”

      Abigail handed Mia a datapad. “I just finished the preliminary decryption of the files. We both should review this information and see what we can find.”
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        * * *

      

      Abigail paced her living room with her datapad under her arm. “Let’s summarize our initial findings to ensure we’re in agreement about what we’re seeing. First, and most important, Cadmus Agrotis is a KCAP black program intended to develop super-soldiers funded for the express goal of handling hostile advanced forces from super-corps and other threats on the territorial frontier.”

      “Sounds right.” Mia nodded, scanning her summary notes. “The initial programs experimented on adult soldiers, resulting in their deaths. They proceeded with teenage volunteers and ended up with bizarre mutants like Charlie.”

      Abigail shuddered. “And that’s before they moved beyond the pale, including stealing embryos of chosen couples and manipulating them in their experiments. That’s where your father comes in. This, of course, is all highly illegal and would necessitate the involvement of multiple agencies and military branches working together. This all points to even deeper corruption in the KCAP than I believed possible, and I already had a low opinion of much of the KCAP government.”

      “If you’d been to Black Ice, you’d understand how twisted these people and those helping them are,” Mia explained. “I’m not ready to take down everyone, but there should be more high-level scum worried that someone might be coming for them.”

      “You can’t possibly intend to take on the entire KCAP establishment,” protested Abigail. “It’s impossible. Even with my help. That’s effectively taking on the entire KCAP government.”

      “That’s not the mission…yet,” Mia conceded. “I know more about my father, but learning about how he was born wasn’t the mission. Finding out how he died was and, most importantly, whoever was responsible.”

      Abigail nodded. “With the information in these files, there are leads I can follow up on. It won’t be immediate, but the trail isn’t cold.”

      “Just give me a direction, and I’ll do what I need to do,” Mia vowed.

      Abigail chuckled wryly. “That’s what I’m afraid of.”

      “There’s also something I don’t understand,” Mia replied. “And this data doesn’t help me understand it. I get that I didn’t manage to download all their files, but that’s not the problem. That doctor was surprised. He acted like my dad was hidden from them. He didn’t know who I was just based on my name, or my dad.”

      Abigail tapped in some commands and brought up a paragraph. “One possibility is some of the operations units scrubbed background biographical data of select super-soldiers. They might not have wanted the doctor interfering with an established useful product. From your description, I can hardly blame them. He sounds like a complete lunatic.”

      Mia nodded. “That’s an accurate description. But it goes deeper than that. From what he said, I shouldn’t exist, and my mother was redacted from my birth certificate. He implied someone had to have had specialized knowledge for me to be born. Does that mean there’s another program out there?”

      “I doubt that, but it’s not an impossibility. Every answer brings a new question. There’s nothing I saw in this document that casts light on that specific question.”

      “Me either.” Mia frowned. “It’s not like I can just fly back there and grab more files.”

      Abigail scoffed. “That’d be beyond dangerous, and I doubt they’d even be there if you did. Be happy that you got this information and new leads. Not all wars are won in one battle.”

      “You’re right.” Mia blew out a breath. “And I still need to purge those Black Ice instincts before I get to the Top Gun program and threaten someone over food.”

      “Of course.” Abigail grimaced.

      “Relax. It was a joke.” Mia smiled.

      Abigail offered a forced laugh. “Of course.”

      “Mostly.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY

          

        

      

    

    
      Mia poked at the bones of her finished fish. She resisted the urge to go to the kitchen and cook another meal, though her mouth watered at the thought.

      Every meal outside of Black Ice tasted like a gourmet feast, no matter how mundane the ingredients. She’d thought she understood deprivation from her field exercises with her father, but her time in the prison had helped her appreciate the basic pleasures of life.

      They’d taken everything from her. Privacy, dignity, and autonomy. Unlike her training, they hadn’t done it to make her stronger or better. They’d done it to weaken her. She’d kept true to herself, but she hadn’t scrubbed the experience from her soul yet.

      Mia wondered how long it would take. It was only thirty days, but it had been the most eventful month in her life. The immediate aftermath of her father’s death hadn’t been so challenging.

      She glanced down at the bones, trying to focus on the here and now. She’d bought some fish for a nice dinner with Abigail. The older woman kept looking away and downing half-glasses of wine. Her cheeks were already pink before she sat, making Mia think she’d started early.

      “What’s wrong?” Mia asked. “You’ve been getting increasingly nervous with each day. Is there something you’re not telling me?”

      Abigail downed more wine. “You’re going back into the belly of the beast, the military. After everything we’ve learned, I’m no longer sure if that’s wise. We should consider other options. Your enemies may not feel the need to be as restrained.”

      “That’s something we’ll have in common,” Mia answered. “I’m not running from this. They come after me, they better send an entire carrier group because that’s what it’ll take.”

      “I wish I could share your confidence,” Abigail fretted.

      “What other options do you mean? I don’t see what other options there are. I put all this time in to get to the Top Gun program. It makes no sense to try and leave it now.”

      Mia picked up the wine bottle and refilled Abigail’s glass. Sometimes the best way to get information from someone was to let them have a good time. In vino veritas.

      Abigail wasn’t one to excessively drink, and Mia understood that she was coping with stress. That didn’t stop her from taking advantage of the weakness.

      “You don’t have to join Top Gun,” Abigail insisted, sloshing her wine. “You could resign your commission. We could investigate another way. I haven’t worked out all the details.”

      Mia shook her head. “I don’t want to do that. Being in Top Gun isn’t just about investigations into my dad. It’s also about me living up to my maximum potential as a fighter pilot.”

      It sounded naive when she said it aloud. That didn’t mean she didn’t believe it. She never felt more alive than when in the cockpit of a fighter. A month in Ice hadn’t changed that.

      “But it’s dangerous.” Abigail was slurring slightly now as she reached over to take Mia’s hand. “Even for you. Your abilities aren’t unlimited. You won’t always have someone you can trust watching you during your recovery stasis naps.”

      “We could share the danger,” Mia suggested. “You could tell me more about what you did to get that data decrypted. I know you’re hiding something from me.”

      “I am, because I’ve had to deal with dangerous and shadowy people to beat that encryption.” Abigail hiccuped. “I don’t think that’s a good idea for you to know about them.”

      “Why? To protect you?”

      Abigail shook her head. “To protect you. You’re too headstrong, Mia. You keep charging into situations. I know you’re special. I know you’re beyond special. But that doesn’t mean you can’t lose.”

      “I’m not as out of control as you think I am,” Mia reasoned. “I wouldn’t have survived Ice if I were.”

      Abigail barked out a harsh laugh. “You fought a genetic superman on multiple occasions and got buried by an avalanche. You make it sound as if you did nothing but give the warden a talking to.”

      “I did what I needed. And I survived.”

      Abigail gulped down more wine and frowned. “Is the room spinning, or have I developed hyper-senses like you? It would be interesting if the abilities could be passed, perhaps through an airborne virus.” She cupped her chin. “But that’s not consistent with all the injections and specific examinations they were performing on you. There is…” She shook her head. “Never mind. It’s just idle scientific curiosity.”

      Mia chuckled. “You never know. You really can’t share anything about the decryption?”

      “I’m not going to be party to risking your life again,” murmured Abigail. “And the why of the decryption isn’t important, nor is the fact that man owed me because of a gambling…” She ran her hands through her hair and groaned. “The information’s what’s important. It’s what contains the leads.” She let her head loll back. “Being involved with the government gets you connections with many people, good and bad, both in and out of the government. I never thought much about it until recently. I always thought I understood how messed up people were, but you can never go broke over-estimating how filthy a government can be.”

      “People can choose,” Mia stated. “To be better or to wallow in the mud.”

      “Yes. They can.” Abigail stood, swaying on her feet. “I…may have exceeded my standard drinking limits. I apologize for this unsightly display, but I think it’s best if I retire for the night. I promise not to drink so much tomorrow.”

      Mia laughed and offered her a shoulder. “This is why I dislike alcohol. Clouding one’s mind is always a disadvantage.”

      “That you can say that after what you’ve been through shows you’re a better woman than I,” Abigail admitted. “Most people have some experiences they’d prefer to numb.”

      Mia shook her head. “My experiences have made me stronger. I don’t want to forget them, even the bad ones.”

      Abigail sighed. “Promise me you’ll be careful. I know I can’t tell you not to get hurt, but your life is still at risk.”

      “I will be careful,” Mia promised. “And keep in mind the coming situation. Top Gun isn’t a prison or a penal colony. There will be political challenges, but no one will try to stab me to death while I’m there. I won’t have to fight a genetically engineered beast-man to earn food. And if anyone comes after me, they’ll be easy to disable and have arrested. I’ll be a commissioned military officer serving in the active-duty KCAP Navy. The situations won’t be alike at all.”

      “If you say so.” Abigail groaned. “Are you sure I’m not developing hyper-senses? Because this does seem very similar to what you described to me, especially time becoming unbalanced, loud troubling sensory input and a spinning world.”

      “When is the last time you were seriously drunk?”

      Abigail squeezed her eyes shut and blinked a few times. “You know, I’m not sure.”

      Mia chuckled and guided Abigail into her bedroom to sit her on the bed. “It’s time to sleep it off after your overindulging.”

      “It’s not overindulging if you’re not throwing up,” Abigail insisted in an offended tone, her eyes half-closed.

      Mia took off Abigail’s shoes before pulling the blanket up and covering the scientist. “Good night. I know you didn’t like what I had to do, but it did help me find out more about my father and who I really am. Because of that, I don’t regret going. I regret things that happened there, but not the mission.”

      Abigail slurred something under her breath. Mia tried to listen, but the best she could tell was that it wasn’t in response to her statement. With Abigail’s eyes closed, she was close to sleep.

      She continued slurring her words together, and Mia turned to leave. She heard “Emery.” The mention of her father’s name piqued her interest.

      Mia turned back. “What about my dad? Do you know something else you haven’t told me? Because I need to know. I understand if you think you’re protecting me, but I don’t need protection.”

      “I’m glad I listened to him,” mumbled Abigail, drooling with her eyes closed. “He kept pushing, and I kept pushing back telling him no, but he was right. I was wrong.”

      “You’ve never told me much about how you knew him,” pressed Mia. “I’ve tried to respect your privacy, but don’t you think I deserve to know the truth? What did he pressure you about?”

      “I’m glad we decided to go through the effort of adjusting my eggs and his sperm. I thought it wouldn’t work, but it did. Everyone says their daughter is special, but they’re not as special as you are.” Abigail giggled.

      Mia went cold. “What did you just say?”

      “That you’re special,” Abigail replied. “And now we know you’re even more special.”

      Mia swallowed. “Did you say your eggs?”

      Abigail nodded without opening her eyes. “My eggs! It took a few!”

      “If that was the case, then you’re my mother.”

      “That’s how mammalian reproduction works,” Abigail confirmed, ending with another giggle. “Emery’s your dad. I’m your mom.”

      “I…I…” Mia backed away, shaking. “You’re my mother.”

      “I should have been a real mother,” slurred Abigail. “That’s the problem. I never cared before because I never met you. I think I didn’t want to let myself care. Now I wish I carried you in my body rather than using the utero-cradle because then Emery couldn’t have left with you when we had that fight. I tried to tell myself I didn’t need a daughter, but then you came, and it came crashing back, everything I felt all those years ago. I cried that first night we met, not just because of Emery, but because it reminded me of everything I’d lost, including you, and…I…” She fell silent.

      “And you what?” demanded Mia. She waited, holding her breath.

      Abigail rolled onto her side. A long, drawn-out snore followed.

      “And what?” Mia shook Abigail’s shoulders, but Abigail only snored louder.

      Mia stared wide-eyed at the sleeping woman. The world was spinning, but this time it wasn’t from her hyper-senses.

      She tried to tell herself Abigail was lying, but it was too elaborate. Abigail would have no reason to get drunk and tell such specific lies. Sometimes the most obvious explanation was the truth.

      And the truth now lay passed-out drunk in a bed in front of Mia. Abigail Curie was Mia’s mother.

      Mia had always suspected Abigail knew more about her father than she’d let on. But she assumed it was something about his military background, not the truth of Mia’s parentage, let alone this shocking revelation.

      Mia dropped to her knees, her breathing shallow. She didn’t feel anger, only surprise. She’d always sensed that Abigail had a deeper reason for wanting to help her, and now she understood.

      “You should have told me,” Mia whispered. “You should have told me.”
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        * * *

      

      Mia stepped out of the taxi into the shuttle hub, a suitcase behind her. She sighed. Leaving at the crack of dawn before Abigail woke up was cowardly.

      She’d spent the night staring at the ceiling, wrestling with the revelations and playing out different scenarios and strategies to probe Abigail once she was awake. No matter what she thought, everything came back to the same conclusion.

      Mia wasn’t ready to confront Abigail. She’d yet to decide how she felt about the whole thing. Keeping the truth was a betrayal on one level. At the same time, Abigail might have thought she was being loyal to Mia’s father. And there was the mysterious fight that led to him leaving Abigail.

      She wasn’t a bad person. Mia was sure of that much, but she also knew her father didn’t act without good reason.

      The most straightforward solution would be to ask, but the risk was too high. Mia had found a new family, and now it turned out that the new family was her mother. She couldn’t risk alienating Abigail until she’d figured out more about the situation and herself.

      Mia had already lost her father. She didn’t want to lose her mother.

      With all that in mind, she’d decided she needed time to process, away from Abigail. Running from confrontation wasn’t the Verick way. But this was different. This wasn’t an enemy. This was her mother.

      Mia needed time, space, and a distraction to unpack everything and assimilate it along with the basic truths she’d learned about her existence on Ice. The problem was she didn’t know how much Abigail would remember, or if Debbie would inform her.

      With luck, Abigail wouldn’t remember what they talked about after dinner and wouldn’t ask for clarification. They could both continue as they had been, a new family, not an old one caught in a web of decades-old conflicts.

      Mia tugged the suitcase and headed through double doors leading into the main hub. The shock weighed her down without crushing the warmth that had grown since the night before.

      Mia didn’t know how this would end. Her father was gone, and now she had a mother. All she’d had to do to earn that was make enemies of half the KCAP.

      Everything had changed in a single month. Mia had found out she had unusual genetic potential, had it unlocked, and had found her mother. She wasn’t ready for any of that, and she’d have to keep it secret from her squadron mates in the Top Gun program.

      Secrets birthed more secrets. Abigail had worried about Mia being in the belly of the beast, but that had been her destiny from the beginning, before she was born.

      “You always told me, Dad, that the stiffest challenges made for the best training,” Mia murmured. “I’ll find out the truth, for both me and Abigail. I don’t know what happened between you two, but…” She shook her head. “…the mission will continue.”
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      Thank you for not only reading this book but these author notes as well!

      

      Do you write Science or Characters?

      As a science fiction author, I find myself focusing on the characters in my stories rather than the science. While the world of science fiction is filled with incredible technology and mind-bending concepts, it's the characters that drive the story and make it relatable to readers, at least for me.

      One of the reasons I focus on characters is that they are the heart of the story. No matter how advanced the technology or how intricate the plot, without fun characters, a story falls flat. The characters make the story come alive, evoke emotions in the reader, and make the reader (often me) care about what happens next.

      Trust me. I've produced books where I feel like I'm the only one who LOVES the characters. It's always a joy to have fans react to my favorite characters.

      Another reason I focus on characters is that they allow me to explore deeper themes and issues. Science fiction often deals with big ideas, such as the nature of humanity, the impact of technology, and the future of society.

      It also allows me to go from here to WAY THE HELL OVER THERE, GALAXIES AWAY, in a short time…

      

      Back to Characters

      By focusing on characters, I can explore these themes in a personal and relatable way. For example, instead of writing about the implications of artificial intelligence on society as a whole (which I can. I would get depressed, though), I can write about a single character's journey as they struggle with the ethical implications of creating a machine that can think like a human.

      Not that I do. I tend to enjoy creating stories where the AI is a partner and usually the only sane and mature character in the group. After playing with ChatGPT for a while, why write a story when the facsimile is available on the web?

      To sum up this long-winded thought on writing characters vs. writing about the science, I find that focusing on the characters in my stories allows me to create more engaging and relatable stories. While the science and technology of science fiction are important, it's the characters who make the story worth telling.

      For the record, don't share this with a hard-science science fiction fan. They will not agree. Just saying.

      Chat with you in the next book.
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