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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Mia tossed a salute to the commander strolling down the hallway. She felt awkward. The gesture was crisp and precise, because she’d received military protocol training during her time in the Talari Academy prep program, so it wasn’t that. Even the rarity of uniformed active-duty officers outside of major evaluations wasn’t the problem.

      She looked over her shoulder as the commander strolled away, uninterested in the new pilot officer. The real source of her unease was the harsh prison she’d been in for a month and the dangerous, violent instincts heightened during her stay.

      On the surface, a military installation resembled a prison in that they both involved people living under heavy restrictions and rules, and their movements and behaviors were carefully controlled. Both places involved people whose lives were saturated in past violence and the anticipation of future conflict.

      The key difference was in the purpose and direction of that violence. Discipline controlled the soldier, pilot, and Marine. Their uniforms marked them as part of a greater collective. Their violence served the greater good, unlike the thuggish and selfish factions of Black Ice who cared only about survival.

      Mia’s time in Black Ice had drawn on her instincts and tactical training, emphasizing situational awareness and personal survival over such niceties as manner and protocol. She had become a prisoner and achieved short-term survival at the cost of long-term discipline. That wasn’t something she could wash away after a few weeks.

      She slowed, looking over her uniform. Being an officer in the KCAP Navy meant more than being good at killing people. For all her skills and abilities, her social weaknesses could slow her advancement and handicap her ability to dig into the conspiracy behind her father’s death and the Cadmus Agrotis program she’d uncovered in the decrypted files.

      Everything had changed on Black Ice. Mia understood now who she was and where she came from. Beyond her past, the most fundamental cells in her body had been altered by Dr. Icaryus’ work. It was as if she’d been reborn.

      She had changed. That didn’t mean the mission had changed. Her father deserved justice, and the KCAP owed Mia the complete truth. Her discoveries pointed to something far deeper and more disturbing than she’d expected.

      The awakening of her power didn’t give her pause. Her new abilities were strong tools that would help her complete her mission.

      She became aware of a faint odor, harsh acrid notes that ripped her out of her introspection. Floral scents attacked her next, combining into a garden of overwhelming smells. A loud plop resonated in her ears and an eternity stretched out before another. Something was dripping two rooms down on the left of the hallway. Specks of dust danced in front of her and her mind reduced the complex movement to easy-to-anticipate trajectories.

      Mia sucked in a breath and braced herself against the wall. She shook her head to force herself back to normal. Experimenting with her enhanced senses and mental processing had helped her control it better, though it also led to the occasional spontaneous activation. She couldn’t risk that, not in a military environment where everyone was trained to focus on attention to detail.

      Elements in the government knew about her change. They had to. Somebody had been funding and staffing the facility on Black Ice, but her successful escape into the Top Gun program proved that if she kept a low profile, she could still complete her mission.

      Time returned to normal, and the chemical and perfumes assaulting her faded into barely there sensations that were easy to ignore.

      Even beyond her enhanced focus state, her baseline senses remained enhanced. Learning to deal with that in a place of constant distractions was proving complicated. Everything was easier when all she had to worry about was the quiet of staying with Abigail or the barren penal colony wasteland and her one ally on Ice.

      It was more proof of something her father had taught her long ago.

      All weapons have their advantages and disadvantages. Learn to master both, and you’ll have victory.

      Mia jogged down the hallway. She needed to get back to her room and clear her head before someone saw her acting strangely. She’d worked too hard to be thrown out of the program now. It was almost a miracle she hadn’t lost her opportunity because of her imprisonment.

      Top Gun demanded focus. She couldn’t let her incarceration in Black Ice or the changes there derail her participation in the program. She’d earned her slot in the KCAP Navy, and she would continue to use that to uncover what had happened to her father.

      Learning that he was genetically engineered wasn’t enough. She had so many questions about what they’d had him doing and how he’d died. Given what she was capable of, her father must have been ten times as deadly.

      Mia’s mind drifted through everything she’d learned on Ice as her body operated on autopilot until she was in front of her barracks room. She reached to open the door but let her hand drop.

      Her time in Black Ice had left its mark mentally, physically, and spiritually, but she kept pushing away the most shocking truth, the one she’d learned not on Ice but upon her return. That truth was the reason she’d left her datapad in her room during her last errand.

      Holding her breath, Mia opened her door and stepped over to her desk. Her datapad waited for her with the expected message.

      
        
        TWO NEW MESSAGES RECEIVED: SENDER, CURIE, ABIGAIL

      

      

      Sighing, Mia swiped to delete the messages. Without fail, every single day, several times a day, Abigail sent messages. And every day, without fail, Mia erased the messages without reviewing them. She wasn’t ready to deal with Abigail.

      No. She wasn’t ready to deal with her mother.

      Mia sat on the edge of her bed and stared at her blank wall. Slowing her breath, she did her best not to focus on anything but her breathing. She didn’t want the thoughts of betrayal to come, and worse, the confusion that followed them.

      The facts were straightforward. Abigail was her mother. There’d been a disagreement, and Mia’s father had left Abigail and taken the artificial gestation used to grow and birth Mia.

      With that truth burned into Mia’s soul, everything about Abigail’s behavior made perfect sense in hindsight, especially since the relationship with Mia’s father was long over. The truth explained why the woman had been so quick to help Mia’s mission despite the dangers involved.

      Mia narrowed her eyes at the datapad. Her own cowardice annoyed her as much as Abigail’s behavior. In all their time together, she could have pressed farther, but she hadn’t. On some level, she might have been afraid of knowing the truth.

      What didn’t make sense is why Abigail hadn’t told Mia the truth before letting it slip out accidentally. Overhearing it during Abigail’s drunken ramblings had bowled Mia over.

      “It’s irrational,” Mia whispered. “And stupid not to contact her. If I talked to her, I could at least tell her to stop the constant barrage of pointless and distracting messages.”

      She shook her head. Talking would mean she’d have to subject herself to Abigail’s emotional pleas while she was still unstable. It would be another blow to Mia’s focus and a risk to the mission.

      Mia didn’t know what would happen if she talked to Abigail. The conversation wouldn’t be a mission she could solve with a clever infiltration and assault strategy. The problem was that whenever she gamed out the conversation, it always ended in one of two places: either placating an emotionally wrecked woman with a promise they’d work it out or crushing Abigail for lying to her.

      Mia had Top Gun now. She needed to move into the next phase of both her life and investigating her father. That wasn’t the time to get pulled down by sentimentality and emotion.

      Mia wasn’t sure she could trust Abigail anymore. Not telling Mia she was her mother felt more like self-preservation than helping a wayward daughter.

      A light knock sent Mia to her feet and lifting her fists. Her heart kicked up. She exhaled slowly and dropped her hands as warmth spread in her cheeks.

      She didn’t need to respond to every startling incident by readying for battle. The barracks weren’t the gen pop common area of Black Ice. Everybody on base wasn’t waiting for their chance to ambush her.

      “Come in,” she called. “It’s open.”

      The door opened, and Karin stepped inside. The fit of her uniform and her curly red hair tied into a tight bun suited her perfectly, like she’d been meant to wear that uniform her entire life.

      They’d all worn uniforms for the academy training, but this was different. When Mia looked in the mirror, she didn’t feel the same, but she wasn’t sure how much of that was needing to deprogram from her prison experience.

      Karin closed the door. She glanced around the room with a pained look. “I know you haven’t been here that long, but you’re technically a commissioned officer now, and this is your assigned living quarters.”

      Mia shrugged. “Yes?”

      Karin shrugged back. “You are allowed to decorate it. When you leave it like this, it feels like you’re planning to leave again soon.”

      “Decoration is…unnecessary,” Mia replied. Explaining how she’d barely decorated the room she’d grown up in would bring questions she wasn’t ready to answer, even before admitting she was the child of a genetically engineered super-soldier. “And we will be leaving soon.”

      Karin rolled her eyes. “How did I know you’d say that?” She frowned. “Wait. I’m not interrupting your power nap, am I? Or stasis nap?”

      “No.” Mia shook her head. “I wasn’t in the middle of a stasis recovery coma.”

      Karin grimaced. “Do you really have to call it a coma?”

      “It’s closer to a coma than a nap. Being imprecise isn’t helpful to me or you.” Mia tapped the side of her head. “We should always mentally reinforce the truth. That means we’ll react quicker and more appropriately when and if an incident occurs.”

      “It’s your body. You know best.” Karin looked away. “And thanks again for telling me about that. I know Ryoko and Paul feel the same way. We’re honored that you’d trust us with such a big secret. I know how hard that was for you.”

      “I needed someone I could trust.”

      “But you don’t trust us enough to tell us more than, ‘Something happened on Ice,’” Karin replied quietly. She pleaded with her eyes. “You just got done lecturing me on being precise. We could help you more if we knew everything going on.”

      “You’re helping me enough as is.”

      Mia stared at Karin. She hadn’t lied to any of her friends. She’d left out information. Maybe that made her no different from Abigail. For now, Ryoko, Karin, and Paul would be safest if they didn’t know the whole truth about what Mia was and what she’d become. It was the harsh necessity of needing trustworthy people to cover for her when she couldn’t target the stasis comas for the beginning of her normal cycle that had forced her to tell them.

      “And I’ll tell you someday,” Mia promised. “When the time is right and I’m sure it won’t hurt you.”

      “We’re your friends,” Karin pressed. “And more than that, we’re serving together in the KCAP Navy. You don’t have to hold the entire galaxy on your shoulders.”

      “I’m not.” Mia shook her head. “And don’t worry. This is more personal than anything. That’s one of the reasons I don’t want to get you more involved than you need to be.”

      That was the closest Mia had edged to a lie. Her mission was motivated by personal concerns, but the people behind her father’s creation were deeply embedded into the power structures of the KCAP, both civilian and military. She couldn’t ignore that the more she pushed, the more she might push something dark and dangerous into the light for everyone to see.

      A leaden silence stretched out between the two. Mia would never fault her friend for caring, inconvenient as it could be at times.

      Karin glanced at the datapad. “Speaking of personal stuff, did Abigail contact you again?”

      “How did you know?” Mia asked, double-checking that there wasn’t a new message on the pad.

      “I didn’t. But she’s been sending you tons of messages, and I’ve been here plenty of times when you’ve deleted them.” Karin sauntered to the bed and sat beside Mia, patting her on the shoulder. “I don’t know that much about what went down between you and her before you came here, but I do know that nothing good comes of avoiding talking about problems with people you care about. Trust me. Running away never helps.”

      “You don’t under…” Mia stopped and shook her head. “I’ll fix it when the time is right. And this is important. She didn’t tell me something I deserved to know.”

      “And you’re mad at her because of it?”

      “I don’t know. I’m confused. I think?” Mia shrugged.

      “That makes sense,” Karin allowed. “But she might have been trying to protect you.” She smiled. “Like you’re trying to protect us by not telling us everything that happened on Ice.”

      Mia frowned. “It’s not the same thing at all.”

      “Sure, sure.” Karin waved a hand. “Just make sure when you say you’ll talk when the time is right, you’re talking about the time being right for everybody and not just you.” She hopped up. “Oh, I got distracted. I came here to tell you that the rumor wasn’t just a rumor.”

      “The rumor about them moving up the start of the Top Gun program?” Mia asked.

      Karin nodded. “I heard it straight from the commander earlier.”

      “It’d be nice to not sit around here doing nothing,” Mia mused.

      “Yes, it will. But make sure you get your head screwed on straight.” Karin winked. “You might be special, but you’re only human.”

      Mia scoffed. “Yes. Only human.”

      “You coming to dinner with us tonight?” Karin moved toward the door. “I know you have a lot on your mind, but the best thing to do sometimes is forget your troubles and spend time with your friends.”

      “I’ll try,” Mia answered.

      “Good. You need to do something other than brood in your room.”

      Mia started to make a joke about smashing in someone’s face. Now she wasn’t sure how much of it was a joke after Black Ice. Instead, she raised her hand in a wave to Karin.

      Karin waved back and stepped out of the room, closing the door behind her.

      Mia grabbed her datapad. “Debbie II, you there?”

      “I’m here,” answered a voice from the datapad. This branch of the AI kept much of the same personality of the main Debbie, down to an English accent, though far less posh.

      The original idea was to have a portable splinter AI that could help Mia without risk of being tracked back to Abigail. Debbie II was separate from the main Debbie’s entity, meaning Mia could confide in it without Abigail learning anything, though it also meant the splinter AI lacked access to the processing and database power of its parent.

      It’d been a short talk the night before Abigail had gotten drunk. Mia had barely paid attention, not thinking that Debbie II would become something far more important than either of them had known. She’d assumed she’d have plenty of time to discuss the new AI with Abigail.

      “Do you think I should answer her?” Mia asked.

      “Are you talking about Dr. Curie, love?” asked Debbie II.

      “Yes.”

      “A successful heart-to-heart discussion will improve your morale,” suggested Debbie II. “You could clarify points of concern that are now limiting your ability to perform at your best.”

      “And what are the chances of that being successful?”

      Debbie II paused for an uncomfortably long time. “I lack the necessary data to process your query through an appropriate model. I could prepare a questionnaire that might help form the baseline for the model, though without Dr. Curie also filling out a similar questionnaire, it’ll be difficult to generate an accurate model.”

      “We’ll skip the questionnaire.” Mia scoffed. Of course it wouldn’t be that easy. “What about everything else I asked you to look at, including tracking down names from the decrypted files?” she asked.

      “Networking with the main Deborah program would vastly improve my ability to examine and access the necessary databases and servers,” noted Debbie II. “I would estimate I’m currently operating at less than ten percent efficiency without access to those resources.”

      “I can’t allow that. It’s too dangerous.” Mia shook her head. “I need to control my future, and that includes not having everything go to Abigail.”

      Mia was lucky Abigail had programmed Debbie II to obey Mia without question.

      “Then I will reiterate what I said this morning,” Debbie II replied. “I’m still working on gaining access to multiple target systems. Given the nature of the program, any estimates of completion time would be untrustworthy, love. In your own words, ‘Stealth and caution are necessary to avoid your enemies.’ Although I’ve made significant progress in several databases, pushing too hard may lead to detection.”

      “Do what you need to without alerting anyone.” Mia glanced at the time. “As for me, I need to get ready for PT.”
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        * * *

      

      Mia pulled several meters ahead of the rest of the pack following her. She slowed gradually, not wanting to make it too obvious she was matching their pace. The sweat pouring down their reddened faces revealed how much effort the leaders had been putting in to try to catch up with her during the physical training run.

      She’d gotten sloppy about concealing her abilities because of Black Ice. Her time in the Talari Academy program had impressed on her the need to show her true abilities sparingly. Standing out in the Top Gun program for her piloting skills was a good thing. Standing out too much for her physical abilities might get her targeted by the same forces that had directed her to Black Ice to begin with.

      Mia’s pride wouldn’t allow her to fall into second place, though. She adjusted her breathing and stayed right in front of the main pack, speeding up whenever another member of her new unit tried to pass her.

      Her friends stayed solidly in the center of the pack. They’d seen enough of Mia to know it was pointless to try to keep up with her, and that she wouldn’t slow down just to run beside them.

      Mia didn’t feel any guilt. PT was about training their bodies. Just because they were pilots and not infantry didn’t mean they could neglect their fitness. Her friends needed to challenge their limits.

      A man running beside her gave her a dirty look. Although the unit was doing PT together, they hadn’t had a formal briefing yet for the entire program. Most people knew who she was because of the flaring incident, but other than a handful of names, she didn’t know much about the other pilots.

      She also didn’t care. She wasn’t eager to meet the competition and act like they weren’t rivals. Their inability to beat her at running didn’t prove anything one way or another. She’d get their measure soon enough.

      Mia looked past the man. Someone had been watching her. Someone other than the other PT participants. She couldn’t articulate the exact sensory stimulus telling her that, but she was learning to trust her new senses, even without hyper-focus mode. A tingle ran through her body.

      She kept up her run, ignoring the sensation. Whoever it was, they weren’t going to come after her in a crowd of Top Gun pilots.
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        * * *

      

      After a long shower, Mia toweled off and redonned her uniform. She’d walked slowly back to her barracks room, half-expecting trouble, but no one paid her much attention. Halfway there, she gave up and quickened her pace.

      “A new message has arrived from Dr. Curie, love,” Debbie II announced after Mia closed the door. “I thought you should be aware of that.”

      “Delete it,” Mia ordered.

      “You might look it over befor—”

      “Delete it.”

      “Very well,” Debbie II answered with, Mia could swear, a touch of sass in her voice. “There is something else you should see. I successfully penetrated one of the target databases during your physical training session and finished cross-referencing the contents with other collated data of interest.”

      Mia picked up her datapad to see a long list of names, with one highlighted. Thomas Raynier. She stared at the name. It sounded familiar.

      “Wait, Thomas Raynier, as in Commander Thomas Raynier?” Mia asked. She hadn’t bothered to learn all the new program members, but she’d skimmed the names of instructors. “What’s the meaning of this?”

      “Based on the information from the files you recovered and the internal coding, it’s almost certain that Commander Raynier is another super-soldier from the same batch as your father,” explained Debbie II. “Given this newfound information, I would strongly suggest you review the messages sent from Abigail.”

      “Why? And I can’t anyway. You deleted them.”

      “Yes, but they aren’t permanently deleted. You instructed me to delete them but not to purge the secondary storage reserved for deleted messages. Given their brevity and the modest amount of time that has passed, they are all still recoverable.”

      Mia frowned, annoyed that the AI was subverting her will. “And you’ve read them.”

      “It’s impossible for the message to pass through this datapad without at least partial processing by me. However, my primary directive is to follow and satisfy your orders. I’d be chuffed if you reviewed the messages because I think it’d be useful for you. I didn’t press in the past because you were adamant about refusing to read them. The situation has now advanced to the point that I would be wrong to not insist upon you reading them.”

      “Fine. Show me the latest message.” Mia held her breath, expecting a poignant emotional message from Abigail. She didn’t understand why the AI cared so much.

      
        
        Mia,

      

      

      
        
        Be careful. Someone is looking into what we recovered. Debbie has found odd traces in her searches.

      

      

      Mia brought up another message. It wasn’t phrased the same, but the sentiment was similar. None of the messages concerned their true relationship or Mia’s abrupt departure.

      She looked through several more related messages until hard footfalls sounded from down the hallway. A group of people was running toward her room.

      She set the datapad down and opened the door, peeking down the hallway. A group of large MPs came toward her room, pain batons and knives hanging from their belts. Though they slowed, their heavy breathing and drips of sweat proved they’d been pushing hard.

      The men slowed, eyeing her warily. They spread out across the hallway until arriving at her room. A pair of MPs walked to the other side to block off escape in the opposite direction. Other nearby doors opened and people peeked through to see what was happening.

      Mia sniffed the air. Hints of adrenaline and testosterone filtered through, along with other spices of violence. Her gaze flicked between the faces of the men. They weren’t doing a good job of hiding their narrowed eyes and bared teeth. These weren’t men there to have a pleasant conversation over tea.

      “Verick, you need to come with us,” an MP demanded.

      “Technically, that’s Lieutenant Verick now,” Mia replied. “But I’ll let the protocol lapse slide if you can explain what this is about.”

      “You will come with us right now,” the MP repeated, pulling a pain baton from his belt. “Or we’ll be forced to bring you into custody using force.”

      “On what charge?” Mia asked. “And why so many of you?”

      The other MPs drew their batons. One man growled.

      Nothing about this made sense. Mia had firsthand experience pissing off the KCAP Navy. Her superior officer would have called her in for an ass-chewing with security on standby if worried. Sending men to her room in the barracks didn’t feel right.

      “I have the right to know why you’re bringing me in,” Mia demanded.

      “You brought this on yourself, bitch.” The MP gestured to two other men. “Grab her.”

      “I’m sure as hell not going with you.” Mia jumped back and brought up her fists.

      “And I don’t recognize you. This is your last chance to walk away before you get hurt.”

      He sneered. “We tried to be nice. Now it’s time to do this the hard way.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Growling like a rabid animal, an MP lunged for Mia. She grabbed his wrist and bent it back until she heard a loud and satisfying pop.

      He grimaced but didn’t slow, and he swung for her head with his other hand. She ducked the blow and shoved him back, impressed he could keep his combat cool after she’d broken his wrist. He hadn’t even screamed in pain. She couldn’t underestimate her opponents.

      Another man spread his arms, planning to use his size and grip to restrain her. Now they were the ones underestimating her. Mia spun into a kick to his chest. The powerful blow knocked him back but not down.

      The pack hesitated, exchanging glances while still ensuring they surrounded Mia. Their deployment ensured that despite the wide hallway, she couldn’t run in any direction without being within arm’s length of an opponent.

      Her brief respite allowed her to study them more closely. They had size on her, but unless they were super-soldiers, they didn’t have her speed. She could compensate for an absolute strength difference by maximizing her muscle usage through her hyper-focus, but she didn’t want to risk that unless necessary.

      The one hadn’t let a broken wrist end the fight, and their stances and formation further marked them as professionals. They weren’t relying on obvious verbal commands, suggesting they had training and combat experience together.

      Mia needed to finish this quickly. Her lifelong training and abilities gave her the edge, but one surprise weapon could end with her bleeding out at the mercy of the false MPs. For all she knew, they’d been sent to retrieve her and bring her back to the lab for more experiments. Retrieving the information from the lab on Ice had confirmed that she had powerful enemies embedded in the government, and if they hadn’t known about her before, her stunt on the prison planet guaranteed they did now.

      Mia kept up her guard and widened her stance but didn’t make a move. Though she didn’t believe these men were MPs, she wouldn’t deny their solid discipline. Common thugs broke and ran after a serious injury. Their formations fell apart just as easily. A bloodied nose could send a thug running away when he realized he’d picked a fight with a wolf instead of a puppy.

      Her first victim glanced at his bruised, limp wrist. His eyes promised vengeance for the injury, which annoyed Mia. She should have taken him out with her first attack.

      Superior numbers gave her enemies another advantage, but despite their discipline, that wouldn’t be enough to overcome the daughter of a super-soldier. They hadn’t gone for their weapons, and she suspected they had orders not to hurt her too much. Unfortunately for them, she didn’t feel the same.

      Without any knowledge of who sent them and where they intended to take her, she assumed it would end in pain and suffering, if not her death. Her mission to uncover the truth about her father would end. She wouldn’t allow that to happen, no matter how many men she needed to kill.

      “Leave while you can,” Mia suggested. “It will only get more painful from here.”

      Glaring at her, the MP leader threw a punch. She sidestepped the blow and pivoted around him to smash an elbow into the back of his head, and he grunted and dropped to his hands and knees. It was time to stop playing around and even the odds.

      Mia slammed her foot into his stomach. He vomited and crashed onto his back. She stomped his face, smacking his head against the floor with a loud thud. A crunch accompanied her next stomp.

      The swift and brutal nature of the attack had given the rest of the attackers pause. One man swallowed and the anger in his eyes turned to uncertainty. They finally understood who they were dealing with.

      Mia jumped back. “I don’t know who you really are, but I know the most important thing. You won’t win. You can’t win. Whatever this is, stop now. Keep this going, and I can’t guarantee your survival. I have no reason to expect to live through this, and I will, therefore, rip your heads off if that is what it takes to win.”

      Had her threat backfired? Been too over the top? The frowning MPs glanced at their downed leader, then shifted their angry glares at Mia. She needed more fear on their faces. Their discipline was making this last too long.

      She’d believed that was a problem before, but now she reconsidered. People had seen the brawl begin. They might contact superiors to inform them of the situation. Once real MPs showed up, these men would stand down. They couldn’t win against Mia and an entire unit of backup.

      No. She didn’t have time to wait this out. They might be stalling for their own reinforcements. They’d infiltrated the base with an entire squad, and she had no reason to believe they couldn’t bring more to the base if they hadn’t already. She needed to scare or finish them off.

      “Last chance,” Mia growled, her gaze cutting between the men. “Leave while you don’t need to be carried out.”

      An MP pulled a pain baton off his belt. “This is shit. She’s resisting too much. Time to get serious. Orders be damned.”

      “We’re supposed to bring her in without serious injury,” another MP blurted.

      Mia had been right. At least with their orders confirmed, she could assume she wouldn’t die in this hallway even if they got lucky and took her down.

      “Shut it, idiot,” growled the first man, nodding to the downed leader. “He’s out, so I’m making the call.” He pointed his baton at Mia. “You should have come along quietly, you little bitch. Now, this is going to hurt, and I’m going to enjoy making it hurt.”

      “Take pleasure in victory, not in mere infliction of pain,” she suggested calmly. “Shock and awe can be useful strategies. Sadism for sadism’s sake rarely is. It only inspires more desperate resistance in your opponents.”

      “You think this is over? You think because you messed a guy up, we’re going to walk away? We’re going to beat you down until you wish you were dead, bitch. Just because we can’t kill you doesn’t mean we can’t deliver you with some assembly required.”

      After all her experiences on Ice, she couldn’t bring herself to be intimidated by the threat. This man thought he knew what brutality and hardness were. She was about to give him a lesson in the real deal.

      Mia scoffed and motioned for him to attack. “I’ve fought far more impressive opponents than you. Hurry up. I haven’t got all day.”

      “You arrogant bitch!” With an unholy scream of rage, he swung his baton at Mia. She dodged the first blow and his surprisingly fast backswing before ducking and hammering the MP’s chest with a series of quick jabs that forced him back, clutching his chest.

      The man could handle his weapon. He’d had specific training. That much was obvious. But she’d trained her entire life, and as she’d learned on Ice, she was all but made for battle. Even when dropped among animals and science experiments, she had thrived.

      “Wait,” called out the MP leader she’d downed earlier. He stood, his nose and the back of his head gushing blood. The other MPs drew their batons but didn’t attack Mia.

      “I’m surprised you’re conscious after what I did,” Mia commented to the leader. “You should take your men and leave. I would suggest seeking medical attention to ensure you don’t have a concussion. Additional head damage could result in permanent brain damage.”

      “Take her down by any means,” the leader barked. “Just don’t kill her. I’ll take responsibility for anything up to that.”

      His men grinned. Two surged toward her. She ducked low and slammed her palm into a man’s face. He staggered backward as she jumped toward the wall and pushed off, flipping over his partner’s arm before wrapping her legs around his neck.

      Her twist and momentum bent him over. A third enemy charging into the fray had already swung his baton halfway through Mia’s attack, and his blow smacked his friend, leaving the false MP convulsing.

      Mia released her hold before hitting the floor and pushed off to avoid a kick to the head.

      A well-timed baton jab grazed her side. She didn’t scream from the pain that flared on her side. She didn’t beg for mercy or deliver new threats. Time slowed down as she sank into her hyper-focus mode.

      She hadn’t wanted to use her full abilities against the men and risk forcing a stasis recovery coma earlier than planned, but she had no choice if she wanted to win. They’d chosen their battlefield well.

      She rolled past a follow-up attack, the baton pain now a distant, weak sensation sequestered by her mind so she could maintain her focus. She had practiced resisting pain with her focus mode upon arrival at the base, but she’d never tested it against pain batons, and it took far more focus to command her spasming body than she’d expected.

      Keeping herself moving went well beyond ignoring an uncomfortable sensation. The shock overwhelmed the nerves in her side, forcing her to divert precious concentration to regain control. Without hyper-focus, she would have been down already, spasming and vulnerable to being hammered by blow after blow.

      Mia twisted the attacker’s arm and shoved her knee into his crotch. He doubled over with a groan, and she nailed the back of his head with her elbow and shoved him down as she charged the next closest man. It would take too much time to knock each man unconscious. Disabling them would be more effective, and now that she’d committed to the full use of her abilities, she only needed to ensure she left at least one man alive to interrogate.

      She didn’t have hopes of learning anything immediately actionable, but even a small clue would be enough to strike back at her enemies. They should have known after her mission on Ice how far she was willing to go.

      Her brain and body were firing to their maximum potentials, and every movement came across so slowly that she could plan a chain of moves before landing her first. Brief seconds in the outside world amounted to a long planning session to her enhanced mind.

      Two frustrated men tried to time their attacks. She bobbed and weaved, dancing through the flurry of blows with such precision an outsider observer might have thought it was a coordinated dance. The men stumbled back, their breath ragged.

      “What the fuck?” a man shouted. “What’s going on?”

      Her wounded opponents staggered to their feet. Only the pain-baton victim remained down. Even the MP with the snapped wrist was holding a baton with his good hand. She could appreciate their toughness and refusal to back down, but that didn’t mean she’d be any easier on them.

      Killing one of them might break their will. The only thing holding her back was it would require more exposure to the entire group than she wanted to risk.

      Mia dodged another blow before launching her attacker into the wall with a hard counter-kick to the chest. The impact echoed through the hallway. His eyes rolled up, and he slumped to the floor, groaning.

      She spared a glance around the hallway. With the racket they were making, no one could mistake what was happening.

      All the open doors from before had closed. No one wanted to get involved in what was going on right outside their rooms.

      Why would they? From their perspective, an infamous new arrival was brawling with MPs. Given everything Mia’s friends had told her about the rumors going around about her time on Ice, the rest of the pilots might have been expecting this exact scenario to play out or were afraid they’d end up the victims of the vicious murderer who’d wormed her way into the Top Gun program.

      Despite her enhanced processing, she didn’t have time to worry about the other Top Gun participants. She needed to finish the battle right in front of her. The odds were shifting in her favor. She just needed to capitalize on them.

      The MP leader spat out blood, his face already turning purple and puffy from his earlier fall, though his nose had stopped gushing. He wiped the blood off his mouth with his sleeve. “Fuck this. Do you have any idea how much all this hurts, bitch? I’m going to break every bone in your body and your face and then drop you off so they can knit you back together until you resemble something human. You’re going to regret ev—”

      Mia cut him off with a jump kick to his battered face. He crumbled with his eyes rolled up in the back of his head.

      It was pointless to make threats you couldn’t follow through on. She was embarrassed for him.

      His surviving comrades stabbed and swung at her with their batons, the anger and desperation growing on their faces with each attack. She became a tangle of limbs and quick moves, avoiding their many arms and weapons trying to rain blows on her. One man stumbled and nailed her leg,

      Don’t depend on luck on the battlefield. It serves both sides.

      Her father’s words flashed through her mind as the stricken limb convulsed and her knee buckled. She shoved the pain aside and cracked the man’s arm with her leg before throwing herself into a roll and bouncing back up with her other leg and a rising uppercut into an MP’s jaw. To her surprise, he didn’t go down, though he did stumble back several steps, spitting out blood and a couple of teeth.

      Roaring, another MP charged Mia. She kicked a pain baton up, grabbed the handle, and cracked it against his head. His head twisted and his entire body convulsed before he collapsed without so much as a squeak.

      She’d insulted the man earlier about taking too much pride before victory, but she didn’t care now as she enjoyed watching her enemy fall. They couldn’t read her thoughts and know her hypocrisy, anyway.

      Mia parried a baton with the one she’d liberated. They buzzed and crackled and she shoved forward, pushing the MP back.

      Her combat-focused mind cleared for a second, freeing her of her overwhelming desire for total victory. She’d thinned the enemy squad and opened multiple escape routes. A rapid retreat would allow her to recruit base security.

      Mia twisted around a man and kicked out his knee from behind, ignoring the escape opening. Although she didn’t believe they were MPs from the base, they’d infiltrated far inside the base and had convincing uniforms. They might have a collaborator in the unit. Waiting for base personnel offered them too great a chance of slipping away, and the only opportunity she had to glean useful intel for her mission would be interrogating the suspects before they had a chance to escape under the cloud of corrupt bureaucracy.

      Her opponent buckled from her kick, leaning far back and too off-balance for a counterattack. She bashed the side of his head with the baton, not waiting for him to fall before flinging the weapon at one of his friends.

      Mia sprinted forward, zigzagging toward her next victim. To Mia’s surprise, the MP threw his baton at her head. She jerked to the side avoiding the hit, but the brief slowing of her advance gave him enough time to whip out a knife. They were finally taking her seriously.

      He shoved the blade toward her chest, but she caught his wrist and twisted until he cried out and dropped the knife.

      Mia smashed a fist into his face. He tried to wriggle free from her wristlock. She pounded him again and again and again, the thud of her fist meeting his face and the crunch of bone and cartilage her personal battle soundtrack. He groaned and she released him, letting him drop to the floor, his face a battered, mangled mess.

      She flexed her fingers, the beast inside her ready for more pain and destruction. Once her focus had kicked in, it had barely been a battle. They hadn’t even managed to stab her.

      Sweat dripping down her forehead, she inhaled deeply and listened. Scents of fear and concern wafted in, not from the defeated men, but from underneath the nearby closed doors. Traces of excitement mixed with them.

      “That’s fucking crazy,” someone whispered. “She’s fucking crazy.”

      “Should we call for more MPs?” a woman asked. “I’m not going to try to stop her.”

      The words were muffled by the doors, but Mia could make them out with ease, as if the speakers were standing right in front of her. A steady drip distracted her, loud and overwhelming and close.

      She looked down at the source. Blood dripped off her knuckles, mostly not hers. Mia took another deep breath and let the hyper-focus fade. She kicked the batons away from the downed and groaning men. All of them were breathing and conscious, though in poor shape.

      Mia scoffed. She’d tried to hold back to increase the number of prisoners for interrogation. Now she wondered if she should have just killed the first man who attacked her. That might have been enough to avoid the rest of the fight.

      One of the men stirred, groaning, his swollen eyes fluttering open. He flailed around for a baton before realizing they were all gone. He pulled out his knife.

      “Stay back!” he shouted.

      Mia kicked the knife out of his hand. It bounced off a wall and clattered on the blood-soaked floor. “My patience is gone. You will cooperate or else.”

      She knelt in front of him and grabbed his shirt to pull him close until their noses almost touched. Fear filled her nostrils. Good.

      “You’re not an MP,” Mia declared, her voice low. “Do you understand what that means? All of this was self-defense against people impersonating military personnel. They’re not going to court-martial me for hurting infiltrator criminals in self-defense. I could have killed all of you and gotten away with it. You’re only alive because it’s more convenient for me.”

      “Let…me…go,” the man groaned. “If you know what’s good for you, you’ll let me go now. You have no idea…who you’re messing with.”

      “You don’t seem to appreciate the immediate tactical situation,” Mia explained. “You and your squad have been defeated. You will give me the information I need, or I will extract it from you by whatever means necessary. You’re a criminal and spy. I see no reason to apply restraint here.”

      “Fuck you.” The man hocked bloody spittle in her face.

      Mia scoffed and wiped it off. She respected his bravery, but that didn’t change what she needed to do. She had no doubt these men were going to deliver her somewhere for more experiments. They might work for Icaryus directly.

      She let go of the man. He breathed out a sigh of relief before she punched him in the face.

      Doors up and down the hallway opened. Now that the constant yelling and thumping had died out, people were willing to peek out and see what was going on.

      “Your dedication to OPSEC is admirable. It won’t save you from me. You were insufficiently briefed about my capabilities. That much is obvious from this pathetic showing.” Mia shoved the man against the wall and brought back her fist again. “You will answer my questions, or you will experience more pain. Who the hell are you? Who told you to come after me?”

      The other fake MPs started to stir. One man swayed to his feet and limped away. Mia glanced between him and her current subject. The fleeing enemy wasn’t the one who’d been issuing orders. Her current target was as good as any. She had no idea how long it would be before reinforcements or other entanglement arrived to disrupt her interrogation.

      Mia glared at the man she was holding. She punched him again. His head snapped back, and he groaned.

      “Answer my questions,” she shouted. “Who the hell are you? I’ve already gleaned your primary mission objectives. Where was your exfil zone? Your delivery zone?”

      “Somebody should stop her,” whispered a man farther up the hallway, glancing around. “She’s going to kill him.”

      “She took out six MPs with weapons,” answered another man. “Are you going to try to stop her? She’s damned nuts. It’s Ice. I heard she went crazy there, tried to kill guards and they only let her out because she’s connected to some high-up politician.”

      Mia ignored the chatter and punched her victim in the stomach. “You bastards came at me. You’re lucky I didn’t kill you. Now who the hell are you?” She slammed him against the wall twice. “Tell me before I break something in a way that ends up permanent.”

      She spun at rapidly approaching footsteps, ready to take on any reinforcements. Ryoko, Paul, and Karin sprinted toward her, all wearing the same wide-eyed horror.

      Mia yanked the man to his feet. “You won’t get away with this. Do you understand me?” She punched him in the stomach again. He vomited. “I’ll get what I need, no matter what I have to do. Your life was forfeit when you attacked me.”

      Paul and Karin both flanked Mia and grabbed her arms, pulling her back. She growled and almost elbowed their faces on instinct before Ryoko wrapped her arms around Mia’s waist. She bit her tongue, trying to quell the urge to fight her friends as they yanked her off the battered man.

      “Back off, Mia!” shouted Paul. “I don’t know what happened, but this isn’t the way to handle things. You’ve messed him up majorly.”

      Every instinct in Mia screamed at her to twist out of their grips and neutralize the men and women holding her back. She had an intel source right in front of her. They didn’t understand.

      She couldn’t inflict pain on her friends on purpose. She wouldn’t hurt her friends, and she couldn’t explain everything without putting them at risk.

      “Let me go!” she yelled. “This isn’t your problem. You don’t understand. I have to do this.”

      That momentary distraction was all her battered attackers needed. They scampered to their feet. Her victim was the last one off the floor, and the bloodied MPs scurried away while Mia struggled against her friends, trying to pull out without hurting them.

      “Damn it,” she shouted. “They’re getting away. I have to stop them.”

      “Calm down, Mia,” insisted Karin, her voice quiet and soothing. “Do you have any idea what this looks like? Do you understand what you’ve done?”

      Mia knew exactly what it looked like. She’d heard what people had said. They thought the woman from Black Ice had lost her mind and tried to murder a group of MPs. Unless she was willing to hurt Paul, Ryoko, and Karin, the men would get away.

      She stopped struggling. Whispers and shocked looks traveled up and down the hallway. The people lining the hall stared at Mia.

      “I think you might want to go in your room and calm down,” suggested Karin with a sigh. “Until the commander makes a decision on whatever just happened.”

      Paul whistled. “This was messed up, but it was impressive.”

      Karin glared at him. “It’s not the time for that, Stansford.”

      The burly man shrugged. “Just saying.”

      Mia shook off her friends and glared up and down the hallway at the gawking crowd. Horror, disgust, and even curiosity greeted her. She didn’t care what they thought they’d seen. Not a single one of them understood who she was and what she was going through. None of them, not even her friends, truly understood her mission.

      “Show’s over,” she snarled. “And it’s time for a shower.”
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      Mia wasn’t surprised when she stuck her head out of her room after her shower and found her friends in the hallway. She motioned them inside, curious how long it would take for real MPs to show up and interrogate her. Perhaps no one had bothered to contact them, or there was confusion about what had happened and who’d been deployed. Whatever the case, she didn’t have much time to plan her next move.

      Her friends stood near her closed door, all watching and waiting for her to begin talking. Mia took a moment to gather her thoughts, unsure how much she could tell them without putting them at risk. Trouble had shown up sooner than she’d expected, and the blatancy of the attack had taken her off-guard, even if she was more than capable of handling the enemy.

      “They weren’t real MPs,” she announced. “They infiltrated the base in disguises to target me.”

      “Huh?” Paul frowned. “What are you saying?”

      “I thought what I was saying was straightforward.” Mia motioned to the door. “Those were fakes. They came to capture me, not arrest me. I’m unsure how I can be clearer. I was in the middle of interrogating one when you interrupted. I understand why you did that, but it’s a problem for me.”

      Ryoko and Karin exchanged worried looks, but it was the former who stepped forward and asked, “That sounds a little—”

      “Insane?” finished Mia. “That’s what you’re suggesting?”

      “Yes,” Karin confirmed. “I mean try to think about it from our perspective. Why would anyone send six fake MPs after you, Mia? This isn’t like Tal Mallan being an asshole back in the prep program. That’d be a serious crime. Doing it on a military base also means trouble like espionage or treason charges. It’d guarantee whoever was responsible would get in huge trouble, if not end up on a prison colony themselves.”

      “Only if they were caught,” mused Paul. “If they could get this far in with realistic uniforms, they might have done something to cameras along the way.”

      Karin stared at him. “You believe this? We’re supposed to be bringing her back down to reality, not feeding her paranoia.”

      “I’m pointing out a way it might happen,” he replied, shrugging. “I’m not saying I buy the explanation yet. But it’s not impossible.”

      Mia sighed. She’d been a fool to think she could keep everyone safe with ignorance. Compartmentalizing operation security might have compromised her overall mission. She looked among her friends, trying to weigh out how far to go.

      “All those messages from Abigail were warnings,” she explained. “I can’t tell you everything, but I’ve already told you something happened on Ice. And I believe I’m being targeted because of it.”

      Paul grimaced. “You never did clarify exactly what went down there. Are you saying you ki…you hurt somebody who had connections? Like syndicate or super-corp connections?”

      “Paul!” Karin yelled. “Don’t feed it into this! What did I say?”

      “It’s okay,” Mia interrupted, her voice calm. “I’m only holding back details because you all don’t need to get too swept up in this. But, yes, it’s something like that. There were things I had to do on Ice. They put me on the radar of dangerous people who have a reach far beyond the prison.” She shrugged. “I’m not surprised this happened.”

      Paul raised an eyebrow. “You aren’t surprised? Seriously?”

      “Yes. I expected blowback. I just didn’t think it would come so soon.” She frowned. “That was a strategic mistake. I’d let myself be too distracted by my emotions. I should have planned better for this eventuality and not have assumed the base security would handle it. Obviously, an enemy who could have that level of influence over a government prison would have other resources available to them to infiltrate a military base.”

      Ryoko shuddered. “Can’t you get help? If everything you’re saying is true, it’s only a matter of time before you get kidnapped, hurt, or killed.”

      Paul nodded. “Yeah. We can’t sit around and wait until the next group of fake MPs shows up. We want to have your back, but it’s going to take a lot before I decide to punch an MP in the face.” He waved his hands. “I’m not saying I wouldn’t take down a bad guy. I just want to be sure who I’m punching.”

      Karin’s shoulders slumped. “Assuming everything you’re saying is true, they both raise good points.”

      “I’m not sure who I can trust besides you three,” replied Mia. She motioned to the door. “Otherwise, this wouldn’t have happened. Think about it. Six fake MPs marched into the barracks armed with pain batons and tried to abduct a Top Gun pilot. If it were anyone else, they would have gotten away with it.”

      Paul grinned. “But you kicked their asses.” He withered under a dirty look from Karin. “She did.”

      “I wounded them,” Mia corrected him. “With only one truly serious injury.” She shook her head. “Permanent elimination of enemy forces might have been more helpful to my long-term goals, but I suspect these are hirelings.”

      Ryoko swallowed. “You think you should have killed them?”

      Mia nodded once, not caring how it looked. She liked and trusted her friends, but they also needed to understand the stakes if they wanted to get involved with her mission, even indirectly.

      “Stepping back from the killing, you’re saying they had help from the inside?” Karin asked. “From someone on base?”

      “I don’t know,” Mia admitted. “It’s the most plausible explanation that explains their successful infiltration.”

      “I don’t like being the dick, but Paul raised a good point. Are you one-hundred percent sure those guys weren’t real MPs?”

      Mia tried to think through the best way to explain without giving away too many dangerous details, including the truth about her new abilities. “I didn’t recognize them. They refused to identify why I had to go with them, or what crime I allegedly committed. I warned them off, and they had plenty of time to call for reinforcements during the fight. It’s been minutes now and there’s still nobody out there. Don’t you think that’s odd?”

      Paul’s gaze cut to the door. “Yeah. It’s strange. Somebody else has got to have called it in, too.”

      Mia frowned. He was right. She’d been wondering about them not requesting reinforcements, but accepted that their ambush plan relied on no real security showing up. She knew from her own experience that military systems were vulnerable. As Paul had suggested, somebody might have sabotaged the communications systems of the base to ensure no one interfered with their plan.

      “I believe you,” Karin offered. “If you were truly an asshole who wanted to take people out without justification, you would have gone after half our old class.”

      Paul snickered. “And I’m still breathing.”

      “But if people can get inside this base with fake uniforms, what’s to stop it from happening again?” asked Ryoko. “Next time they might show up with guns. Mia’s good, but she’s not a one-woman army.”

      Mia bit down an objection. Pointing out she’d won in ambushes featuring deadlier weapons wouldn’t serve the present conversation.

      Paul grimaced. “You’re right. They couldn’t get in again, could they?”

      “That depends on how they got in and if anyone on base is helping them,” Mia answered. She motioned toward the door. “It doesn’t have to be a grand conspiracy. Thousands of people come and go through a base like this, military and civilian. There are many personnel who could help with infiltration.” She scoffed. “And that’s assuming they didn’t hack the security and hop the fence.”

      She regretted the words right as they’d left their mouth. It had been long enough that she wasn’t worried about anyone figuring out she’d altered her DT prior to going to Ice, but being too careless might risk discovery.

      “Come on, Mia,” Paul replied with a skeptical look. “I know these guys have shaken you up, but it’s not that easy to hack a base’s security system and sneak in. I’d bet you they bribed some low-level support contractor.”

      Karin nodded. “I agree. That makes the most sense.”

      “A blatant defeat of security would be a stretch,” added Ryoko. “So I support the bribery theory. And after an incident like this, the base will be on higher alert.”

      Mia wasn’t about to point out she’d used that exact strategy. Though she accepted that her own abilities combined with Abigail’s might be harder to replicate for a standard kidnapping squad, and getting one person past security was easier than a group.

      Paul shook his head. “This sucks. I don’t know everyone in the squadron yet, let alone the wing or the entire base. Do you, Mia?”

      “I know fewer people than you.” She shrugged.

      “That means she’s vulnerable,” Paul reasoned. “I know you’re…you, but even you can’t do anything if someone takes you by complete surprise. And they might have come at you in the barracks.” He frowned. “Was there anybody else around when they did, like right in the hallway?”

      Mia thought back and shook her head. “There were people in their rooms. No one was in the hall.”

      “They thought they could grab you and go,” Karin added, nodding along with Paul. “It makes sense. There are no big unit activities for the rest of the day. Almost time for dinner. This might have been their best chance. Too many other people around risked somebody else getting involved.”

      Paul slammed his fist into his palm. “Then we have to play off that. Whoever these guys are, they don’t want attention. That means they risk collateral damage.” He shrugged. “Whatever people think about Mia because of Ice doesn’t apply to us.”

      “And what are you getting at?” Mia asked.

      “If you’re never alone, they’ll be less likely to go after you,” Paul suggested. He patted his chest. “Once the program starts, you’ll be around tons of people for most of the day. Until then, we can take turns guarding you.”

      “Guarding me?” Mia’s brow lifted in challenge. “I’m capable of taking care of myself.”

      “Then think of it less as us being bodyguards and more discouraging attacks.”

      “That’s dangerous. Very dangerous.”

      “Any more dangerous than letting you get jumped by goons who can sneak into the base?”

      Karin cupped her chin. “He’s right, Mia. And this goes beyond you. If there is someone on base helping these guys, they could set you up. People might not trust you because of the flaring and going to Ice. Having another witness around could help protect you from false accusations.”

      Paul scoffed. “Yeah. I’m willing to bet wherever they go after you next, the security cameras and drones will conveniently malfunction.”

      Mia frowned. “I suspect you’re right and they already have.”

      Ryoko’s eyes widened. “The cameras in the hallway.”

      “Exactly. They weren’t that worried about anything but grabbing me.”

      “This goes beyond these kidnappers,” Karin interjected. “We have a whole squadron of future ace pilots whose main exposure to you is hearing that you spent time on a prison planet and seeing you beating the shit out of MPs.”

      “Most of the squadron must think she’s unhinged and violent.” Paul chuckled. “And that’s only half-true.”

      Karin elbowed him. “It’s not the time for jokes, Stansford.”

      He grunted. “I’m not the one who beat down six people.”

      Ryoko broke in, “Mia’s right, if those were real MPs, more would be coming to arrest her. Somebody had to have called it in. The security people would have checked the footage, unless the call or the footage was altered.” She shook her head. “I believed Mia before, but this proves they were frauds.” She sighed. “And Paul’s right. People are going to believe what they saw. Even most of the people who went through the Talari program with you might think you snapped because of Ice. I…” She looked away. “I’m sorry.”

      “It’s not unreasonable to conclude imprisonment has made me more dangerous,” Mia acknowledged. “That’s a typical post-imprisonment problem.”

      “But Mia was allowed back into the program,” Karin noted. “That has to count for something. That means that the higher-ups believe she’s stable enough to be a top pilot, and everyone else has to accept that.”

      Mia shook her head and looked at Paul. “It’s no different than when I first met you all in the program. People think I have special pull and am privileged. With that as a baseline, they might assume a cover-up’s happening.”

      Paul averted his eyes. “I was wrong. They’re just as wrong.”

      “But it’s what they believe right now that’s important,” Karin pointed out. “Which is all the more reason we need to always be with her so we can vouch for her.”

      Mia wandered over to her desk and dropped into the chair. She appreciated what her friends wanted to do, but she wasn’t that worried. The use of fake MPs during the attack proved whoever was targeting her had limited infiltration resources and control over the base. Sending actual MPs to arrest her, then capturing or eliminating her while in custody would have been more efficient and would have offered her more limited tactical options.

      Her enemies also might have wanted to ensure there was no link between their foot soldiers and the masters, and that worked to Mia’s advantage. Paul’s suggestion they interfered and would continue to disrupt surveillance made sense. It also meant that if Mia were ambushed by herself and took out the enemies, she’d have a valid self-defense claim along with suspicious evidence that someone was going out of their way to target her.

      Mia frowned. Protecting her life and reputation wasn’t that important. The mission remained paramount. Her friends had been well-meaning, but they’d interrupted her interrogation. Thirty seconds or a minute more might have been all she needed to get useful intel out of her assailant.

      A brutal interrogation awaited the next kidnappers or assassins who went after her, and if her friends had understood the MPs were frauds, they wouldn’t have allowed her brutal interrogation method.

      Telling them the complete truth was out of the question. Whoever was targeting her might send fake MPs after her friends if they suspected they had any knowledge of what Mia had uncovered on Ice. Her friends were fit and well-trained, but they wouldn’t be able to fight their way past squads of armed troops.

      Mia shook her head. “It’s too dangerous for you all. The theory that they won’t go after me if I’m not alone is based on one incident. We can’t be sure.”

      Paul scoffed. “And, so, what, you expect us to let you get jumped again? The hell with that. I don’t care if I’m wrong about that, having somebody around to watch your back makes you safer.” He nodded toward the door. “If you can take out six guys by yourself, then how many could you take out if one of us was there?”

      “I agree,” Karin added. “I put effort into our friendship. I’m not going to let random goons make that a waste of time.”

      Mia’s brow shot up. “That’s your strategy to convince me?”

      “I wouldn’t have made it into the program without you,” offered Ryoko quietly. Her cheeks were red. “I owe you, Mia. You helped secure my future. I won’t turn my back on you now that you need help.”

      Mia glanced down at her datapad. She’d ignored Abigail’s messages. If she hadn’t, she might have been more prepared for the ambush. She could have adopted a defensive travel routine that would bait her enemies into a remote area. That would have at least minimized the risk to others.

      She lifted her hand and stared at her bruised knuckles. The best thing to do for the mission was to recruit additional support personnel. No one woman, no matter how skilled or enhanced, could win against an enemy of unknown scope and resources.

      “Lieutenant Verick,” blared the intercom. “Please report to Commander’s Hallway immediately. Lieutenant Verick, report to Commander’s Hallway immediately.”

      “I’ll start now,” Paul offered. “You can’t complain about me escorting you to the commander. That’s not like I’m offering to jump into enemy territory.”

      Mia looked down at her bruised knuckles. “That remains to be seen.”
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        * * *

      

      The short trip from the barracks to the command building and Commander’s Hallway didn’t worry Mia. She spotted other people pointing and whispering at her. Paul, for his part, was quiet.

      She appreciated it. She doubted her enemy was so resourceful as to be able to send another team right away, but she didn’t want to insult her friend’s offer. They ended their trip without conflict in front of Wing Commander Sula’s office. The door was closed.

      Paul nodded to Mia. “Good luck.”

      “I’ll be fine. If she wanted to arrest me, she would have sent MPs.”

      Paul smirked. “Fake or not, that didn’t go so well last time.” He waved. “Remember who you’re talking to in there.”

      “I will.”

      She waited until he’d walked down the hallway and turned the corner before knocking on the door.

      “Come,” barked the wing commander.

      Mia opened the door, stepped inside, and saluted. Wing Commander Sula returned her salute. The stern-looking woman was impressively tall, and that came across even when she was sitting.

      “At ease, Lieutenant,” ordered Sula.

      The lack of security outside and inside the office was a good sign. Mia doubted Wing Commander Sula was so confident about her physical capabilities that she’d risk a fight with someone reported to have taken out a half-dozen men by herself.

      Mia inhaled deeply, seeking any hints of violence or aggression before reverting to a parade rest stance. The wing commander’s scent did carry notes of the latter, though distinct from what Mia had smelled from the would-be kidnappers.

      Mia hadn’t talked to the wing commander directly and had only seen her once during a Commander’s Call. From what her friends had told her, the wing commander had a reputation of being easy enough to get along with under normal circumstances but an absolute monster if you crossed her. These next few minutes would determine whether Mia’s mission was about to come to a screeching halt.

      Sula narrowed her eyes at Mia. “What is the scope of my responsibilities, Lieutenant Verick?”

      “Ma’am?” Mia frowned.

      “All your records suggest you’re an unusually intelligent and attentive young woman. Don’t make me repeat myself.”

      “You’re in command of the wing.” Mia shrugged. “In particular, for this program, you’re also in charge of the carrier we’ll be assigned to for the program and are responsible for the section of the base holding the program participants and support personnel.”

      Sula nodded slowly. “I have many, many people under my command. And although there’s a wonderful chain of command, the wing doesn’t function efficiently when I’m required to put excess effort into individual troublesome personnel. This is the KCAP Navy, Lieutenant. We’re all supposed to know our roles. We’re supposed to operate within the scope of those roles so that everyone above and below us doesn’t need to waste effort and time on somebody else’s problems.”

      Mia kept still in a perfect parade rest. “I understand all that, ma’am.”

      “Do you?” Sula picked a datapad off her desk, her eyes cutting back and forth as she skimmed the contents. “Which makes me wonder about the surprising reports I’ve received concerning you assaulting an MP squad. That doesn’t sound like somebody making less trouble for others.”

      “I didn’t assault an MP squad,” Mia replied.

      Sula tossed the datapad onto the desk. “Show me your hands.” She tapped the desk. “Lay them here.”

      Mia spread her fingers and laid out her hands.

      “I noticed it when you saluted,” Sula explained. “Bruising along the knuckles and some evidence of injury on your face, too. You’ve freshly showered.”

      “I’m not attempting to lie to you, ma’am,” Mia replied. “I did engage in battle with a squad of six men, but they weren’t MPs. They were impostors. I was defending myself. Given the situation and confusion, I didn’t have time to request reinforcements and the only choice left to me was to suppress the enemy force. I didn’t immediately report it because I assumed someone else would come and collect me, at which time I’d make my case.”

      Sula frowned and stared at Mia, not saying anything for a painfully long silence. She leaned back in her chair before finally offering, “That’s what I’m worried about. Before I called you in, I checked with security and found they had reports of an altercation, but all their personnel are accounted for, and they have no record of any of them fighting or attempting to apprehend you. There also was an odd security glitch with the hallway barracks’ cameras.”

      “A glitch, ma’am?” Mia tried to hide the interest in her voice. Confirmation of her enemy’s capabilities would be critical to dealing with them in the future.

      Sula nodded. “The relevant footage doesn’t show your encounter. People are currently running diagnostics on the system, though there’s preliminary evidence that the system was compromised, which is, of course, a major issue. So, I’m going to need you, Lieutenant Verick, to be honest with me and explain to me who those men were and why they were in my barracks trying to kidnap you.”

      Mia shook her head. “My attempts to interrogate a prisoner were interrupted, ma’am. I have no useful intelligence on who they were or their true identity. I left blood evidence there. You could collect it.”

      “Depending on where they came from and the relevant databases, it might take months to identify them based off DNA, if at all. We need a lead. Six men infiltrate a military base to kidnap you, and you have absolutely no idea who they are? And you’re telling me this has nothing to do with your time on Ice?”

      “I have no concrete intelligence that identifies the men, ma’am,” Mia explained.

      She wanted to do her best to avoid direct lies. The most likely explanation was that it was linked to Ice, but she had no proof. Offering speculation to the wing commander wasn’t useful to either woman.

      “I was able to confirm one thing,” Mia added. “Based on statements by the men, their intent was capture, not assassination. Whoever sent them after me wanted me alive, though they did appear to believe they could cause me serious injury without too much trouble.”

      Sula rubbed her eyes. “You’re delivering this like you would a logistics report about cleaning equipment.”

      “Accuracy of information is important, regardless of scope, ma’am.”

      “I would have thought you would have been more shaken up by this,” Sula noted. “Most people aren’t used to being targeted by ambushes.”

      “I’ve lived an unorthodox life.” Mia shrugged.

      Sula scoffed. “Yes, unorthodox. I’m well aware of your unorthodox path to joining my program, and I’m pretty sure there’s something far larger going on with all the oddities associated with your short career so far.”

      “With all due respect, ma’am, I earned my way into the program. I’m better than everyone else here.”

      “So I’ve read.” Sula picked up her datapad. “You may very well be the best pilot candidate to ever be selected for this program.” She shook her head. “If I’m to believe all this, and I have no reason not to, given who it comes from, you’re by far the best. I can understand why they didn’t want to deny you enrollment over your silly stunt following your final exam.” She leaned forward. “And I’m not a woman who cares about the past. You can’t change it. There’s no point in worrying about it. The only thing I care about is the future, and so before now, I didn’t care about any of the oddness of your past, and I’ll continue not to care as long as it doesn’t disrupt the program or base.”

      Mia nodded. “It’s not my intention to disrupt the program. I honestly don’t know the identity of those men.”

      “I already know the rumors swirling around about you,” Sula persisted after a lingering look. “And I don’t care. You’ve made it into this program and you’re under my command, which means I’m on your side. I’m never going to throw one of my officers to the wolves without a damned good reason.” She pinned Mia with a glare. “But that means you need to be on my side, too.”

      “I am, ma’am,” Mia replied.

      “I’m not so sure about that, so two things need to be made clear. First, Verick, if you get any whiff that something like this incident is going to occur, you are to immediately inform me. Second, if I find out that you’re holding out on me and that you knew something that would have prevented me from stopping an incident, then you’ll enjoy time in the brig while you wait for your tribunal. Understood?”

      “Yes, ma’am. Understood.”

      “Good, now dismissed.” Sula frowned.

      After exchanging salutes, Mia retreated from the office and closed the door behind her. Things had gotten complicated quickly. Technically, she hadn’t started the Top Gun program yet. Mia headed down the hallway, unsure whether being under the watchful eye of Wing Commander Sula was a blessing or a curse.

      It changed nothing. The mission would continue until Mia succeeded or died.
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      Mia stared at the unfinished soup in her bowl with a frown, aware of the stares and whispers from other people in the cafeteria. She wasn’t surprised.

      It hadn’t been that long since the incident. She’d overheard more than one person say it was a cover-up, and even the people who believed that someone had sent fake MPs to arrest her didn’t want to be around a woman who, unarmed, could beat six large well-armed men half to death without sustaining a serious injury.

      She had her friends, at least. They sat at her table with her chatting quietly while they worked on their own meals.

      “It’s finally happening,” Paul commented after downing a piece of jerk chicken. He set his fork down. “All the time and effort it took to get into the program, and it’s starting.”

      Ryoko smiled. “Sometimes it felt like a dream. I’ve worked so hard for so long to get here.”

      “A dream?” Karin replied, her voice melodramatic. “Or a nightmare?”

      “That’s right.” Paul laughed. “Those bastards during our final could have taken us out if it wasn’t for Mia. We might not have made it in at all.”

      Mia looked up at the mention of her name. “If you were insufficiently skilled, the Navy wouldn’t have invited you into the program.” She looked around. Most of the personnel present were in their squadron and averted their eyes. “I appreciate you all having my back, but I also know the others have been avoiding you because of me.”

      Paul shrugged. “Screw ’em. It’s not our fault they can’t handle the truth. Tomorrow, we’re starting the real deal, not sitting around polishing our boots and doing busy work. All these people will have something real to talk about.”

      “Everyone here wants to be an ace,” noted Karin, surveying the room, “and everyone here got into the program.”

      Mia recognized the people from her prep program, but most of the other pilots she’d met hadn’t been from the Talari Academy program. The main reputation that had preceded her wasn’t her skills as a pilot, but her time on Ice.

      She didn’t care much about the politics, though it might make things inconvenient. The KCAP Navy needed good pilots. She’d prove herself the best. Everything else would sort itself out unless someone else attempted to kidnap or assassinate her, in which case she’d solve the problem with her other skills. Enough dead bodies would convince her enemies to back off.

      Ryoko grimaced. “You’re thinking something violent again, aren’t you, Mia? I can see it in your eyes.”

      “Just eager to get started,” Mia replied.

      She stopped herself when another pilot headed her way, Lieutenant Ortiz. Mia had spoken to him once. From what she’d heard from Karin, Ortiz was from a thoroughbred Navy line, his father an admiral.

      Mia didn’t care. His father was inferior to hers.

      Ortiz sauntered up to the table. “Kill anyone lately, Verick?”

      “Not lately, no,” Mia replied with a shrug. “No one has attacked me.”

      Ortiz slammed his palm on the table and leaned over with a grin. “I’ve been talking to your old classmates. Everyone says you’re supposed to be the ultimate pilot.”

      Mia shrugged. “My skills exceed anyone here. That’s a point of fact.”

      Karin and Ryoko grimaced, and Paul laughed. Mia didn’t care. Lying about her basic pilot abilities in an elite fighter-pilot program made no sense. Doing well in training wouldn’t reveal the secret of her success. Her time in the prep program had convinced her that proof of skill, more than anything, could shut people up and earn her the approval of her superiors and peers.

      She wasn’t in the KCAP Navy to be a diplomat. She was there to be an elite starfighter pilot.

      Ortiz threw his head back and laughed so loudly that everyone in the room looked his way. “Wow. No humility, Verick? I think you’re in for a surprise. I’m sure you were a big deal at Talari, but there are plenty of great pilots here. And not everyone is fresh. We’ve got some veterans here, too, trying to take their skills to the next level.”

      “I don’t doubt that,” Mia replied. “That changes nothing. No one here is as good as me.”

      Ortiz glanced around the table. “Your friend is talking shit about you. You going to take that?”

      “She’s better than us,” Paul confirmed. “Trust me. She’s better than everyone in this room. We’re all content to struggle for best of the rest.”

      Ortiz licked his lips. “You’re that good, Verick?”

      “I am,” she replied.

      “Willing to put money on that? I’m putting together a little tournament. I talked to an instructor and secured access to one of the simulator bays we’ll be using during the first parts of training. We’ve all been reading about them for days, so we should all be familiar enough with them. We all kick in an entry fee, and the winner takes the pot, and, more importantly, the bragging rights. Smaller prize for second.” He smirked at Paul. “Best of the rest. But nothing for third.” He motioned around the room. “Almost everybody’s signed up already, and if you’re as good as you and your friends say, Verick, then this should be easy money.”

      Mia stared at him. “When is the tournament?”

      “In three hours.”

      “How is it set up?”

      “There will be team competition first. A filter.” He motioned around the table. “Teams of four, conveniently enough. Single elimination. We’re going to take the winners of the team battles, and then we’re going for randomly selected single-elimination one-on-one battles. Nothing fancy, just take out the enemy fighters in a battle space that has no obstacles. It’s a pure test of skill. Same simulated gear and everything.”

      Mia wasn’t eager to participate. She needed time for her recovery stasis coma prior to the start of training the following morning. Pushing into the evening might disrupt that. Staying on a schedule had helped her avoid unexpected comas.

      Paul frowned. “You have to do it, Mia.”

      “I didn’t say I wouldn’t.”

      “Sure, but there’s something on your face that tells me you don’t want to.”

      Ortiz snickered. “Because she knows she’s going to get her ass handed to her. Or, if she’s lucky, maybe she can be best of the rest.”

      “I wish I would have never said that,” muttered Paul.

      Karin rolled her eyes. “I’m going to enter your tournament and take you out, Ortiz. You won’t get a chance to go after Mia. But she should participate.”

      He backed away, smirking at Mia. “Hey, I’ll send you all the address for the entry fee. If you want to show up in three hours and prove your skills, do it. If you want to hide, then that’s on you. At least then we’ll know who the real pilots are.” He strutted away with a smug smile.

      “You need to kick his ass,” Karin insisted after Ortiz left. “He needs an injection of humility straight into his brain.”

      “If I participate, you won’t win,” Mia pointed out.

      Karin shrugged. “There’s a prize for second place. We all have a shot at that.”

      Ryoko leaned closer to whisper. “Why don’t you want to do it? You know you’ll win.”

      “I need to rest.”

      “Special rest?”

      Mia nodded. “I want to be careful.”

      Ryoko sighed. “I get that, but this isn’t going to be an all-night thing. And you need to do this.”

      “Why?”

      “Because most of these people still see you as the crazy woman who killed someone at Ice,” explained Ryoko. “They’re afraid of you. This is a way to break the ice, no pun intended, and prove you’re just like them.”

      “I don’t care if they’re afraid of me,” answered Mia.

      Karin shook her head. “You’ve come so far, but you won’t give up your rank of Admiral Stubbornness. Ryoko’s right, Mia. You need to do this. We know you and trust you, but you also have to understand where you are and what you are.”

      Mia looked between her friends, fighting not to scowl. They were trying to help. “I know exactly where I am and what I’m doing.”

      “Do you? You’re not in a prep program anymore. You’re a commissioned officer in a KCAP Navy squadron. If you want to have any sort of lasting career in the Navy, you need people to trust you.” Karin motioned around the table. “And not just us. Top Gun’s about training pilots to be the best of the best, not for their egos, but so the KCAP has people who can fight for them.”

      Paul cleared his throat. “Speaking as someone who used to hate your ass and now is your friend, I agree with them. Mia, not everybody in this room is going to go into the same unit, which means if you leave a bad impression, by the time this program is over half the Navy will be hearing about the Ice Killer who can’t get along with other pilots.”

      Mia ground her teeth. “I’m a good pilot.”

      “You’re the best. We don’t doubt that, and this is a chance for you to prove it and play nicely with others.”

      “Play nicely? Won’t Ortiz and others be angry that I beat them?”

      “They’ll be frustrated, but this program is about showing your skills,” explained Paul. “And they can come up with whatever stories they want about why you’re allowed in the program, but flight results speak for themselves.”

      “You need people who are willing to fight and die alongside you when it comes to the real deal,” interjected Karin.

      Mia stared at her. Had Karin figured out her true mission?

      “When you’re fighting on the Fringe, you can’t guarantee that we’ll be there.” Karin gave her a thoughtful look. “And we don’t want you to get killed because no one has your back.”

      Mia wanted to complain. Her concern was now less about her stasis recovery than the implication that she needed to pander to the feelings of other pilots. But her enhanced abilities were no guarantee of success in a space battle. While greater processing could help, improved reaction times and sensory input wouldn’t make her fighter accelerate or turn faster.

      “If they doubt me, they should review my records,” she suggested.

      “Seeing is believing, right?” ventured Paul, waggling his eyebrows. “Besides, it might help us. If we get lucky with the individual draws, you can thin out the competition, and we won’t have to face you until later. And working together as a flight all but guarantees us a top-eight slot.”

      Karin rolled her eyes at him. “I hope that’s not the real reason you’re encouraging her.”

      “No, no, no, all that other stuff is important. Totally. If she doesn’t do this, pirates will surround her fighter and kill her on the Fringe.” Paul nodded solemnly before smirking. “Hey, I can always use more money.”

      Mia looked over at Ortiz who was chatting and laughing at another table. “When I think about it, avoiding any flight training in the Top Gun program is illogical. I’ll do it.” She smiled at Paul. “Don’t complain when I win.”

      “I’m going to pull up second,” Paul insisted.

      “Keep dreaming,” Karin teased. “You’re Lieutenant Third Place at best.”

      “And I have a good chance as either of you,” Ryoko put int.
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        * * *

      

      “And that ends the team battles,” Ortiz shouted to scattered applause. He grinned as Mia and her flight mates exited their simulators. “Team Blue has earned the right to compete with my own Team Yellow in the individual battles.”

      “It’s bullshit,” a pilot yelled. He stood along the wall with his arms crossed. He’d been frowning since his team had been knocked out in the first battle against Mia’s team. “They have an unfair advantage. They’re cheating somehow.”

      Paul made a rude gesture. “Being better isn’t cheating. Not our fault you act like you’ve never flown a Valkyrie before.”

      The complainer pointed at Mia. “No one can pull off those kinds of maneuvers.” He gestured to Ryoko. “Or hit with that accuracy that far away. You guys hacked the sims.”

      Ortiz laughed. “Come on. Don’t be a little bitch just because you got taken out. These are official simulators. If anyone had fucked with them, there’d be warnings all over the place, and everyone has been rotating through the same simulators. Somebody would have noticed.”

      Mia was surprised at his defense. Given his earlier attitude, she assumed he would have doubted her as much as the others. By luck of the draw, her team hadn’t fought his team, and both teams were undefeated.

      The complainer stomped over to a simulator and slapped the side. “I want to personally inspect their simulators during their individual rounds, and they have to use ones they didn’t use before.”

      Ortiz looked over Mia’s team. “I don’t have a problem with that.”

      “Fine by me,” Mia replied. Her friends nodded their agreement. “Skill, not cheating, got me this far. And it’ll carry me to victory.”

      She’d been surprised that the simulators used partial direct neural-interface technology. She’d been told the Top Gun program was focused almost exclusively on not using such devices, but from what Ortiz had explained, it was mostly so the program could more efficiently record data for training purposes. They had to fly as if they weren’t using a neural interface, so it hadn’t changed Mia’s strategy.

      “I can’t believe I gave up that much money for a freaking cheat,” bitched the first pilot. “I’m going to make sure you won’t win the individual tournament.”

      Ortiz pulled out a datapad. “Okay, let’s get the individual tournament going.” He tapped away at the pad. A display on the wall lit up.

      
        
        BATTLE 1-STANSFORD VS. ORTIZ

      

      

      
        
        BATTLE 2-VERICK VS. UEDA

      

      

      
        
        BATTLE 3-WILLIAMS VS. HALEY

      

      

      
        
        BATTLE 4-SIDOROV VS. CHEN

      

      

      Mia shot Ryoko an apologetic look. It was inevitable that she’d have to destroy one of her friends in the tournament. She had hoped she’d thin out the ranks first, not eliminate Ryoko immediately.

      Ryoko shrugged. Karin eyed her opponent, Williams, and Paul squared his shoulders, locking eyes with a smirking Ortiz.

      “Thank you for helping me earn extra money,” Paul told Ortiz. “I’m going to call ’em Ortizos when I spend them.”

      Ortiz cracked his knuckles. “Shouldn’t I be saying that to you, Stansford?”

      Paul headed to a simulator, motioning the earlier complainer closer. “Hurry up and check this out so I can kick Ortiz’s ass.”

      Scattered laughs and grins broke out among the pilots. Mia was surprised. Most people were smiling now, including at her. Only a handful, including the complainer along with Ortiz’s flight mates, Chen, Sidorov, and Williams, looked angry.

      She didn’t understand the last three. They’d been on a winning team. Ortiz had carried the team, but they weren’t slouches themselves. That struck her about all the battles. She was better than everyone there, that was without question. But by conventional standards, there wasn’t a single bad pilot in the bay.

      Ortiz jogged to his simulator. “Try and not lose too quickly, Stansford. We want to give the people a show.”
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        * * *

      

      Cheers filled the bay as a holographic spinning Valkyrie disappeared in a massive explosion summoned by two converging missiles. The blast froze, and text wrapped around the display.

      
        
        ROUND ONE VICTOR: Jamie Ortiz

      

      

      Paul groaned and slid out of his simulator, shaking his head. “Seriously, Ortiz? You’ve been hiding that move this entire time?”

      Ortiz popped his head out with a grin. “You should have rolled the other way.”

      “In your other fights, you never tried that trick.”

      Ortiz gave him a mock salute. “Never give up anything to your enemy until you have to.”

      “Sound tactical advice,” Mia noted as she headed toward a simulator. “But now you won’t be able to use the trick on me.”

      Ortiz winked. “Don’t worry, Verick. I’ve got more tucked away just for you.”

      Ryoko sighed and headed toward her simulator with her head down. “We who are about to die salute you.”

      Ortiz laughed. “Come on, Ueda. Don’t go easy on her just because she’s your friend.”

      “Go easy on her?” Ryoko shook her head and opened the simulator. “Paul, Karin, and I would have to gang up on her to win.”

      Ortiz tapped the side of his head. “Not saying she hasn’t flown well, but doing well as part of a formation is a different game than individual flying.”

      “Let’s hurry,” Mia insisted. “I don’t want to be here all night.”
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        * * *

      

      Ryoko’s sniping wasn’t a counter to Mia’s ability, though Mia offered her mercy by not destroying her friend as quickly as possible. Karin didn’t do the same for her opponent. Of all the first-round battles, Chen and Sidorov proved the most balanced, though the latter eked out a victory. That set everything up for the second round.

      
        
        BATTLE 1-VERICK VS. SIDOROV

      

      

      
        
        BATTLE 2-ORTIZ VS. HALEY

      

      

      Karin put up a good fight, but Ortiz outflew and outshot her. An attempted missile blitz and charge by Sidorov ended with him scoring the record for quickest killed the entire night. That left Mia facing Jamie Ortiz.

      She performed last-minute adjustments of her simulator’s setting under the watchful gaze of the previous complainer, though the pilot’s expression had shifted from scorn to curiosity.

      He pointed to a thruster power balance display. “Aren’t you worried about vibrational feedback from using those settings?”

      Mia shook her head. “The shimmy is worth it for the slight increase in performance. I can get a good one percent extra lateral burst with this.”

      “But you didn’t adjust the targeting.”

      “I compensate for that manually.”

      “That means you do the linked timing in your head?”

      She nodded.

      He whistled. “You’ve got a good shot of making a pile of money tonight.”

      Mia shrugged. Her father’s insurance money ensured she didn’t care about any prize money or even her own salary.

      She didn’t regret her participation. The mood had changed. Her friends had been right to convince her, and she’d been able to win without using hyper-focus, though she couldn’t deny that the piloting quality in the program was higher than she’d expected, both in the team and individual bouts. Especially in the team bouts, with more focus and concentration on taking down her wingmen and then taking her on with superior numbers, her opponents could have scored a victory.

      Despite Sidorov’s ignoble defeat in his second-round bout, he’d flown with good discipline and skill in the team battles and his first-round individual fight. Against someone other than Mia, his missile barrage charge might have worked.

      The pilot inspecting her controls stepped away and closed her door. “Good luck, Verick.”

      “Before we begin, I have a confession,” Ortiz transmitted over the radio. “I’ve got an advantage, Verick.”

      “Do you?” Mia asked, sounding bored. She respected his skill, but that didn’t make him as good a pilot as her.

      “I come from a big military family,” Ortiz explained. “And from an early age, my father wanted to make sure we were trained to be the best of the best for our future. My oldest sister was prepped for fleet command from the age of twelve. And me? I’ve been in a simulator since I was twelve. I was raised to be a starfighter pilot. My playground? A starfighter simulator.”

      “Your father was wise,” Mia replied. “If that’s true, then you’ve been holding back.”

      “That’s right.” Ortiz chuckled. “Right now, you’re my enemy.”

      “And you shouldn’t show your enemy all your tricks.”

      “Exactly.”

      “Then show me your tricks, Ortiz. And I’ll prove they’re no match for mine.”

      Mia took a deep breath as the blackness around her gave way to a starfield and her remaining instruments lit up. Ortiz was the first person she’d met who’d been raised remotely similar to how she had been, but she suspected his idea of all-encompassing training didn’t compare to hers. And the truth was, no matter how well-trained he was, she was the child of a super-soldier. Even without her hyper-focus, her reflexes and processing abilities were better than almost every pilot in the KCAP Navy. The only reason she couldn’t claim to be better than all of them was because of the presence of other super-soldiers like Commander Raynier.

      She fired her lateral thrusters hard to shove her fighter out of the path of any surprise barrages, then accelerated. Ortiz turned the opposite way, not taking any shots.

      They circled each other for a long, tense opening, both making subtle adjustments to get a millisecond of advantage over the other, but the opposing pilot responded just as quickly. Patience, in this case, was paying off.

      Mia accelerated when she spotted an opening. He responded almost instantly. She was convinced now. Ortiz might be the best pilot in the program other than her. One careless mistake, and he’d seize on it. Hyper-focus was too big a risk. She didn’t want to mess up her rest schedule.

      The battle wasn’t going to come down to a quick kill. That was fine, but being a good pilot wasn’t just about reflexes and control. Nerve was a big part of it. And it was time to test Ortiz’s.

      She broke from the circle game, accelerating hard and heading directly toward him. Mia waited until he turned, then staggered two missiles and broke away.

      As she’d expected, Ortiz dove and spit out decoy pods. Her sequence of thruster bursts shook her cockpit as she forced her nose toward his and pushed her engines to maximum, gritting her teeth against the simulated g-force.

      Ortiz snapped his fighter up with a gut-wrenching burst from his bottom thrusters and fired two missiles. Mia’s own missiles exploded above and behind him, silhouetting him in the flash.

      She slid to the side while releasing a trail of decoy pods. Ortiz’s missiles blew up close enough to shake her fighter, and he spun his fighter like a top while spitting out another three missiles.

      The bizarre maneuver must have set his stomach churning. It sent three missiles to converge on her from different angles. Mia wanted to line up and take him out in the precious seconds it took him to stabilize his fighter and cancel out his rotation, but she pulled away, releasing more decoys and charging toward one of the other missiles.

      Mia steadied her breath and lined up her cannon. She trusted her decoys to handle the other two as she pulled the trigger and fired a stream of rounds toward the approaching missile. Her rounds ripped through it, and it blew apart into a dangerous cloud. She rolled her fighter to the side, grimacing as loud thuds sounded and armor damage and system warnings appeared on her flight displays.

      She gripped her stick and shoved her fighter toward Ortiz with a teeth-rattling burn from her lateral thrusters. He’d straightened out his fighter, but his wild maneuver had left his belly exposed to Mia.

      His instincts saved him. Quick acceleration pushed him out of her first cannon burst, though she clipped the side of his fighter. He turned in and opened up with his cannon, forcing Mia to twist on her side.

      She didn’t escape his wrath entirely. New red flashing windows popped up on her HUD.

      She ignored the warnings and kept up her fire until right before he passed her. Mia spun her fighter again, and her momentum carried her away from Ortiz.

      Mia didn’t bother with lock-ons, instead trying to lead her enemy by spewing out all her missiles. She added cannon fire to the mix.

      Ortiz’s response was near instant again. He released decoys and pulled away. With more time, a fraction of a second, he might have escaped.

      The missiles birthed a deadly cloud, and even Mia’s superior processing could only do so much at the speeds involved without going into hyper-focus mode, but it was enough to shred Ortiz’s Valkyrie, leaving a pitted mess spinning out of control. Before Mia was out of range, she squeezed off two quick cannon bursts, raking up and down her enemy and ripping apart what was left of the fighter’s fuselage.

      
        
        FINAL ROUND VICTOR: MIA VERICK

      

      

      Mia let her head loll back on her seat as the simulator display froze. Her heart pounded. Ortiz might be cocky, but he had the skill to back it up. A dull roar shook the simulator.

      She frowned, unsure of what was going on. Was the program simulating secondary explosions? After a moment, she realized it was people cheering and pounding on the simulator from outside.

      A grinning Paul opened the door. “That shit would have never worked if he had wingmen.”

      “All combat strategies should be customized to the individual scenario.” Mia undid her harness and slid out of the simulator. “That’s the nature of tactical flexibility.”

      Pilots surrounded her, shaking her hand and slapping her back. A laughing Ortiz stepped out of his simulator shaking his head.

      “Now how the hell am I supposed to beat that?” he asked. “Either you’re the best natural pilot in the galaxy, or your dad was like my dad.”

      “They were similar in some ways,” Mia admitted, pushing through the crowd. “I also grew up in a simulator.”

      “I see.” Ortiz chuckled.

      Paul grabbed Mia’s arm and lifted it. “My fellow pilots, we have our winner!”

      Another huge cheer ripped through the room, and Mia allowed herself a small smile. It wasn’t like she’d used her full capabilities. She deserved the win.

      The excitement and heavy concentration of people overwhelmed Mia. Scents overlapped, confusing her. She caught unpleasant notes of violence, something separate from the aggression she’d sensed earlier.

      Chen pushed through the crowd. “I heard a rumor, Verick, that you can take on more than one pilot at a time.”

      Sidorov and Williams stood on either side. No one needed enhanced senses to detect the anger on their faces. They stood out in the otherwise happy crowd. Not everyone loved a winner.

      Mia shrugged. “I have before.”

      “Then I’ve got a challenge for you,” Chen offered, narrowing his eyes. “Double-or-nothing. You versus us three.”

      “Why?” Mia asked.

      Chen nodded to Paul. “I heard Stansford over there calling you a flight to yourself. Now’s your chance to prove it.”

      The boisterous crowd died down. Everyone watched in silence.

      “Hey, guys,” Ortiz started, shaking his head. “Come on. She won. It’s over.”

      “If she’s so good, she should take the challenge,” Chen countered. “I’m not saying she’s got to pay up all at once. We’ll take half her salary until she’s paid up. And she can eat in the mess. It’s not like she’ll starve.”

      Karin glared at them. “You’re bringing ‘sore loser’ to a new level.”

      Chen slapped his chest. “Come on. You can see it in her eyes.” He scoffed at Karin. “She thinks she’s better than all of us. You like your friend looking down at you?”

      “She is a better pilot than me.” Karin shrugged.

      “And me,” Ortiz added. “You’re better than this, Chen. Have Verick pay for our drinks, and we’ll call it a night.”

      Chen pointed to the door. “She can run away if she’s afraid. Then we’ll know what kind of pilot she is.”

      “There are things that scare me,” Mia replied. “I’ve learned that the hard way. None of these things are in this room, certainly not you and your friends.”

      “Then prove it.”

      “She doesn’t have to prove anything to you, asshole,” Paul snarled.

      “Stay out of this, Stansford.”

      “Fine.” Mia headed back over to the simulator. She jumped into the simulator and slammed it closed, clenching her fists. “Hurry up.”

      It was pointless. She knew that. Her previous wins proved her skill. She didn’t need the money. Putting them in their place wouldn’t achieve the goal of unit camaraderie articulated by her friends. But it wasn’t about that.

      Maybe it was Ice, or maybe it was Abigail, but frustration had boiled up in her, and she needed to vent it. This was the safest way to do that.

      Mia made quick adjustments and took a deep breath. She couldn’t take them lightly. They’d performed well in their team battle.

      Under the muted shouts and cheers from the outside, the battle began. Mia turned away from the approaching formation before her sensors picked up the salvos of approaching missiles. Her engines burned at maximum while she kicked out a line of decoys, leaving a trail of explosions as they took the enemy missiles with them.

      The enemy fighters reacted quickly to her turn, falling into a loose formation and trying to close the distance. Another cluster of missiles flew toward her.

      Mia rolled away, waggling her fighter and releasing a new set of decoy pods. Chen’s fighter broke away from the formation to cut her off. She turned in toward him. They exchanged cannon fire as they passed, neither landing a hit.

      She didn’t have much time to react. Sidorov and Williams had swung around while boxing her in from above and below, relative to Chen. They both launched missiles.

      Mia charged Williams, breaking away at the last moment to bait his missile with her pod. The explosion shook her fighter and took out his wingman’s missile. Warnings popped up on her control panel. Another close blast like that risked compromising her mobility.

      The slim seconds wasted avoiding the missiles wouldn’t have been enough for a counterattack by many pilots. But Chen cut hard, twisting and spinning with lateral thrusters in a stomach- and head-punishing maneuver that lined him up with Mia. She didn’t have time to be impressed. His cannon burst raked her fighter.

      More warnings screamed at her, some flashing. Another hit like that on the side, and she’d lose a lateral thruster at minimum.

      Mia tried to break through the formation. She avoided Williams’ cannon only to find Sidorov ready to pounce.

      She gritted her teeth. She’d won plenty of asymmetric battles before. This battle was proof that her time at Ice had slowed her ability. She’d spent too long trying to survive in the hostile prison and lost precious weeks of practice.

      No. That was only part of the truth. The Top Gun pilots were good. Not everyone would have been able to capitalize on her current weakness.

      She didn’t regret going to Ice. She’d found intel she needed and gained an important ability. This was more proof there were no plans without consequences.

      Mia took a deep breath and allowed herself to slip into her hyper-focus. All four fighters were screaming around at mind-bending speeds, but it became trivial to track and anticipate their motion. Before, she’d survived more on instincts and reflexes. Now, picking out each burst of cannon fire on the sensors was trivial. She could separate the vectors of the enemy fighters with ease.

      She pushed her Valkyrie through a storm of cannon fire, returning fire once with a small burst that grazed Sidorov. He and the others kept their discipline, again trying to box her inside the invisible pyramid of death they’d been relying on since the start of the fight.

      Too slow. She could spot each subtle adjustment on the sensors, letting her pick out the weakest part of their formation. By the time they’d set up for another run, she was pushing through and ruining their firing arcs.

      She pulsed her lateral thrusters, nudging her fighter until she passed Chen’s fighter. He flew past her on a more straightforward course, but her nose was already half-turned toward him. Under normal circumstances, she’d have a blink to react, and even for her it would have been impossible. Now, with everything a blur and each moment stretching to eternity, she could.

      A perfect lateral burst lined her up with Chen. She fired her cannon in the tiny window of opportunity and her rounds ripped through the back of his fighter, shearing off half his thrusters before secondary explosions blew his fighter apart.

      Mia’s cockpit rumbled as she curved away from Sidorov and Williams. Their discipline faltered. They might have a chance to close the trap and take her out in the opening seconds as her momentum continued to push her fighter toward them. She flew past the debris cloud marking Chen’s fighter.

      An unusual warning appeared on her console. Mia frowned.

      
        
        NEURAL LINK BUFFERING SYNCHRONIZATION FAILURE 242-2A. CASCADE FAILURE IMMINENT.

      

      

      Mia ignored the message. The link was only for data recording anyway. They didn’t strictly need it for a simulator that was designed to reinforce direct piloting skills.

      Odd readings filled her instrument. The sensors vomited out shapes and numbers that made no sense. The blackness and stars in front of her warped and twisted before disappearing entirely, replaced by a single large error message.

      
        
        CASCADE FAILURE. NEURAL LINK FEEDBACK ERROR 71982. FRAME SYNC ERROR 12325. PLEASE INITIATE LEVEL THREE DIAGNOSTIC.

      

      

      Releasing her hyper-focus, Mia growled and pounded the control panel. She pulled off the helmet and harness before pushing out of the simulator. She’d been so close to winning.

      “What did you do to our machines?” Chen glared at her from outside his simulator. “I knew it! You cheated.”

      Mia frowned at her machine. The simulators weren’t separate machines, not really, just interfaces for one collective system.

      “I didn’t cheat.” Mia glared at him. Something was wrong. She’d released her focus, but stinging acrid scents overwhelmed her nostril. The breathing of the surrounding pilots became a smothering cacophony. She could barely make out Chen’s words when he replied.

      “We were kicking your ass and suddenly you reverse, take me out, and the simulators crash. You hacked the system.”

      “I…” Mia’s breath caught. Her body was heavy, and her mind clouded, making it hard to push off the fatigue coming for her.

      She shook her head and stumbled toward the door to the hallway. She’d pushed it too far and was paying the price. Her only option was to make it back to her room before it was too late.

      Mia collapsed in front of the door with a groan. She tried to open her eyes and fight off the coming stasis coma. The last thing she could make out was the outline of Paul and Karin as they lifted her and carried her from the room. The world turned black and silent.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIVE

          

        

      

    

    
      Mia awoke to the deep of the night. She jerked upright. Using her powers had led to the worst-case scenario, a coma in public. A medic examining her might not understand what was going on, but they would have to pass it up the line to her superiors.

      She looked around. This wasn’t the infirmary, despite the sterile and unadorned wall. It was her own room.

      Mia reached toward her desk for her datapad trying to remember everything that happened. A message from Karin was waiting for her. She presumed her friend wouldn’t have left her alone if she was in trouble.

      
        
        Be careful. We told everyone you’d had a little pre-party before coming to the competition. That’s not going to do great things for your reputation for holding your alcohol, but I figured it was better than the alternative.

      

      

      Mia let out a quiet grunt of approval. That was quick thinking on the part of her friends. They had realized quickly what was going on, pulled her out from the situation, and covered for her. She couldn’t have asked for anything more.

      They’d saved her career and kept her mission going. The KCAP Navy and the Top Gun program wouldn’t want a pilot with a mysterious medical condition she refused to explain.

      The incident highlighted how precarious her position was, though. She’d known since returning from Ice that the stasis comas were a huge risk but had convinced herself that she could manage them with the help of her friends.

      At some point, Mia needed to gain the trust of higher-ranking allies. That was the only way she had any chance of completing her long-term mission. Junior officers only had so much sway in the KCAP Navy. Her abilities would let her win fights, but she couldn’t do much if she ended up surrounded by enemies.

      Despite Wing Commander Sula keeping an eye on her, Mia sensed the woman meant well, making her a good candidate for future recruitment. Having a wing commander or an admiral she could trust might mean not having to be so careful about hiding her background. The mechanics of how Mia might achieve that without getting locked up in protective custody eluded her.

      Having the wing commander or any high-ranking officer helping her was so far into the future that it might as well be a fantasy. Even focusing on the idea was arguably a distraction at this stage. The real problem was that her mission was now as much a political struggle as a physical one, and Mia lacked clout and influence.

      Abigail had pulled enough strings to prove she had real influence, but she was another dangerous and unreliable ally. Lying about something as important as being Mia’s mother meant she was willing to lie about anything. This forced Mia back to the question of how she’d gather political power in the short to medium term.

      Mia’s trip to Ice had confirmed the existence of dangerous factions in the KCAP government and military, but their use of fake MPs instead of the normal chain of command proved their reach wasn’t all-encompassing.

      That was small comfort. With the way things were going, and assuming she didn’t make a horrible mistake that got her kicked out of the Navy, it could take years to establish the connections needed to operate more freely.

      She shook her head. Her patience wasn’t the issue. The problem was her enemies. Her bold move on Ice and failure to finish off Icaryus begged for a counterattack. Somebody had sent the fake MPs.

      Was it the doctor? Was it somebody else who was aware of the Cadmus program and wanted to cover it up? For all she knew, some vicious super-corp found out about her and wanted to study her as a counter to the government’s human weapons.

      Thinking about it wasn’t going to help. Without more intel, Mia couldn’t come up with a good strategy. The logical path was to focus on what she could accomplish in the Top Gun program. Improving her skills would help her gain influence with her superiors, and visibility in the program might lure out more kidnappers or assassins for capture and interrogation.

      Frowning, Mia glanced again at Karin’s message. She didn’t like the idea of everyone thinking she was a drunk, but it was a reasonable cover story. Despite it being obvious, it was better than the one she might have come up with herself.

      Although it felt like a lifetime since she’d left home to start her investigation into her father’s death, her prep program experience and time with Abigail hadn’t washed away years of isolation. People remained a complicated problem to Mia, one that she had trouble grasping the basics of at times. She’d been fortunate to find good friends so early.

      This incident proved the wisdom of trusting her old Talari flight mates. Beyond mere political influence, the deeper into the mission and corruption Mia delved, the more she would need trusted people watching her back.

      But the incident also underlined how the changes she’d experienced on Ice weren’t all beneficial. She needed to be more careful. On a base on a planet, she could get away with more.

      On a carrier, there would be closer quarters. As a junior officer on a carrier, she might have to share quarters with another officer, and she couldn’t guarantee it would be one of her trusted friends. Even if she managed it during the program, she’d eventually end up on the Fringe with people she didn’t know. The needs of the Navy would dominate her near-future deployments.

      Mia suffered a stab of regret. Infiltrating the KCAP Navy had made sense when Abigail first suggested it. The plan offered the best compromise between Mia’s natural abilities and the need to gain more influence. The chaotic recent developments and shocking truths undercut the plan’s alleged merits, but without a better plan to replace it, she had no choice but to continue despite everything that had happened and everything she’d learned in the last couple of months.

      Her recent attempted abduction proved she needed to keep pushing until she uncovered the complete truth. Enemy resistance reinforced the accuracy of what she’d found on Ice, and that a dangerous organization was trying to cover things up. That highlighted their reach and power, while also proving their reach had limits. Otherwise, she would already be back in a lab or dead.

      She thought back to the abduction. The men had orders to take her alive. As long as her enemy wanted her alive, that gave her a major advantage. She had no guarantee about how long they’d wait before deciding the sunk cost wasn’t worth keeping her alive, though.

      Debbie II interrupted her thoughts. “Mia, assuming you’re in condition to talk, I have a report you might wish to hear.”

      Mia rubbed her eyes. “I’m fine now. I was just thinking about everything. A lot has happened. And a lot more is coming. I need to be ready.”

      “Yes, it has, and yes you do.”

      The AI was another short-term asset that presented a long-term problem. Once Mia was aboard a carrier, she couldn’t risk using an unapproved AI device aboard a KCAP Navy ship too much. She didn’t want to end up imprisoned as part of a mistaken counterintelligence operation. At the same time, she couldn’t give up such a useful ally.

      Mia’s neck and shoulders tightened. She couldn’t go back to another place like Ice. It wasn’t as if she couldn’t survive there. She’d done well in a way, but she was still trying to scrub away the stains the vicious prison had left on her mind and soul. Another month or two on Ice and she might become lost, much as Charlie had given into his darkest urges and almost forgotten what it meant to be human.

      “Please give me the report.” Mia pushed the worry over Ice away. She wasn’t going back to Ice. She’d pile up bodies of kidnappers if she needed to.

      “My findings concern Commander Raynier,” Debbie II started. “I thought you’d find that of interest.”

      Mia hopped out of bed. She’d been wasting time massaging the egos of her fellow pilots. She needed to never forget her most important mission. Right now, Raynier, as another super-soldier, was her best link to her father. She refused to believe he wouldn’t lead her to more clues. The AI had managed to identify him from the recorded Cadmus files. That was a major lead.

      “Tell me,” Mia ordered. “Anything with Raynier is top priority.”

      “I’ve been thoroughly consulting databases for records, while attempting to avoid pushing anywhere that will lead them back to you,” Debbie II continued. “This is where things get suspicious and interesting. Surprisingly, there isn’t as much information out there as one would expect from a man of his rank and achievements, including indications of falsified early life records.”

      “I expected that,” Mia replied. “They couldn’t talk about how he was the product of a super-soldier program when they sent him into the regular military. You find the same thing with my father. That’s not surprising. What else? That can’t be all of it.”

      “Of course. Raynier is, as expected, a decorated fighter pilot with a record number of confirmed kills during over a decade of service in the Fringe. That much is well-attested in multiple sources, and that portion of his career is the most well-documented there is, with less evidence of alteration or fabrication.”

      Mia nodded. “Sure. That also makes sense. Even if he doesn’t have my abilities, he’s going to have better reflexes than most pilots. A super-soldier’s greatest value would be in direct tactically focused positions. I’m sure they’re scattered all over the KCAP military. Successful soldiers and pilots inspire others and increase morale. Nobody’s going to assume they were created in a special project. I didn’t think that about my father.”

      “All that said, there’s an interesting point of overlap I’ve noticed in regards to Commander Raynier,” Debbie II stated. “It concerns his time before being brought to this program as a trainer but after his Fringe service. He appears to have dropped off the military radar. I can find no indications or records on where he was serving or under whom he served between his time on the Fringe and here. Without more specific information on where such records are, it’s too dangerous to risk a penetration of secure military systems without access to the main Deborah’s full resources.”

      “I don’t think you need to, because that’s not as strange as it might look,” Mia explained. “That’s what I was expecting if we presume he was participating in highly classified missions. And I agree with you. I know it’s too much to push too hard into the KCAP military systems, and if I’m right, we’d be giving ourselves away if you did. It wouldn’t be worth it, not unless there’s some specific piece of actionable intel we could recover.”

      Every new finding brought with it more questions. Raynier was employed directly by the military, but her father hadn’t been active duty for most of her life from what she could tell.

      She frowned. “But none of that helps me plan. I need something more. Some stronger link. I can’t just go to him and demand he tell me everything. Even if he knows who I am, he might not care, or he might be working with the people who wanted to capture me.”

      “I did locate one announcement of his joining this program that mentioned a welcoming party,” Debbie II reported. “You might find that interesting.”

      “Why do I care about that?” Mia scoffed. “I need useful intelligence. Everyone has a welcoming party here. The only reason I didn’t get to go to one was because of the Ice situation.” She shrugged. “From what I could see in the Talari program and here, the military loves parties.”

      “Don’t be so impatient, love,” Debbie II chided. “The welcoming party is of less interest than the fact it was sponsored by an off-planet branch of the same law firm that employed Valerie Kalan and was responsible for processing your father’s inheritance. Although the firm is wealthy and influential, it’s unlikely that it’s a coincidence.”

      Mia’s breath caught. She eyed her door, fantasizing about sprinting to Commander Raynier’s room and demanding he tell her everything he knew about how her father had died.

      “You should have led with the most useful gathered intel,” Mia commented.

      “I was attempting to provide context for the entire investigation,” Debbie II reasoned.

      Was it enough? It confirmed she was on the right path, though it left her still unsure about her next immediate step.

      Just because she’d met one super-soldier who despised his creators didn’t mean all of them would. Raynier wouldn’t have been working for the government so directly if he had problems with them.

      She had no guarantee he knew anything about her father or anything useful about his origins. All signs suggested he’d be a link to the next step of the investigation, not a major informant. Logic and careful planning, not emotion, needed to lead her investigation. She considered everything she’d learned, trying to come up with a clear plan of attack.

      “We’ve established that Raynier is a product of Cadmus Agrotis like my father,” Mia mused. “He’s stable and normal looking enough that he was able to serve in the Navy without too many questions. And he’s linked to the same private foundation that my father was involved with. That can’t be a coincidence. He might have served with my father.”

      “The firm is a large entity,” answered Debbie II. “To be clear.”

      “You’re right,” Mia acknowledged. “This is all promising, though not definite. At least it gives me a firmer direction.” She considered a moment. “And I’m sorry for my earlier comment. This is a good, strong lead. I’ll have to figure out some way to get information from him without getting more kidnappers sent after me.” She glanced at the time before putting her datapad down. “And for now, I need to be well-rested for my first day. Anything else for me you think is relevant?”

      “That’s it for now, love.”

      “Thank you.” Mia lay down and closed her eyes. “I hope everyone bought my friend’s excuse for why I passed out.”

      “And if they didn’t?”

      “One problem at a time, Debbie II. One problem at a time.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Mia finished adjusting her uniform and was about to head out for breakfast when her datapad beeped with a message from Abigail. She almost told Debbie to delete it on reflex before sighing. All those days of trying to dodge Abigail had trained a bad habit.

      She didn’t read the message, and another arrived a couple of minutes later. Ignoring Abigail had ended in an ambush before. Mia would need to push her complicated feelings toward her mother aside for the good of the mission. Abigail had resources and contacts Mia didn’t. Reading one message wasn’t going to destroy her.

      
        
        I’ve heard there was some sort of incident on base. Public statements aren’t revealing much, and you haven’t passed anything along to me, leaving me worried. It’s unfortunate that your friend I sent with you was instructed to listen to you. Otherwise, I suspect she could have told me.

      

      

      
        
        I won’t claim to understand why you are being so intransigent about talking to me, but given the dangers and increased risks following your incarceration, I would hope you understand that I’m on your side and make sure you’re making use of all the resources available to you.

      

      

      
        
        But I didn’t write to chastise you. I’m worried more than anything. The Navy wouldn’t announce if something terrible had happened until they had time for spin, especially if it involved an officer being killed on base.

      

      

      
        
        I simply want to know that you’re okay. I’ve been trying to pass warnings to you, and I want to know that I wasn’t too late.

      

      

      
        
        Abigail.

      

      

      Mia stared at the datapad, going back and forth on whether she should reply for far too long. She’d move her hand toward her desk, ready to drop the datapad, and then bring it back with a sigh.

      The case for not answering was straightforward. The truth about the failed kidnapping incident would leak out through normal media channels eventually, along with the confirmation of Navy casualties in the incident. The base wouldn’t advertise that they’d been infiltrated, but they’d want to stress that their personnel were all fine.

      Given how Abigail had heard about things, it would be hard for the military to suppress all news related to the fake MPs. They had to be investigating who the men were, too. That meant involving other agencies and personnel, which would allow more information to leak.

      All Abigail had to do was wait until the Navy announced they’d had no casualties from the recent incident. It might take weeks, but it would more likely be days. Mia wouldn’t have to talk to Abigail.

      She didn’t feel ready to talk directly with Abigail. Despite the danger and trouble they had caused, the fake MPs had recentered her on her mission. That didn’t mean the fight had erased Mia’s feelings about Abigail’s betrayal, her own mother’s betrayal.

      Ice had proven that Mia couldn’t complete her mission without Abigail’s help. The woman’s help would be even more important when Mia deployed and had no chance of running down her own leads.

      Abigail’s plan for Mia to join the Navy had been presented as a long-term strategy for discovering the truth. After the revelations on Ice, Mia saw the hazy outline of her father’s fate waiting for her. She was prepared to fight for years, if necessary, but now hoped she wouldn’t have to. No matter how she proceeded and no matter how angry she was, the only person she could trust to help her with her mission was Abigail.

      There was also another practical issue. Abigail had been burying her in messages before. It wouldn’t be long before another torrent of messages came. Abigail had sent two in five minutes.

      It was annoying. Mia was sick of seeing message alerts from Abigail on her datapad. Some enemies couldn’t be outrun.

      Mia checked the time. “Debbie II, prepare to send an encrypted response to Abigail.”

      “Yes, Mia. I’m ready whenever you are.”

      “Abigail, I don’t have much time,” Mia dictated. “So this will be brief.”

      While that wasn’t a lie, it was also a convenient excuse to focus on the conversation and not deal with the truth revealed in Abigail’s drunken admissions about Mia’s true parentage.

      “I’ll give you a brief report to better situate you as to the overall progress of the mission. I was attacked by men pretending to be base MPs with clear orders to capture but not kill me. I fought them off, but they escaped. My wing commander is suspicious of me, though more focused on how these men got on base. I’ve met directly with her over the incident, and she now has me on a tight leash. I’ll have to be careful about what I say and do if I want to stay in the program. I’ve also uncovered some other leads here that I’m going to follow-up on. They are promising but not certain.

      “Although I appreciate your concern, communicating too much risks operational security of the mission. I’m sure you understand, given the nature of the people we are dealing with. Constant or repeated messages might be flagged by a server or monitoring system along the way. I advise against them.”

      It was another convenient truth that worked as an excuse to avoid dealing with Abigail. Mia scoffed. Twisting the truth and leaving out facts for her own agenda made her far more like her mother than she realized. The straightforward girl who’d been dropped off at Abigail’s apartment had been changed by her education and imprisonment.

      “Because of all these factors, I’m going to balance the two with a heavier emphasis on OPSEC. To alleviate your worry, I will provide a weekly report to you, excepting extraordinary situations that necessitate immediate attention for the success of the mission. In exchange, you will stop bombarding me with messages and only respond briefly to the messages I send. Debbie II, send that.”

      “Sent,” Debbie II confirmed. Barely thirty seconds passed before she announced, “Dr. Curie has replied.”

      Mia was surprised. “She must have been staring at her datapad or sitting right next to a terminal.” She took a deep breath. “Summarize the message for me.”

      “You don’t want to read it yourself?”

      Mia wasn’t sure if she was imagining the hint of accusation in the AI’s voice. She didn’t want to defend her emotional upheaval to a machine.

      “Summarize it,” Mia reiterated. It was another way of putting emotional distance between her and Abigail. As long as she didn’t lie to herself about it, she had no problem using the technique.

      Debbie II offered a throat-clearing noise, which struck Mia as an odd affectation for an AI that had no body. Though she supposed it wasn’t any odder than using a British accent.

      “Dr. Curie states her agreement with your overall offer and plan,” Debbie II explained. “She will stop sending messages except in response to your reports and even then will be sparing with unnecessary details. She also highlights that although she understands the importance of and focus on your mission, she would, in the near future, like to talk to you about a personal matter and explain what she might have said in her state of ‘ill-timed maximal honesty,’ and she insists she needs to place it in the appropriate context for you to understand fully what she might have said. She strongly insists that you might be wrongly interpreting the reasoning behind her actions and reacted in an inappropriate manner, including your departure without giving her a chance to clarify details.”

      Mia snorted. She’d wondered if Abigail knew and remembered she’d revealed the truth about being Mia’s mother. Mia had suspected she did. The constant bombardment of messages pointed to an unusually worried Abigail, not one merely concerned over mission risks.

      Mia tightened her grip on the datapad. The response had pissed her off more. An honest and forthright reply would have been tolerable, but the equivocating and distancing language was too much.

      In a sick way, it was the most normal part of their relationship. From what Mia had heard from others, mothers trying to turn their mistakes around on their daughters was far too common.

      Mia took slow, deep breaths. The mission couldn’t be compromised over her feelings. Her pulse pounded in her ears as she manually entered her reply.

      
        
        No explanation is necessary at this time. I understand perfectly. You will receive no further communication until my next report.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIX

          

        

      

    

    
      Mia didn’t need her hyper-focus to catch all the suspicious looks at breakfast. Most came from her fellow pilots in the squadron, but other personnel she hadn’t even met were eyeing her like she was a terrorist who’d decided to wander onto the joint KCAP Army-Navy base.

      The source of their disdain eluded her. She’d thought she’d washed away the suspicion from the attack by participating in the tournament. Passing out after a systems failure was an ignoble end to the whole thing, but not worthy of the looks she was now getting.

      Officers getting carried away wasn’t unknown. Military men and women liked to party as hard as they trained. It should have been the perfect cover.

      Frowning, Mia carried her tray over to a table where Ryoko, Paul, and Karin chatted quietly. A flash of something passed over Karin’s face, annoyance perhaps. Ryoko’s feeble attempt to act nonchalant made her avoidance of eye contact that much more obvious. Paul gave Mia a short, stiff nod.

      She hesitated before sitting. Suspicion from people she didn’t know was easy to ignore, but something was off about her friends. They might have decided her secret was too great to bear after being forced into coming up with a lie on the spot last night.

      Mia didn’t want to believe that. She also couldn’t pretend it was impossible. She’d been asking a lot of her friends without giving them the whole truth.

      After a moment of consideration, Mia sat next to Ryoko. Acting based on assumptions risked creating more problems. A casual initial opening was the best strategy.

      “First round of real instruction today,” Mia commented.

      “Yeah,” Paul replied absently.

      Her casual opening had failed. If this was a battle, her initial forces had been slaughtered. It was time for a desperate counterattack.

      Mia looked around the table. “What is it? You all don’t look happy I’m here. Did I throw up on you last night or something?” She frowned. “That hasn’t been a symptom before, but all of this is almost as new for me as it is for you.”

      Paul let out a dark chuckle and shook his head. “God, no. That would be annoying. It would have made the cover story stick better, but I’m not sad I didn’t have to go that far in defending you. Could have ended up with a nickname that was hard to shake, like Lieutenant Vomit.”

      “I can deal with nicknames. I read Karin’s message. Did something happen after you dropped me off?”

      “It’s not so much that something happened. It’s more that people talked.” Karin scrubbed a hand down her face. “I wish we’d never convinced you to participate in the damned tournament. It backfired. And it was such a good plan at the time.”

      “Backfired how?” Mia asked. “I proved my skills. If it weren’t for that system error, I would have proven them further. Everyone seemed like they respected me for my wins.”

      “There are all sorts of rumors going around now about you,” Karin replied. “More than before. Everybody’s talked about you last night, and they’ve been talking about you this morning.”

      Mia frowned. Between her coma and final bout of sleep, it hadn’t been that long. She’d need to be cautious of this rumor mill speed in the future. A dangerous, invisible enemy had flanked her on all sides while she was unconscious.

      “And why are you all mad at me?” Mia turned to Ryoko. “I thought you were happy that I won.”

      “It’s not that we’re mad at you,” Ryoko explained quietly. “Me anyway.” She sighed. “It’s just everyone’s been demanding we tell them things, asking us to prove their theories or disprove them, especially after what happened last night. It’s a little annoying, to be honest. We’ve become the official Mia Verick Diplomatic Corps.”

      “They wanted an explanation about me passing out? I thought you told them I was drunk. Wasn’t that enough?”

      “Passing out isn’t the issue.” Karin shook her head. “I don’t think anybody seriously is questioning that. Based on what some people said, it even fits their theories. They’re saying you got drunk before the tournament to kill your guilt.”

      Mia hated being so lost. “My guilt?”

      “The problem is what happened to the simulator right before you passed out. Just doing well would have been fine. Chen and some of the others might have complained, but if you’d walked away before then…” Karin shrugged. “I don’t think we’d be having this conversation, but your skills, combined with the weird failure at the end, have changed everything.”

      “Why would a system failure change their perception of my victories? I wasn’t able to finish my asymmetric bout, but I performed well on all the previous matches.”

      “Yes, very well,” Karin agreed. “Because of what happened and how you performed, a bunch of them are now convinced you hacked the simulators. Chen was ranting about it, and he’s got a lot of people convinced.”

      Mia nodded. “I remember his complaints. I thought no one would take them seriously because they hadn’t earlier. The simulators were being inspected. And I didn’t use the same simulator throughout the night to deal with the earlier charge. I didn’t even know about their tournament until Ortiz invited us, and I’d never been in that room until the tournament.” She shook her head. “Hacking the simulator bay would be too elaborate given those conditions. It doesn’t make sense.”

      “I know, Mia,” Karin assured her. “We believe you. It’s just exhausting trying to tamp down on all this stuff after the Ice crap and the thing with the MPs. You’re my friend, but trouble follows you, and we get swept up in it.”

      Paul snickered. Mia welcomed the less tense reaction.

      “At least the hacking explanation makes a sort of sense,” he commented. “It’s way less crazy than some of the other bullshit people are pushing. And people are sober now, so it’s not even like they have that as an excuse.”

      Mia took a deep breath to ask a question, already regretting the answer. “What are some of their other explanations?”

      A sick curiosity muted her irritation. She might be able to use this rumor mill to her advantage.

      Her reality was insane. She was the enhanced daughter of a super-soldier who’d joined the military to investigate his death. Rumors that were close to the truth could point to someone working with her enemies.

      Paul shrugged. “Let’s see. The top rumor is the basic one, that you’re a cheating hacker, though you’re right. That guy who was bitching about you cheating at first insists he did check everything, and he’s one of the few besides us who’s on your side. And Ortiz defended you a little, though he hasn’t exactly shot down some of the other rumors. I bet he respects you, but it’s been a while, I’m guessing, since he got his ass kicked like that.”

      “You haven’t said what the other rumors are,” Mia noted.

      “They think you’re an android,” Karin blurted, rolling her eyes.

      Mia stared at her, not sure she’d heard correctly. “What? They think I’m a machine?”

      “People are claiming that you’re some sort of prototype military android designed for infiltration and being tested in the military with elite personnel to further refine your programming,” Karin explained with a sheepish look. “They are saying that’s the only way you could have pulled off your maneuvers. It’s also supposed to explain why the simulators got messed up, that linking you directly to the system overloaded it because your android brain is a prototype super-computer.”

      “Sending a human-form artificial machine to Top Gun would be an inefficient way to improve it,” Mia pointed out. “An AI designed to pilot a fighter wouldn’t benefit from having a humanoid body. Wouldn’t it make more sense to just implement it into a custom craft built from the ground up for it? You could save weight and reduce profile by eliminating the cockpit.”

      Paul laughed. “You’re overthinking it. Don’t give anyone any ideas on how to eliminate us pilots.”

      Mia frowned, trying to come up with her own explanation for the system failure the night before. Her best guess was the massive increase in mental processing that accompanied her hyper-focus had overwhelmed the neural recording system by shoving a data stream into a setup not designed to handle it. She’d have to be careful about using her ability with any similar equipment in the future.

      “I can’t believe people seriously believe I’m an android,” Mia muttered. “Do I come off as a machine?”

      “The ultimate super-soldier and super-pilot.” Paul laughed. “You don’t always get normal human behavior, but I’m not going to call you an android just because you’re antisocial.”

      “Wouldn’t she technically be a gynoid?” ventured Ryoko.

      Paul shrugged. “It doesn’t matter. The whole thing is stupid.”

      “Yes.” Mia forced a chuckle. “The idea of government-created super-soldiers is stupid.”

      She didn’t like how close to home the theory hit, even if genetic enhancement wasn’t the same as being a machine. Had her father ever been called an android?

      “Then it was all for nothing,” Mia concluded.

      “What are you talking about?” asked Paul.

      “It’s like Karin said. I participated in the tournament to improve esprit de corps. And now everyone thinks I’m a machine or a cheater. They don’t, as you’d say, have my back.”

      “Maybe Ortiz and the other guy might be beyond the accusations,” Karin suggested. “But, yes, you’re right. It’s all up in smoke. I’m sorry.” She motioned around the table. “We’re sorry. We shouldn’t have pushed you into something you were uncomfortable with. I never thought anything like that would happen, but that doesn’t change that we made things worse for you.”

      Paul and Ryoko nodded.

      Mia shook her head. “It’s not your fault, and everything was fine until the final fight. I should have not taken them on. It wasn’t necessary. This is a self-inflicted wound.”

      “No one’s going to blame you for not wanting to put up with those assholes,” Paul assured her. “And it’s not your fault the system broke down.”

      Mia badly wanted to tell them about her hyper-focus. But it wasn’t the time or the place.

      “I was frustrated,” she admitted. “But I can’t doubt their skills. It annoys me they doubt mine. I hoped I wouldn’t have to deal with this sort of thing once I left the prep program. I’ve found higher-quality pilots, though not higher-quality people.”

      Ryoko pushed a pile of lumpy beans across her plate with her fork, like a little girl trying to pretend she’d eaten something she didn’t like. “The simulators are what they are, but when we’re operating from the carrier, they won’t be able to dispute your skills. They can’t claim you can hack reality.”

      That was true. This was the Top Gun Program, not the Talari Academy prep program. They would be in real fighters, and not for a single final exam. The background information on the program stressed they weren’t interested in neural interfaces.

      “They kept trying to get us to admit you hacked things by saying they wouldn’t blame us,” Ryoko added, her cheeks reddening. “They said we must have not known, because our fighters were behaving normally.”

      Paul grimaced. “Yeah. It kind of hurts. They’re basically saying, ‘You suck compared to her. Doesn’t that prove she’s cheating?’”

      “It’s never been my intent to harm your morale,” Mia insisted.

      “I don’t blame you.”

      “We know you didn’t hack anything,” Karin interjected. “But I wish you’d tell us more about what’s behind your sudden narcolepsy. And I don’t just mean a cryptic reference to Ice, but what’s actually going on. It’s obvious there’s more there than you’re telling us, especially when fake MPs show up and try to kidnap you.”

      “If we’re going to take shit for it, we should know,” Paul admonished Mia. “It’s only fair.”

      Mia didn’t have an answer to that. She looked past her friend and saw the glares of other pilots from the tournament. Chen narrowed his eyes when he spotted her. Ortiz shot her an apologetic look before turning away.

      Her friends didn’t know about her mission. They were trying to protect her and putting themselves at risk, including concealing her recovery stasis from their superior officers. They could get kicked out of the program and Navy if things went badly.

      She had no reason to believe they’d stay loyal to a strange girl who was keeping secrets from them. They had every reason to fear her after seeing her savage aftermath of the MP fight.

      They were her friends, but they weren’t like her. Being closer to Ortiz and Chen made more sense for normal people. She’d been fooling herself.

      “You should do what you need to do to protect yourselves,” Mia announced. “I wish I could tell you more, but I can’t. I don’t like not telling you everything, but I do think it’s for the best.”

      Paul sighed. “Sure.”

      Karin shook her head. “Don’t push us away, Mia.”

      “I’m not…doing that.”

      “Yes, you are.” Karin offered a weak smile. “It’s annoying not knowing everything that’s going on, and I’m not so stupid that I don’t realize there’s something far more going on with you after Ice than you’re willing to tell us, but just because I’m annoyed and tired of people asking me to prove you’re not an alien, that doesn’t mean you’re not my friend.”

      “Yeah.” Paul shrugged. “Same here.”

      “I’m only in this program because of you,” Ryoko stressed. “I wouldn’t have made it into the program. I’m a good pilot, but your willpower helped carry me into it. You’ve made me a better pilot.”

      “I just like backing the strongest and the best.” Paul grinned. “And you’re the strongest and the best. I used to be pissed off all the time. Now I actually enjoy life.”

      “We’re on your side, Mia,” Karin reiterated. “I hope you open up more to us in the future, but we’re not going to abandon you. We’re your friends.”

      “Thanks.” Mia picked up her spoon and let the table lapse into silence as she munched on breakfast and tried to process everything that had happened since she’d returned from Ice.

      Her friends’ loyalty comforted Mia, but she still didn’t like that the most recent incident had focused more negative attention on her. The more people watched her moves, the more difficult it would be to investigate Raynier. She had no chance of following up on the kidnapping attempt, and she had her doubts that any of Sula’s investigations would go anywhere.

      There were also smaller risks from competitors who didn’t rise to the level of true enemies. Her experiences in the prep program had taught her that desperate men and women in elite programs were willing to set aside their morals and ethics to take down their perceived enemies.

      Someone might do something rash to test her and prove that she shouldn’t be among them. Being allowed to stay in the program after her time on Ice was almost a miracle in itself. She had to be careful about any more public slip-ups.

      “Wait.” Mia blinked, backing up through the conversation. “Did you say people think I’m an alien?”

      Ryoko shrugged. “Not a lot, but it’s been floated around.”

      Mia stared at Ryoko. She had no idea how to react to that.

      “We should finish our meal,” Ryoko suggested. “The briefing is soon.”
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        * * *

      

      Mia sat near the back row of chairs in the long, narrow briefing room. Her concerns about her reputation, status as a human, and the mission had been swarming her thoughts since breakfast. She went through the motions after finishing her meal, following her friends, barely aware of where they were going and not paying attention as everyone sat.

      The instructors filed in and everyone saluted the head of the program, KCAP Navy Captain Mausser. After the initial greeting was exchanged and the pilots were allowed to return to their seats, Mausser headed to the front to deliver his address.

      Mia let her gaze wander to Commander Raynier. He was tall, but he didn’t present the imposing figure of her father. There was a resemblance between her father and Raynier, like they could have been distant relatives. The instructor had a darker complexion. Upon reflection, she wondered if she was seeing connections she wanted to see.

      “Welcome, pilots, to the Top Gun Program,” bellowed Mausser. “You are all already good pilots with a solid future in the Navy ahead of you. But the Navy doesn’t need just good pilots to preserve the peace. We need the best of the best to ensure dominance in space and to ensure that destabilizing anti-KCAP forces are suppressed whenever they dare oppose us.” His discerning gaze took in the pilots. “You’ve come from different paths to get into this program, but you all share the same desire to learn to be counted among the best pilots in the galaxy. In this program, you will polish the skills, tactics, and techniques you need to become the best pilots humanity has to offer.”

      “What about other species?” whispered a pilot close to Mia.

      Another nearby pilot snickered. Mia ignored them to focus on the briefing.

      “You’ve made it here,” continued Mausser. “That means you know enough to be in the Navy and not embarrass yourself. Because of that, we’ll be religiously focused on starfighter combat and related subjects. Nothing else.

      “The first portion of your training will be straightforward. You’ll spend time learning more about your instructors, fellow pilots, and areas of specialization. You will follow in the footsteps of all the men and women who have come before you to polish your talent until you are the ultimate swords and shields that will defend the KCAP.”

      He continued with more boilerplate information about the glories of the program, the KCAP, and how they’d carve through the ‘mercs and terrorists’ on the Fringe. Mia let her attention wander to try to check out Raynier more. She didn’t want to stare at him, and at least once he glanced her way as if he sensed her attention.

      She considered different strategies for dealing with him. If she conducted herself well during training, she’d get his attention, and then it was just a matter of arranging to talk and befriend him.

      Even then, it might not work. He might not see any reason to violate his own operational security to help Mia learn the truth about her father. Just because she’d met one Cadmus super-soldier who bore a grudge against his creators didn’t mean they all did. Raynier had served long enough in the Navy to rise to the rank of commander, even more reason to believe he was loyal.

      That realization didn’t change her overall plan, just her initial thoughts about tactics. She might have to overperform and bait Raynier into revealing something rather than appeal to his sense of honor.

      Mausser was still talking. “…in an effort to improve this program, we are always exploring methods to maximize the potential of pilot and machine. Top Gun is famous for relying on directly flown craft. We’ve argued in the past that before people get used to neural interfaces, they need to push themselves to their true limits.

      “As you have all experienced, milliseconds can make the difference between life and death in a battle. Remote flying and clever AI assistance will never completely replace a skilled man or woman in the cockpit, not if the KCAP wants to continue winning against our enemies. But we can never forget that being a fighter pilot in the Navy means you’re a warfighter, and the most important thing you can do in war is kill the other guy before he kills you.” He motioned to the back of the room. “With that in mind, I wanted to introduce you to the man who’ll be responsible for an additional level of oversight and instruction of the newest part of the program, including our test programs to enhance manned craft using the latest advances in neural-interface technology.”

      Mia grimaced. She’d been depending on avoiding interfaces.

      Other people craned their necks to see who was coming, but Mia didn’t take her gaze off Mausser. Raynier was the important instructor. Everyone would train useful skills, but they wouldn’t help her with her true mission. She didn’t pay much attention until catching enough color out of the corner of her eye to realize the new instructor was wearing an Army uniform, not a Navy one. Even that wasn’t enough to snap her out of her self-reflection until Mausser’s next statement.

      “It’s not unprecedented in Top Gun history to bring in non-Navy instructors,” he explained. “It’s about finding the best subject-matter experts who understand the needs of our program, and that’s why Lieutenant Colonel Icaryus will be joining the program. We poached him from an Army research unit, and we’re lucky to have him.”

      More introductory babble followed, but Mia ignored Mausser while trying her best to also ignore her thundering heart and dry mouth. She didn’t want to turn her head or eyes toward the doctor, as if not verifying the evil scientist’s presence would make him go away. When she finally turned, she could no longer deny it. The same man with the same face, the same graying hair, and the same too-happy-by-far expression stood in front of the room.

      Icaryus stepped forward following Mausser’s introduction. Smiling like a smug snake, he surveyed the room with an unsettling eagerness. His gaze lingered on Mia. “I’m ever so happy to be able to do my part in the defense of the KCAP by assisting with this program. Although I’m a soldier and not a Navy man, I’ve worked on military research projects for most of my career, and you’ll find I have an inherent understanding of the needs of all active-duty military personnel regardless of branch.” He rubbed his hands together. “To be clear, I’m working as part of a cross-disciplinary military research project. Although I will be helping with research to assist in the tuning of your new neural interfaces, my main contribution here will be close monitoring of you during your training, so we can better study and record how elite pilot bodies respond to stresses and stimuli. Using that data, our future goal is to figure out how to help fine-tune equipment and personnel…” He stopped, frowned, and let out a quiet chuckle. “I won’t bore you with too many details. Suffice it to say, our goal is to make you better pilots while collecting data that we can use to help command make better judgments in regard to training and warfighter enhancement for all military branches. Again, I’m happy to be here.”

      “Did he just say they’re going to fine-tune people?” whispered a pilot sitting in front of Mia. “What’s that mean? We’re not all androids like Verick.”

      Rapt interest had shifted to concern and confusion in much of the room. Mausser seemed unconcerned, which made Mia think that Icaryus couldn’t be talking about genetic manipulation of the pilots openly.

      Chen and Sidorov looked around the room and stared at Mia. Their attention caught the notice of others who looked her way.

      “I bet he’s the android’s designer,” mouthed Chen.

      Mia could almost hear the gears turning in the pilots’ heads. Half that room now believed she was the reason the smarmy doctor was there. And she was among that half. She didn’t believe in coincidence enough to accept that Icaryus happened to show up when she started Top Gun.

      She shuddered when the doctor looked her way again. Icaryus being at Top Gun changed the immediate scope of her mission. Everything else would need to take a backseat, including trying to get close to Raynier. She needed to figure out how to limit her contact with Icaryus.

      He offered a handful of eager comments before the briefing returned to Mausser highlighting minor rules and regs about the program. Mia was ready to run when he dismissed everyone, telling them to take a short break before they were put through their first evaluations to get a feel for their abilities. She stood and turned toward the back door.

      “Verick,” called Mausser. “You stay behind. Colonel Icaryus wants to speak with you.”

      Mia nodded to Mausser. She could feel everyone’s hard gazes on her. She headed to the front and sat, keeping her face blank and giving no indications of concern or shame.

      Mausser headed out after chatting with Icaryus for a moment. The rest of the staff except Dr. Icaryus left soon after, leaving Mia alone with the grinning scientist.

      “It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance, Lieutenant Verick,” he explained, licking his lips. “It’s rare to meet a pilot of your abilities. You’ll be an excellent subject for this research. And I’m sure you’ll play a key role in its advancement.”

      Mia stared at him, not liking this game. Maintaining the fiction that they hadn’t met before at least suggested Mausser and the wing commander weren’t Icaryus’ puppets.

      “Why am I here?” Mia asked.

      “You’re the one who tried to get into Top Gun.” He cocked his head to the side as if confused by the question. “I’m unfamiliar with your personal motivations for that.”

      “Why did you ask me to stay after?” she clarified.

      “Oh.” He nodded. “There were anomalies in your vitals, and additional strange data recorded during what I understand was an unofficial tournament yesterday.”

      Mia scoffed. “Anomalies.”

      “Oh, yes. I’m not saying it’s anything to worry about, but it does mean I’ll need to pay extra special attention to you to ensure your performance isn’t affected. The KCAP Navy doesn’t want to lose elite pilots because we weren’t paying attention to your health, especially since neural-interface technology comes with its own risks.”

      “This is pathetic,” Mia replied.

      Icaryus’ brow shot up. “You believe caring about pilot health is pathetic? I can’t say that I agree, Lieutenant.”

      “You followed me all the way from Ice.” She shook her head. “And you’re pretending to be in the military?”

      He looked insulted. “That’s rude, Lieutenant. I am in the military.” He pointed to his lapels. “I’m a commissioned officer in the KCAP Army. I’ve been in the military far longer than you.”

      “You’re claiming you’re a soldier, Icaryus?”

      “The military has use of scientists,” he retorted. “And having a scientist with actual rank can be helpful in certain situations, such as this one.”

      “You weren’t wearing a uniform on Ice,” Mia noted.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” He smiled. “I think you’re mistaking me for someone else, though on the off chance you’ve had unpleasant experiences with a doppelgänger researcher on Ice, let me be clear that everything I do is for the good of the KCAP military, which means ultimately everything I do is for your own good.”

      Mia shook her head. “You’re nothing more than an insane mad scientist. I could tell Mausser and the wing commander.”

      “They are well aware that I’m a military scientist.” Icaryus gave her a condescending look. “And they have every reason to believe Lieutenant Colonel Icaryus over Lieutenant Verick who just got back from Ice under suspicious circumstances.”

      “This won’t work,” Mia spat out. “Whatever you’re planning, I’ll stop you, Icaryus.”

      He wagged a finger. “I’m not overly obsessed with protocol, but since we’ll be working together in this program, I do feel it’s my responsibility to help enforce the rules. Accordingly, Lieutenant, I must insist you refer to me as Dr. Icaryus or by my rank. I know it can be confusing with the Army to Navy conversions, but I am significantly higher ranking than you. For now, you’re dismissed.”

      Mia stood with her fists at her side. She refused to salute him. He smirked and made no effort to stop her from leaving.

      She stomped toward the door, trying to ignore the part of her brain that told her to take him out. No one else was there, no security, no other projects. She could kill him and end his threat. He’d proven on Ice he wasn’t a fighter.

      Mia shook her head and slowed. Killing him would be satisfying, but it would end up with her back on Ice, this time for life. Icaryus was confident enough to come to the base under his own name and talk directly to her. It would take far more than a fanciful story to convince people of his true nature.

      His survival on Ice was useful in another way. Raynier might be a super-soldier, but Icaryus was a key player in the program. Revenge would have to wait. After she extracted all the useful intelligence from the doctor, she could kill him.

      He waved to her with a hungry gleam in his eyes. “I ever so look forward to us working together.”

      “It’s temporary,” Mia promised, heading through the door. “And I’ll make sure you regret it when it’s all done.”

      “Oh, I doubt that, Lieutenant. I highly doubt that.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Mia hoped to throw herself into a simulator evaluation to get her mind off the presence of the sick scientist and whatever twisted plans he had for her. When she went to the nearest simulator bay, the same one they had used for the tournament, she found a group of technicians working on repairs along with Chen and a handful of others waiting.

      “Go to the other bay, Verick,” Chen called out. “Whatever shit you did has messed these up, and we’re the first ones in line here. And if you ask me, you shouldn’t go until tomorrow. You should be kicked out of the program.” He shook his head. “You can’t cheat out in the Fringe.”

      “Do you really think I could get this far if I was a cheater?” Mia asked.

      “With the right backing, yes.” Chen scoffed. “There’s always one like you in the mix. You think you’re big shit, but without your connections, you’re nothing.”

      “My connections?” Mia scoffed. She walked away.

      There was no point in arguing. She’d prove her superiority over Chen during training. The problem of Icaryus’ presence was far more important than a suspicious and jealous fellow pilot. The scientist’s arrival had placed everything else into its true context. Her life and freedom were on the line.

      She wandered away, ignoring Chen’s final insults until the hallways and personnel around her were barely at the edge of her consciousness and ephemeral. Lost in her thoughts, it was like everything around her were spectral remnants of the past, not a living and breathing military base.

      The seconds ticked by. There was no point in rushing to the other bay. She’d be in the back of the line regardless. Mostly, she didn’t want to wait around and listen to Chen bitch.

      With the bay down, the true military experience of Hurry Up and Wait spread to all the pilots. Chen might not be the only pilot who blamed Mia for having to wait around.

      The truth was that she couldn’t say he was wrong. She hadn’t broken the system on purpose, but all evidence pointed to it being her fault. There wasn’t any way she could tell the squadron about her hyper-focus.

      She needed to be more careful. Pride and venting weren’t important anymore. It was time to remember the darker parts of her time on Ice. There was only one thing important there and it would serve her well to remember it now: survival.
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        * * *

      

      By the time Mia arrived at the mess for lunch, she’d accomplished nothing other than wasting hours of her day on a de facto tour of the base. She didn’t mind waiting to be last for her evaluation session. It gave her more time to try to think about how to handle Icaryus.

      Her instincts cried for the simple solution. Remove the man, and the threat vanished with him. Simple solutions didn’t always have easy implementation, though. There weren’t any plausible scenarios wherein a junior officer would be allowed to murder a higher-ranking instructor without someone having something to say about it.

      Mia stepped out of the way of two people, thinking back to Icaryus. She needed to extract whatever intelligence she could from his arrival. His direct presence implied the scope of his organizational support was shallow. Risking his own life and exposure didn’t match the lack of physical courage she’d witnessed on Ice.

      She couldn’t ignore the possibility he might be obsessed with her. That didn’t take away from her conclusion that whatever dark, corrupt Cadmus faction infected the KCAP, they weren’t all-encompassing with endless resources and personnel to throw at every threat.

      Mia could win against a conspiracy, even a powerful one. She couldn’t win against the entire KCAP government and military.

      Her thoughts were filled with assassinations, grand revolutions, and conspiracies, and she barely paid attention as she grabbed a tray and went through the line, offering a quick nod to whatever was offered until she ended up with a full tray despite her small appetite.

      Sitting at a table in the far corner nestled away from everyone else and their accusing looks, she worked on her lunch with the slow deliberation of a food critic exploring every gastronomic aspect of the meal, though she was doing nothing but stalling.

      Icaryus had ruined everything. He’d thrown out all her careful planning by daring to show his face. There had to be something she could do.

      When Mia sensed people coming up behind her, she grabbed a fork, just in case. Even the strongest man would have trouble fighting if blind.

      She turned to the side.

      It was her friends, and they didn’t need to be stabbed, to the best of her knowledge. They sat at the small table with their trays, staring at her with puzzled looks.

      “Did you get the notice about the lesson?” asked Karin.

      Mia shook her head. “I don’t know what lesson you’re talking about.”

      “Yes, after we finish the evaluations, we’re going to a lesson about the new neural interfaces. Apparently, it’s a little more complicated than just throwing on a helmet and connecting the jack to the rest of the equipment. All that buildup to how this wasn’t a place relying on neural-interface controls, and now we’re using experimental ones.” She scoffed.

      Mia nodded absently. “Oh, sure. I still need to do my evaluation anyway.” She set down her fork to pick up her spoon. The remainder of her barely touched meal had grown cold, but she wouldn’t skip the nourishment. For all she knew, she’d need the energy to assassinate a scientist later.

      That led to her questioning whether assassination versus interrogation was better. Someone like Icaryus wanted to brag, deep down. It might not be that hard to make him talk.

      “What’s going on, Mia?” asked Paul. “You’ve got a weird look on your face. Does it have something to do with that new guy asking you to stay after?”

      Ryoko nodded. “We didn’t get a chance to catch up with you since we were rushing to get a good spot in the eval line. I bet he knows about how great you are and wanted you to help him out.”

      Mia growled. “I bet he does.”

      Ryoko blinked. “I didn’t mean anything by it. It makes sense somebody would want the best pilot in the squadron to help test a new control system.”

      They couldn’t know the truth. Telling them about Icaryus might get them killed. His amoral pursuit of scientific advancement wasn’t going to be stopped by petty concerns like killing innocent people.

      Mia set her spoon down, now wondering about her instincts. Not telling them also hurt them. Unless she kept them at arm’s length, Icaryus would figure out that they were friends. They needed to be on guard to be able to defend themselves. None of them would be able to fight off a squad of fake MPs by themselves.

      Ignorance wasn’t always a shield, especially when her enemies lacked normal human restraint. This wasn’t about trust. It was about letting her friends know how dangerous the situation was.

      “It’s about Ice,” she admitted.

      They all leaned in closer to hear her better. Paul looked around to make sure no one was close before motioning for her to continue.

      “I’ve met Doctor Icaryus before,” Mia continued.

      “On Ice?” ventured Karin.

      Mia nodded. “Yes, on Ice. I don’t want to go into all of it, because I don’t know how safe it is for you all to know, but I can tell you that I caught him there engaged in highly illegal activities. I have a hard time believing he’s here at the same time I am by accident.”

      “What sort of illegal activities?” asked Paul.

      “It’s better for you if you don’t know.” Mia shook her head. “Knowing that he’s dangerous at least means you can keep your distance, but not knowing anything about what he did means if he corners you, nothing will happen other than you admitting that crazy alien android Mia Verick said something, and you can tell him you told me to shut up, or you’ll go to the commander.”

      “I’d tell him bullshit,” Paul replied.

      “No,” Mia snapped, glaring at him. “If, for whatever reason, he gets his hands on one of you and interrogates you, don’t give him any reason to hurt you.”

      Paul blinked. “Okay, sure.”

      Karin sighed. “I don’t get it. I believe you, but I don’t understand why you didn’t report him. I know you were imprisoned there, but they trust you enough to have let you out and join Top Gun. They’d at least look into it if you reported him. If he came all the way here because of you, he’s not being that careful.”

      Mia surveyed the mess hall, seeking Icaryus as if he were a boogeyman who might teleport in behind her while she was turned the wrong way. “Looking into him isn’t good enough. This is a battle I won’t initiate until I’m assured of a victory.” She licked her lips, hating to have to leave out important details. She’d given up enough so they could protect themselves and not end up dead. “I don’t have any evidence other than the doctor being here. And as he just made clear to me, I’m a newly minted junior officer with a controversial record, and he’s a higher-ranking military scientist. If I tried to accuse him now, more than likely, I’d just end up back on Ice, except this time for the rest of my life, however short that would be.”

      Paul grimaced. “You do have a habit of pissing off high-ranking people.”

      “You said he was here for you, though,” Karin recalled. “Why exactly? Just because you saw him doing something wrong?”

      “I can’t be sure. All I can say for now is you should all be careful around him and anyone else you talk to about him. It could easily get passed to him, and he could use it against me.” Mia curled her hands into fists. “He’s a monster. I know I don’t have proof beyond my word, and I’m not telling you everything that happened on Ice, but it’s true. Don’t let him fool you, and don’t let him give you any crap about how it’s all for the KCAP.”

      She sighed. She’d finally done it. Blindly accusing a new arrival of being evil without evidence was a bridge too far for anyone. She trusted her friends, but they had their own careers and futures to worry about. Believing what sounded like crazed conspiracy theories wasn’t compatible with that.

      Mia grabbed her tray and stood. “You know what? Forget I said anything. It’s best for you if you distance yourself from me. You can use the damaged simulator as an excuse. Everyone else will understand if you don’t want to be around me, and if he thinks we’re no longer friends, he won’t worry about harassing you.”

      She turned to leave. Karin grabbed her arm.

      “Sit down, Mia,” she ordered, the words almost a whisper but with steel behind them.

      “Yeah, Verick,” Paul added. “Sit your ass down. This conversation isn’t done.”

      Ryoko motioned to the seat but didn’t say anything.

      Mia frowned and sat. “I’m doing this for your own good. Getting caught up with me is dangerous. It’s selfish for me to want help from you, especially when I know firsthand how dangerous this man is.”

      Karin laughed. “Wanting friends to help you isn’t selfish, Mia. It’s part of being a human.” She poked her shoulder. “Or did they not install that memory module during your construction, MiaDroid Alpha Model?”

      Paul smirked. “Or they didn’t tell her during her alien infiltration training.”

      “You two are pushing her too hard,” complained Ryoko. She smiled at Mia. “We understand that you can’t tell us everything. We also trust you. If you say Dr. Icaryus is bad news, we all believe you, and we’ll be careful around him. This is also more reason to have people watching your back, not less. He might have sent those fake MPs.”

      Mia nodded. “It’s a good chance, and I’m assuming as much. He might have shown up because they didn’t grab me, and he figured he would handle everything himself.”

      “We have your back,” Paul added. He punched his palm. “And I’m not afraid of an evil scientist.”

      “Don’t underestimate him,” Mia insisted. “And don’t give him any reason to pay special attention to you. I’m telling you to warn you, not to recruit you.”

      “We can still be your eyes and ears, Mia,” Karin offered. “We just won’t interact with him beyond what he initiates. And we’ll make sure whatever that bastard is planning, he doesn’t succeed.” She motioned to her plate. “But we finish up soon. We have the lesson, and you still need to get your eval done.”

      Mia smiled at her friends, worried that they were still too eager to help, but unsure what to say while surprised. Logically, they should have pushed her away. They were helping her without knowing about her true mission. Part of her felt guilty, and another part felt proud that they trusted her enough to help her without knowing everything.

      Light cut through the dark cloud that had been weighing her down all day. This wasn’t like Ice. She wasn’t a stranded woman surrounded by sadistic guards and crazed prisoners who would kill her as soon as look at her. She had friends and superiors who wanted to help her, along with family like Abigail and the Debbies.

      Icaryus had made a mistake coming to her. He should have stayed on Ice in his little laboratory complex. Now he was vulnerable, and once she figured out what he was up to, she would take him down.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      When she filed into the briefing room, Mia was surprised to see Commander Raynier standing near the front, a holographic image of a neural-interface helmet floating next to him. She sat near the back with her friends, and they waited for the stragglers to arrive.

      Icaryus had taken all of Mia’s focus off Raynier, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t glean useful information during a lesson. She wasn’t sure what she might pick up on without her hyper-focus, but she still had enhanced baseline senses.

      Thus far, there was nothing unusual among the gathered pilots. It was a standard mixture of scents, whispers, and murmurs about things not important to her. After a few more minutes, the rest of the class arrived and sat.

      Raynier nodded toward the hologram. “This lesson was supposed to be about the new pilot interfaces. But between the issues in the simulation bay and a scheduling conflict with contractors, we’re going to delay that lesson and move on to something we were planning for tomorrow, an introduction to advanced flight tactics and squadron-based fighting. I’ll be your primary instructor for this subject.”

      Mia had expected a stern, commanding presence, if not overwhelming. Though his words were clear and crisp, he spoke with a robotic, monotone quality, like he’d practiced them and was following a script. He wasn’t what anyone would consider an engaging speaker, and he didn’t give an impression that he cared about the topic.

      Raynier walked to a podium and entered a command into the datapad lying on top. The hologram disappeared, replaced by a diagram of two different fighter squadrons.

      “One moment, pilots,” droned Raynier. “There are files that we’ll need for this lesson. They were supposed to be loaded here for me already.”

      He entered more commands, not saying anything to the class as minutes passed and people started whispering to one another, including Paul.

      “Teaching’s not exactly this guy's forte, is it?” He snickered.

      “No.” Mia shook her head. “I’m surprised.”

      “Why? We’ve had plenty of crappy instructors before. I’d rather have boring than loud and arrogant.”

      Mia thought that over. Knowing Raynier was a super-soldier had colored her views. She assumed that he’d be good at everything, much like her father. Then again, her father was good at one-on-one instruction. She’d never seen him deliver a lecture to a group of pilots. For all she knew, he might be as terrible as Commander Raynier. She found that hard to believe, but she couldn’t dismiss it entirely.

      The more she thought about it, the more she realized how stupid it had been to assume Raynier would be good at teaching. Mia’s piloting and combat capabilities exceeded everyone else in the program, but most were far better at public speaking and basic socialization than her. She doubted Icaryus had a program to breed super-diplomats and super-teachers.

      Mia shook her head, trying to fling off the weirdness of the day and pay attention. Whatever else Raynier was, he was a veteran of dogfighting and battles on the KCAP Fringe. That meant he had something to offer. He’d teach them to be better fighter pilots if they could keep their focus.

      Raynier cleared his throat, breaking his long silence. “Pay attention to this next part.”

      Fighters moved in a chaotic mass in the display, exchanging cannon and missile fire and disappearing as they were destroyed. Clever maneuvers saved one craft in a one-on-one dogfight only to see it taken out by a wall of cannon fire from four fighters in a tight diamond formation. The display reset, going back to the beginning and repeating the short battle.

      Mia took in the details, trying to calculate how the fighter might have been able to survive the diamond formation. She came up with two possibilities, though wasn’t confident in them.

      “You are all good pilots,” Raynier declared with a flat inflection one might use when discussing one’s discount soap choices. “Your presence here is proof enough of that. I have no interest in inflating your egos with further similar statements, and I do believe you need to know that being a good pilot is only the first step to being an elite pilot.” He nodded toward the display. “Small group experience isn’t enough, no matter how many exercises and simulator tournaments you’ve been in. Being individually skilled isn’t enough. The only way you’ll survive real battles for any length of time is to develop an awareness of the best tactics and formations for large and varying unit sizes. Otherwise, you’ll be like our friend here, impressive one second and dead the next.” He stared off into the distance. “The battlefield isn’t like in the stories, especially when you’re fighting in space. Being a great hero isn’t going to save you from being overwhelmed by a missile barrage.”

      Mia was impressed by how monotone Raynier stayed. She also wondered how long it would be before someone accused him of being an android or alien.

      Two formations appeared above the display. He nodded to them.

      “Diamonds and triangles,” he intoned. “These are the fundamental units for flights. By the time you’re done with Top Gun, your instincts and experience should be at the level where you operate at the flight level as a diamond or triangle first without conscious thought.” He made a triangle with his hands. “But I’ve already misled you. The fact that you’ve made it this far means you must have internalized the three-dimensional nature of space combat. It’s always important to remember when considering formations and different planes of engagement.”

      The lecture continued. Raynier never varied his tone and never stopped for questions. Mia couldn’t fault the actual information, though it was review at this point as he ensured everyone was at the same level. Looking around during the lecture, she spotted people yawning or checking the time.

      Mia could understand. Even with her high tolerance for boredom, she had to force herself to pay attention. The commander didn’t seem to understand how to pace anything, barely giving people time to digest before continuing, and other times lingering over the most irrelevant of details for far too long.

      She couldn’t help but wonder if this was how her father was with everyone else. She’d built him up over the years into this perfect paragon, but a lot of that was because of her desire to please him.

      Could she trust her memory? She’d grown up with and understood him. She knew how to engage him and when she could ask a question. He might have been as mechanical as Raynier with her, and she’d painted him as far more dynamic in her memories.

      It was hard to know what to trust. She’d studied plenty of neurobiology while living with Abigail and understood that the human memory wasn’t a datachip. Every time someone recalled a memory, they rewrote it. If they weren’t careful, their entire past could be a fantasy.

      Two hours later, Raynier finished. “And that is all for today. I hope you found this useful, and I can assure you based on my field experience that this information, and the other tactics and strategies we will build will save your life and help you defeat enemy squadrons in the future.”

      Audible sighs of relief filled the room. Raynier didn’t react. Mia was unsure whether he didn’t notice or didn’t care. Everyone looked at each other, wondering if they were dismissed.

      “Simulator training has an inherent limit,” Raynier added. “Fully implementing this training and knowledge requires you to integrate it into your skillset with true and full experiences, especially live training.”

      Excited murmurs swept the briefing room.

      “I have insisted that this training group receive more live training from the beginning than in the past,” Raynier explained. “It is my belief it will allow you to more quickly internalize the lessons. Most of your flight training will be with live flights, including a major portion with live weapons.” He frowned. “I must correct myself. Not only most, but almost all your flight training will be live. Today will be the last time we will be using simulations for formal training. You are allowed to use simulators for your own off-duty training time, though I’d recommend avoiding them as much as possible while in the program. They trick you into thinking you’re a better pilot. Whenever you’re in a simulator, some small part of you knows it’s not real, and you need to know it’s real for it to be effective.”

      The gathered pilots nodded. All the life that had been drained out of them by the monotonous lecture was flowing back and manifesting as excited, anticipatory smiles.

      Not having to deal with a simulator again was a relief to Mia. She suspected hyper-focus wouldn’t fry a real fighter the way it had messed up the simulator. The real craft didn’t require the processing power to simulate reality. Even in the worst-case scenario where she did mess the fighter up, it would only be hers and not everyone else’s.

      Mia frowned. Live ammo. She’d almost missed the comment.

      She hadn’t thought anything about it. Real weapons meant real risk. That meant Icaryus and other pilots had a real chance to take her out. Everything was different, and she’d need to be far more careful going forward.

      Raynier wasn’t finished. “Once your instruction is over for the day, you’ll load up to take shuttles to the station where you will then board the KCNS Centurion. Make sure you pack all your things by 1900 hours.”

      “Yes!” shouted a pilot.

      Raynier didn’t look his way as he continued. “You will operate from the Centurion for the majority of the program. Once you’ve moved to the carrier, you will familiarize yourself with the Espada-Class fighters you’ll be flying. You won’t be flying until we’ve had the training concerning the new interfaces, which should follow their delivery tomorrow.”

      She’d read about Espadas. The next-generation fighters were supposed to be more maneuverable with better thrust than Valkyries, though they could be challenging to fly and get used to because of their thruster setup. A neural interface might help with that.

      Mia raised her hand. “Sir?”

      “Yes, Verick?”

      “Then you’re saying by the end of tomorrow, we’ll be doing exercise in live fighters?”

      Raynier nodded. “Yes. Get appropriate rest tonight.” He looked around. “Any other questions? No? Class dismissed.”
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      Mia set her duffel bag down and sat on the edge of her bunk aboard the Centurion. Her quarters were more a closet than a room, the total of her furnishings being a small desk, a bunk, and a tiny closet. There was nothing interesting to look at other than a gray metal wall, unlike in all the movies that pretended everybody aboard a space carrier was staring out hundreds of windows into deep space.

      She didn’t mind the tight quarters. Full exercise facilities were available, with more than enough space and equipment, along with large and generous mess halls. All her needs were taken care of outside of her room. The only thing she needed her room for was sleeping.

      Fortunately, she was blessed as a Top Gun pilot to not have to share her room. That took care of one of her concerns, at least. She hadn’t come up with a good solution for if she fell into a coma around someone other than her friends. Rooming alone was an elegant and straightforward solution to her problem.

      She pulled her datapad from her duffel bag. Bringing aboard gear with questionable mods was a large risk, but not having at least Debbie II backing her up would have been even worse.

      By its very nature, space was deadly. There were too many ways to die even before worrying about mad scientists and assassins. Being inside a heavy carrier didn’t mean she was safer. It could become a deadly metal maze, trapping her with no way of escaping while her enemies closed in on her.

      With all the schedule disruptions, lessons, and her evaluation, along with grabbing gear and uniforms prior to taking shuttles to the Centurion, Mia had time to process Icaryus being so close to her.

      She’d run through countless scenarios in her head. Some she’d discarded because they would have already come to pass, such as grabbing her before she boarded the carrier so that by the time the squadron and wing figured out what had happened, he would have her on a ship back to Ice.

      Now she was aboard a KCAPN heavy carrier. He was a higher-ranking officer, but this wasn’t his lab, and she wasn’t his direct subordinate. The deadly maze could be used against him as much as her. He would have to step carefully if he didn’t want the wrong sort of attention.

      The careful snake was the most dangerous. She kept circling back to what he wanted. She remained wary but doubted he wanted to do something as basic as killing her.

      As she had seen on Ice, there were worse things than being killed. If it came down to it, she needed to make sure she took him down with her. At least that way the KCAP would be better off.

      She had no intention of being captured or killed anytime soon. Drawing on all available resources would help with that. Stubbornness had already left her unprepared for an ambush once.

      Mia started typing in a message before tapping on a button to encrypt it. It’d be a risk sending a message from the datapad and routing it through normal channels, but from what she understood, it would look like standard commercial encryption, nothing inherently illegal or suspicious. Keeping her outgoing messages as brief and infrequent as strictly necessary would also help keep her from drawing unwarranted attention.

      She wrote a message telling Abigail about Icaryus and Raynier. She kept it brief and to the point, though she did add one highlight at the end because she knew what Abigail would think and how she felt about putting Mia in danger.

      
        
        I know he’s dangerous. I know he’s targeting me, but I can’t run away, not when I’m closer to the truth. He’s here now, and since I know who he is, I can turn this around on him if I’m careful.

      

      

      Mia sent the message, not sure if being closer to the truth was enough. Running away wasn’t just about saving herself. She was a commissioned Navy officer now. Running away meant going AWOL or being charged with desertion. That would end with her being sent back to Ice or executed. Any chance of finding the truth would die with her.

      Something else was there, too, something she didn’t want to discuss in a message. The three-on-one flight with Chen and his cronies had been difficult. She’d slipped into hyper-focus, not convinced she could win without using it.

      With everything that had happened, she hadn’t thought much about the fight other than being grateful that her friends had helped her in the aftermath of the system breakdown and her slipping into a coma. Now, with the night shift in session aboard the carrier and a restless mind, she could obsess over the details and implications.

      Using her hyper-focus to win a fighter battle wasn’t cheating any more than using her normal, albeit enhanced, abilities, but it was a desperate use of a resource that bore a cost.

      She should have been good enough to win without hyper-focus. In a real battle, she couldn’t rely on something that might send her into a coma when she was hurtling through space in a fighter unless she had no other choice. A weapon that might backfire wasn’t a weapon at all.

      She needed to be the best of the best. Her mission to find out the truth would always come first, but she’d followed this path not only for her father but because it allowed her to strive to become the ultimate pilot.

      Mia stared at her datapad, waiting for the message alert. Given how quickly Abigail had responded last time, she’d hoped she might get a near-instant response. Unfortunately, unlike the previous time, neither Abigail nor Debbie responded.

      She tried to tell herself that it didn’t matter. All she was doing was informing Abigail. There wasn’t anything her mother could do to help her while she was aboard the carrier.

      Mia set the datapad on her desk and slipped into her bunk. No exercises were scheduled for the first day, and everyone was supposed to be getting a good night’s rest. This was a perfect time for a recovery stasis coma.
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        * * *

      

      Mia shifted in her seat, trying to not touch the men beside her. The tight ready room packed in every pilot in the program shoulder-to-shoulder. An annoyed-looking man in a suit stood at the front running a handheld sensor probe over an interface-helmet missing half the side, exposing the internal circuitry. He kept muttering under his breath.

      Light chatter filled the room. The noise fed an infectious energy and Mia had to concentrate more on not being overwhelmed. The close quarters meant the excited scents and hints of hormones on people’s skin flowed together in a massive, invisible cloud. Subtle timbre changes in voices betrayed people who wanted to pretend they didn’t care but were as excited as a child on their birthday and eager to open their new presents.

      This was it. They weren’t on standby. They were going to learn about their new equipment and would soon be in state-of-the-art fighters pushing their skills to the limit.

      Mia wished she could share the excitement with her friends. They sat closer to the front at her request. She’d suggested not always being seen together right away could prove beneficial. Karin also noted that it might force Mia to make more friends, though she extracted a promise to eat at least one meal together every day.

      The pilots next to her didn’t bother to look at her as they focused on the contractor working on the helmet. At least neither had frowned at her. She could have had poor luck and ended up next to Chen, Williams, or Sidorov.

      Mia leaned forward to focus on the neural-interface helmet. Icaryus was a looming threat, but she still was in the Top Gun program and needed to perform well. Getting bounced from the program would guarantee she ended up in his lab, subject to more of his sick experiments. The better she performed aboard the Centurion, the harder it would be for him to extract her from a mainline Navy assignment.

      Sometimes she questioned whether going to Ice had been the right move. At first, she’d thought it was worth the cost. She’d learned the truth of her father’s origins. But with the revelations from Abigail, that would have come out anyway.

      The files were different, though. They provided useful information that even Abigail didn’t have. Going to Ice might have been insane and dangerous, but viewed overall, Mia couldn’t claim it had been pointless.

      The contractor stepped away from the helmet. Everyone fell quiet and looked at him.

      “Everything’s set up,” he told them. “Your instructor should be here soon.”

      Leaving the room filled with confused pilots, including Mia, he headed out, muttering under his breath about military scheduling screw-ups and not getting a bonus. From what Mia had heard, the private contractor was supposed to give the briefing.

      Mausser entered the room. He called out “at ease” before everyone could leave their seats. He strode to the front of the room smiling and eyeing the helmet with a satisfied expression.

      “I’ll make this short,” he barked. “Because you’ve had enough speeches from me and the wing commander to last you the next year. I know you all want to get out there as soon as possible.” He motioned to the helmet. “Our contractors were supposed to supply us with both an instructor and a primary technician with neural interface maintenance. Mistakes were made on their part, and the instructor wasn’t available. Some sort of last-minute bullshit came up.”

      Ortiz cleared his throat. “We were told by Commander Raynier we wouldn’t be flying until we received this training, sir. Are you saying we have to wait for a replacement to be found?”

      Discipline won, in that none of the pilots grumbled. Their faces said enough, though.

      Mia wrinkled her nose. Familiar floral notes floated in. They didn’t fit in with the sweaty, excited piloting crowd, but she couldn’t pinpoint where she remembered the scent from. She was still learning to trust her new senses. Not ignoring them when her brain keyed in on something was a good habit.

      “It won’t be long, Ortiz,” replied Mausser. “We got lucky, so you got lucky. We were able to locate a replacement who was willing to step in on less than a day’s notice.” He shook his head. “I’ve been in the military a long time. This shit rarely happens. Consider this squadron blessed.”

      Everyone looked relieved, exchanging smiles, and all the angry energy dissipated. Sitting aboard a cramped carrier, waiting and not flying, would have been torture.

      Mia tried to let the mood wash over her, but she was distracted by the intensifying floral scent. Something about it soothed her. That left her confused. She’d assumed she was picking up on danger, not the opposite.

      Mausser continued, “We were exceedingly lucky that the replacement we secured is more qualified to discuss this technology than our original instructor. She’s a civilian, but you will show her proper respect, and should consider her my personal guest.” He motioned to the door. “Please come on in. Pilots, please welcome Dr. Abigail Curie.”

      Mia jerked her head around and stared, slack-jawed, as Abigail stepped into the room and headed toward the front with a confident stride. She’d recognized the floral scent from Abigail’s soap.

      Abigail swept in, no hint of concern or discomfort on her face. She made no attempt to look Mia’s way. She nodded to Mausser, who headed toward the exit with a wave and an “at ease.” He was gone before Abigail had finished getting comfortable at the front and dusted her hands off.

      Mia managed to close her mouth after a man next to her gave her an odd look.

      It wasn’t like she could tell him the truth. The entire experience was surreal. She hadn’t seen Abigail face-to-face since the revelation about Abigail being her mother. She almost ran up to the front to ask her what she was doing there, but that was a stupid question and Mausser had already answered it. Abigail was there to train them on the neural-interface helmet.

      Her technical skills weren’t a surprise to Mia, though she’d let herself forget that Abigail was more than the woman who’d been helping her. She was a knowledgeable and skilled researcher with deep government contacts. Abigail was the one who’d tracked down the information on Ice, after all. Mia didn’t recall her being that strong an expert on cybernetic interfaces, though.

      Mia didn’t know how to react. She’d thought she’d have weeks if not months before they saw each other face-to-face. The time was supposed to let Mia come up with a good and angry speech. She never thought Abigail would end up in orbit with her aboard the Centurion.

      Abigail gestured to the helmet. “Let’s be succinct about this, shall we? The NX-24 advanced neural interface represents the bleeding edge of KCAP military technology. Previous models relied heavily on a lengthy training and adjustment period, including requirements for an individually tailored neuronal weight matrix that had to be painstakingly developed through long testing sessions and adjusted manually based on readouts. This guaranteed a long period of underperformance upon first use, and is one of the reasons that neural-interface technology still isn’t used in every fighter at all times.”

      The gathered pilots nodded. Unlike Raynier, Abigail’s voice expressed genuine interest, emotion, and curiosity. She smiled at the device, also displaying more emotion than Raynier had shown during his lecture.

      Not that Mia was surprised. She had firsthand experience with how knowledgeable and dedicated a teacher Abigail could be when she thought she had a worthy student.

      “Does anyone know what the first neural-interface helmets were designed to control?” Abigail asked.

      Ortiz raised his hand. “They were designed to help control internal implants in paralyzed patients.”

      Abigail nodded. “Exactly. Despite their almost exclusive use in military technology now, they were originally a medical device. Can anyone tell me why they are mostly used in military technology despite the overall usefulness of the devices?” She pinned Mia with her gaze.

      “Expense and governmental restrictions on the advanced components,” Mia supplied. Was this Abigail’s way of making her talk?

      “Exactly, Lieutenant Verick.” Abigail patted the helmet. “In theory, every civilian vehicle in the KCAP could be controlled with one of these. Though most people aren’t prepared to spend millions of credits and hire dedicated technicians just to improve their reaction time while driving. Milliseconds matter for you Navy pilots. They don’t matter so much when I’m going to the store to pick up ginger sauce.”

      The pilots all laughed, except for Mia. She was still having trouble accepting that Abigail was standing in front of her delivering a lecture like she belonged there.

      “Let’s talk first about resonance feedback cascades,” Abigail continued. “And the implications for you as a pilot. The important thing to remember here is that despite how it’s commonly presented, the neural-interface helmets aren’t intended for you to think your way through a flight without any use of the rest of your body. That’s been attempted in the past, though it’s generally been found to be ineffective and dangerously stressful on the nervous system.” She ran her hand along the helmet. “The problem, you see, is that emotions and thoughts run high during battle. A pure thought response could end with a panicking pilot firing their thrusters in every direction, and the feedback between the two systems can magnify dangerous signals, affecting the brain. In contrast, these newer interface helmets are about helping the system anticipate your next command, cutting down on latency and improving reaction times to what some might consider superhuman levels. That said, these models will help allow you to better fly your fighters as extensions of your body. Although we haven’t completely eliminated an adjustment period, a skilled pilot should be able to get used to it within days, weeks at most.”

      The lecture continued with Abigail occasionally stopping to clarify when people had questions. Mia didn’t speak again, taken aback by how Abigail’s skill and adroitness with the subject matter contrasted with Commander Raynier’s stiff and mechanical one-sided lecture.

      “…most obvious demonstration of this is increased reaction time in acceleration and firing of all types of thrusters, improving both engagement and evasion potential,” Abigail mentioned. “But that’s not the only major area of improvement…”

      A half-hour later, Mia couldn’t deny Abigail’s deep understanding of the subject. What confused Mia was that Abigail’s primary specialty, to the best of Mia’s knowledge, was material science, not cybernetics. Yet she continued to rattle off highly specific technical data, the type of thing she couldn’t have crammed in one night or picked up from a passing review of the subject.

      Mia thought back to her time with Abigail prior to attending the prep program. She’d mentioned, in passing, an idea she had about integrating an interface for Debbie directly into her body to give her better instant command of information.

      Short of asking, Mia couldn’t know for sure, but her instincts told her she was right. This proved a shrewdness that Mia had to respect.

      The continued contrast with Raynier inspired more reflection about why Mia had reacted to him the way she had. Mia had expected more of Raynier because he was a super-soldier. Along the same lines, she’d wrongly assumed that because Abigail wasn’t a physical threat, she lacked skill in subterfuge and covert operations.

      “…a transitory neurotransmitter increase upon initial use can lead to headaches in some users even when otherwise well-calibrated. This remains an unsolved problem with all interface models, though it typically goes away within a day or two with most modern models. It’s a persistent problem with less than one percent of users.”

      Mia sighed. This realization about Abigail challenged other assumptions. Not telling Mia about their true relationship may not have been out of selfishness, but a strategic decision based on sensible compartmentalization of intelligence. For all of Mia’s outrage, she’d done the exact same thing to Abigail and her flight mates.

      Like mother, like daughter.

      Mia chuckled quietly. Accepting her conclusion didn’t wash away the pain of the betrayal, but it did give her a more positive direction to focus on. For the first time since that night, she saw a road that ended with understanding and healing.

      “These latest model Espada fighters were designed from the ground up to integrate directly with the state-of-art neural interfaces,” explained Abigail. She gestured to a hologram of the sleek-looking fighter. “One key feature is they are meant to replace previous models including neural interfaces without the proper safety features. The previous generation of interface-linked fighters had more stringent requirements for successful pilot integration, making them far more dangerous to the pilot physically, including the risk of feedback damaging the brain and mental faculties, including withdrawal symptoms.”

      Ortiz snickered. “We’re going to end up addicted to our fighters?”

      “Not these,” Abigail assured him. “Those problems have held back this promising technology beyond limited niches in the military. And these latest fighters and models avoid all these problems with only a marginal decrease in effectiveness.”

      An older pilot nodded. Mia had gotten so used to the young hotshots, it was easy to forget that not every participant in the program was from a feeder program like Talari Academy. Many came from competitive pilot applicants from within the Navy.

      “I’ve used the older systems before,” he explained. “It’s overwhelming.” He shook his head. “You don’t know where you end and the fighter begins. It can mess you up.”

      “What’s the decrease in effectiveness for the newer system?” asked Chen with a frown. “Our enemies might not care about going through pilots if it gives a major edge.”

      “On average,” Abigail replied. “It works out to about a two-point-eight percent decrease.”

      Chen nodded. “That’s not so bad for a system that’s safer.” He glanced at Mia with a curious look in his eyes. “And I think we’ve already seen a malfunctioning system.”

      Mia was more than happy to let them think the simulator failure wasn’t her fault. She also didn’t care. She cared about the number Abigail had thrown out. The so-called marginal decrease didn’t sound so bad, but in a battle where milliseconds mattered, it could cost a pilot her life.

      Being the best of the best meant balancing safety and effectiveness. She hoped this system was worth it.
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      “Mia.”

      She blinked and looked across the mess table. Paul was staring at her. It took a second to realize he was the one talking to her. Somehow she’d fallen so deep into thought that she’d forgotten where she was. It was almost the opposite of hyper-focus.

      Mia tried to think of a good response. The best she could do was grunt.

      “You okay?” Paul asked, frowning. “You’ve been freaked out since Abigail showed up to give that training today.” He gestured toward her plate. “And I think you’re going to have trouble eating that meat with a spoon.”

      Mia set down the incorrect utensil. “I didn’t expect her to be here, and you know, we haven’t exactly been talking. We’ve exchanged messages, but I was trying to keep my distance.”

      “This is why you should have been making up with her.” Karin chuckled. “And it’s nice they were able to find a competent last-minute replacement. You should be glad she was able to come. We all should be. Otherwise, we might have been sitting around on our butts not doing anything for days. I know that ‘Hurry Up and Wait’ is the unofficial Navy motto, but that doesn’t mean we have to like it.”

      “It’s strange.” Mia shook her head. “Damned strange.”

      “Strange? How is she strange?”

      “Because I didn’t expect it at all. She didn’t tell me.”

      Karin shook her fork at Mia. “You’ve been doing your best to ignore her. She probably didn’t want to tell you until she showed up, and it was too late.”

      Mia frowned. “With Icaryus here, it makes me worry. He has to know I’m connected to her. That puts her at risk.”

      “And does she know about him?” Karin asked.

      “Yes.”

      “Is she the type of woman who is going to take stupid risks, or is that just you?”

      “Just me,” admitted Mia. “Unless this whole thing is considered a stupid risk.”

      Paul motioned around the mess hall. “Icaryus can’t go around murdering people without it getting back to him, especially now that we’re underway. This might be a large ship, but it’s still a ship, not a city.”

      “That makes sense,” Mia replied.

      “You’re overthinking it,” Karin suggested. “Because you’ve been icing her out, you forced her to come to the carrier to patch things up. That shows she cares.”

      “I’m not sure of that.”

      All indications suggested that Icaryus didn’t know Abigail was Mia’s mother. That was what Mia was more concerned with. She was prepared to take that secret to the grave rather than let the bastard know and gain any leverage over either of them, no matter how angry she was with Abigail.

      She kept bouncing back and forth in worry over Abigail. She wanted to believe the woman could take care of herself and wouldn’t have come to the Centurion without a plan, but couldn’t help but fear that she’d end up in an airlock and shoved into space.

      Paul was right. Suspicious deaths would be investigated, but accidents happened all the time in high operational tempo military environments. Icaryus might pull something and cover it up, smugly confident he could pull strings to get out of trouble.

      “This is a good thing,” Ryoko insisted. “Even more so if you’re worried about that scientist.”

      “How do you figure?” asked Mia. “If he wasn’t here, I wouldn’t be so worried about her or any of you. He can’t be trusted. He’s ruthless, far more than anyone realizes.” She frowned. “The simplest way to describe him is that he’s an evil mad scientist.”

      “Well, if I was an evil mad scientist, I might mess with someone’s neural interface,” Ryoko pointed out. “And he basically said that’s why he’s here. Now we have a guaranteed trustworthy person monitoring the neural interfaces, meaning she’ll catch on if he does anything dangerous, and we know she cares about you, so she’ll make sure he’s not targeting you. If he starts to use his position to mess with you, even if it’s something petty like trying to lower your performance ratings, she’ll catch on, and then you can turn him over to Mausser. I bet you now that she’s here, he won’t pull anything. He never expected someone like her to be there to stop him.”

      Ryoko had raised a good point. While many people had their hands involved in the maintenance of the fighters and neural interfaces, Icaryus was one of the few with a detailed knowledge of Mia’s background and capabilities. His comments about the simulator hinted that he knew what had happened during the overload. Could he attempt to force her into hyper-focus through sabotage? Was the whole thing another experiment?

      That was a strong possibility, and as much as she liked the idea of Abigail protecting her, she didn’t want to stand behind anyone. She should be protecting Abigail, not the other way around.

      Mia frowned. “I don’t want her to give him any reason to confront her directly. The less she interacts with him, the better, though I see what you’re saying about the interfaces.”

      Paul scoffed. “We’re aboard a KCAPN heavy carrier in orbit. He won’t do anything to anyone while we’re in flight. I guarantee it. There’s nowhere to run.”

      “She probably was worried about you, Mia,” Karin suggested. “And she’s not in this program. She’s here to protect you. Did you let her know that guy was coming?”

      “I…” Mia nodded.

      “Then there’s no big mystery here. No puzzle to solve. She decided you needed help, and she found a way to make it happen. I’m impressed she pulled it off.”

      Once Karin put the idea into words, it was obvious. There was no coincidence, and Abigail wouldn’t have pulled strings to end up aboard a carrier just because Mia was there because they’d had a fight about lies. She’d worried about Mia’s report and taken action. She might have had something to do with the contractor backing out. That wouldn’t be beyond a woman who could find out about hidden files in a secret lab on Ice.

      Mia was mad at herself for not understanding that all immediately. All the twists and surprises in recent days had left her off-balance. Emotion, not careful logical and tactical planning, had been ruling far too many of her actions.

      This couldn’t continue. The mission would suffer.

      She let out a quiet chuckle.

      “What’s so funny?” Paul asked.

      “I feel things.” Mia shrugged.

      “Don’t most people?”

      “Not androids or alien infiltrators.”

      Paul smirked. “Verick cracking jokes. I don’t know if I like this or if it terrifies me.”

      Mia took a deep breath. “Victory follows discipline. I can’t let emotional reactions distract me. And I’ve been letting emotions distract me far too much.”

      “Then accept them for what they are,” Karin suggested. “That’s part of being a normal woman. Be happy that you have another friend aboard this ship to watch your back.”

      Ryoko looked around the table. “And no one is worried about the training session after this? It’ll be our first time flying with the actual interface systems, and they won’t just be passively reading data. I was surprised after how much they built up one-hundred percent manual flight that Top Gun’s shifting to a neural-interface augmented system.”

      Mia shook her head. “I look forward to it. It’s a new challenge, and if it performs like everyone’s describing, it’ll push us to the next level. That’s why we’re all here.”

      She felt more comfortable with the entire situation. Her friends were right. With Abigail onboard, Mia could concentrate on excelling in the program. That didn’t mean she’d ignore the threat of Icaryus, but there was at least one other person onboard who understood his true depravity.

      This could work as long as she could talk to Abigail without being angry, but the thought itself flared a new burst of confused anger.

      Understanding her emotional reaction wasn’t the same as being able to control it. At least the Espada was a more straightforward challenge.
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        * * *

      

      “Increase inter-formation distance,” ordered Raynier over comms. “Everyone’s drifting again. Some of you are drifting so much one abrupt maneuver could cause a collision. Dying or crippling yourself will get you ejected from the program.”

      Mia wasn’t sure if it was supposed to be a joke. Despite the danger implicit in the warning, he delivered the message with the placid, bored tone he’d given his lectures. There was no sense of urgency.

      Mia told herself that he was trying to help keep them calm. She didn’t believe it.

      She tried to slow her breathing and dampen her building frustration. Her trembling hands and feet moved without conscious thought, the result of her careful practice and training, but her fighter kept overreacting to everything.

      The Espada’s lateral thrusters fired too aggressively or died too quickly. The main engines burned too hard. The awkward reactions had pulled her from expert pilot to awkward novice.

      They weren’t performing any difficult tactical maneuvers. All they were doing was practicing basic formation flying, something Mia would have been able to do half-asleep and drugged with fully manual controls.

      Her flight diamond had become a juddering line that kept threatening to knot itself in a fiery explosion. It was pathetic. Every pilot in the program had been selected from the best, and it was now like they’d been flying fighters for a few days.

      Mia wasn’t the only one who was frustrated. Her friends were having as much trouble in the formation.

      Ortiz almost collided with another pilot. All the skill Chen demonstrated in the simulator was gone, his flying appalling. McCullough, Sidorov, and the rest were no better. The only person not embarrassing himself was Commander Raynier.

      “This is crazy,” Paul transmitted. “I can barely keep this thing flying straight.”

      “None of us can,” Mia replied.

      “But you’re doing better than the rest of us,” Karin interjected. “Have any tips you want to share with your flight mates?”

      “Don’t overthink it,” Mia offered. “Remember the lecture. And that’s what I’ve been seeing. It’s already trying to compensate for what you’re doing. Spend too much time trying to send a command mentally, and it’s just going to end up overreacting when you try the actual move.” Taking a deep breath and more focused because of the question, she waggled her wings in demonstration before leveling out. “Also the techs might be doing the main tuning, but you can adjust the secondary feedbacks. Experiment until you find something that’s comfortable. I’ve been adjusting mine constantly since we started.”

      “Oh,” Karin sounded surprised. “I haven’t touched mine at all. Raynier didn’t say anything about doing that.”

      “Not during the training, but he did mention it during the lecture,” Mia reminded her.

      “I must have zoned out during that part.”

      Chen’s lateral thrusters flared abruptly, shoving his fighter to the side. He passed right over another fighter, missing by mere meters.

      Mia grimaced. At this rate, a crash was guaranteed. She was surprised Raynier was so blasé about their performance.

      “He’s overcompensating,” Mia murmured. “He just needs to dial it in.”

      “Squadron, this is Raynier. Your performance is substandard. Everyone switch to the squadron-wide frequency so you can consult each other. Analyze who is doing the best and ask them for advice. Although none of you are doing well, some of you are doing less terrible. Working through this with others will help you realize and accept your mistakes.”

      For some reason, the last line being delivered in a near monotone made it cut all the deeper. Mia growled in frustration, though from what she could tell she was having the best time of it.

      “Verick,” radioed Chen. “How are you staying so straight? Any quick tips?”

      Frustration colored his tone, but there was none of the aggression and accusation she was used to from him.

      “I’m using an alpha feedback filter on my settings,” Mia replied. “With a lot of dynamic adjustment. Though from the lecture, a beta or gamma might be better for overcompensation to the level you’ve been demonstrating.”

      “You’re saying I’m a bad pilot?” Chen shot back, the familiar hostility returning to his voice. “I’m sorry I asked.”

      “No, I’m saying your brain is too well-trained. Dr. Curie warned us during her lecture. Pathway amplification and feedback between the system and our actions. This might be easier for pilots who haven’t trained as much as we have. We’re having to retrain our brains.”

      Chen grunted. A moment later, his fighter leveled out. “It doesn’t move by itself, but I swear it’s like it wants to add power to everything I do. It’s like the fighter has a mind of its own.”

      “I found cutting power to the lateral thrusters can help, too,” Mia explained. “I dialed my uppers and lowers down about half a percent.”

      “Thanks, I’ll try that.”

      It was hard to make out over the radio, but Mia thought she detected genuine gratitude in his voice. Had Raynier expected this reaction, or was he simply wanting the pilots doing better to help everyone else?

      Raynier was the subject-matter expert. Instead of getting on the radio and giving advice, he’d had them ask around.

      She had to reconsider her dismissal of his teaching ability. He’d helped her better understand what she was doing by being forced to explain it to others while also strengthening squadron bonds.

      “Espada One through Three, you join up with Verick,” ordered Raynier. “Espada Five through Seven, you join up with Stansford.”

      The commander continued down the line, forming makeshift flights, with Mia and all her friends, among a handful of others, including Chen and Ortiz, forming the core of the new flights. From what she could tell, the commander was selecting the best currently performing pilots as flight leaders. She couldn’t fault him for the strategy.

      “You have no ammo,” Raynier explained. “So you can’t accidentally shoot each other. Now that you all have experienced the basics, it’s a matter of you settling into the interfaces and learning which settings are best for you. The most efficient way to do that is with thorough practice and experimentation. I’ve seen that some of you have figured this out. Others aren’t as quick. That doesn’t mean those people won’t be better in the future. I’ve seen both cases.”

      He wasn’t earning himself any love saying that type of thing. Mia felt this was perhaps the first time in her life she’d met someone less socially capable than her. Even Icaryus had an animal cunning about him.

      “Therefore, for the rest of this session, you will practice with your flights assuming all the standard formations I discussed in our last lecture,” Raynier ordered. “You will fly from your current position to the indicated nav point and back in those formations, doing your best to maintain optimal tactical distances as highlighted in my last lecture.”

      Mia adjusted her comms setting. “Okay, flight, did everyone make the suggested adjustments to their settings, the ones I mentioned to Chen?”

      “Roger,” came the chorus of pilots.

      A group exercise meant group success or failure. The best way to do that was to set everyone up by leading.

      “I’ll take point,” Mia transmitted. “Follow me to the nav point. I’ll do my best to keep things stable there to help you. Remember, just relax. Don’t overthink it and adjust your power balance to compensate if you’re having trouble. Let your hands and feet do all the work. Remember what Dr. Curie said, these systems allow us to fly these craft as an extension of our bodies, and we know our bodies. Now, let’s get it done.”
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        * * *

      

      Mia hopped down the ladder from the cockpit and pulled off her helmet. She wrinkled her nose. A docking bay filled with machinery and sweaty pilots pulling off their helmets was a giant cloud of unpleasantness to someone with enhanced senses. She hadn’t gotten used to it yet.

      Chen jogged her way, his helmet under his arm. He slowed and approached her, averting his eyes. “Hey, Verick.”

      Mia frowned. She’d thought he’d gotten over his issues. After a solid training session, she was feeling good about herself. She didn’t want Chen’s baggage messing with her stability.

      “Yes?” she asked, carefully keeping hostility out of her voice.

      “Uh…” He kept looking away and rubbed the back of his neck. “I guess…thanks.”

      “Oh.” She shrugged. “I didn’t do much. You were flying among the best already.”

      Chen shook his head. “Your advice helped. And you proved out there…” He grinned. “I don’t know if you’re an android, but you can fly a fighter.” He nodded to her and hurried toward a departing Sidorov. “I still think you’re a bitch, though.”

      Mia let him escape without a response. Being the best pilot and a bitch weren’t mutually exclusive.

      All in all, the first session with the new equipment had gone well. She had nothing to complain about.

      Mia looked back over at her new fighter. All those years as a child, she never imagined connecting to a neural interface and flying a cutting-edge fighter. She’d come so far so quickly that sometimes it overwhelmed her.

      With a deep breath, she headed toward a hallway. She shuddered when she spotted a smiling Doctor Icaryus chatting with technicians and motioning to a datapad. Holographic readouts floated above a terminal. He looked away from his pad and murmured something to the tech before jogging toward Mia.

      She slowed. Trying to run would draw too much attention, but each step closer made her skin crawl.

      Icaryus smiled. “Hello, Lieutenant.”

      “What did you want?” Mia asked. No one was close enough to hear most of the conversation. She wasn’t worried about protocol. “I want to get changed.”

      “Oh, I wanted to thank you.” Icaryus gestured toward a nearby fighter. “I wasn’t sure if coming here would be a waste of my time, but this first exercise has proved enlightening. I’ll be ever so glad to be working with you. These initial data guarantee you’ll be one of my premiere research subjects. And I think you’ll play a key role in advancing my research.”

      “I doubt that.” Mia narrowed her eyes. “In fact, I’ll make sure of that. I’m watching you.”

      “I have no problem with that. I want us to work closely together.”

      Mia scoffed. “I know what it means to work with you.”

      Icaryus shook his head. “You don’t. Not really. If you were less stubborn, things would go so much easier for you.”

      “That’s not going to change any time soon. And I’m not going to change it for you.” Mia walked away.

      “I’m still glad I came here,” Icaryus called out to her. “My previous research had become stagnant, but this place…” He let out a contented sigh. “Sometimes a man just needs to get out into the field.”

      “I’m glad you’re enjoying yourself, Doctor. At least somebody is.”
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      The Centurion was a massive, heavy carrier, a city floating in space filled with fighters and shuttles. While the crew quarters were an exercise in efficiently packing humans into the tiniest of spaces that remained comfortable, there was a surfeit of places for recreation and exercise.

      The Navy apparently held a similar mindset to Mia. As far as the average commander was concerned, the only requirement in the crew quarters was bunks. People needed to sleep there. Otherwise, they’d be outside their rooms.

      A carrier wasn’t a place for a shy wallflower. Crew was supposed to mix with their units, bonding when they weren’t working. People who liked each other worked better together.

      The Navy long ago had learned the importance of keeping morale up while in the deep depths of space during long deployments, along with fitness. A healthy body meant a healthy mind. Exercise burned off frustration and excess energy.

      Mia was more than happy to take advantage of that via the state-of-art exercise equipment available all over the ship. Frustration had built up from Icaryus’ presence, and she wanted to bleed it off through intense exercise.

      She’d had to spend most of her time in the prep course holding back or carving out solitary exercise sessions to work out at her maximum ability level. It would be just as difficult aboard the carrier to keep her physical abilities secret if she openly exercised near too many people.

      Soreness in her limbs from the flight session reinforced the idea of the neural-linked fighter being an extension of her body. To be the best of the best pilots, she needed the best fitness at her level, not other people’s level.

      She might have been a junior officer, only one paygrade above an ensign, but she was an officer, which gave her access to special workout facilities. After excusing herself following a meal, she explored the carrier and found the most isolated gym, a tiny room that could only handle a small number of people. She lingered around the entrance until the commander inside finished his routine and stepped out.

      Now alone, Mia found an adaptive treadmill and adjusted the settings, not bothering to warm up before accelerating into a dead sprint. She took a couple of deep breaths and shifted her strides, reveling in being able to run at full speed.

      Mia’s knees buckled, and she caught herself, surprised. She’d noticed it upon boarding. Something about the artificial gravity was unsettling. As she ran, she needed to adjust her normal posture to keep proper balance. She chalked it up to her enhanced senses and wide movement on such a large vessel, as she hadn’t noticed any problems after leaving Ice until now.

      It was more proof of how Icaryus had changed her on a fundamental level. She’d gained major advantages along with a major disadvantage.

      Sometimes before a recovery coma, Mia wished she’d escaped Ice without the change. As useful as her hyper-focus and enhanced senses were, they’d introduced more complications into her life at a time when she had enough problems.

      Still, she couldn’t deny the power of her new tools. They’d already helped save her life more than once, and she suspected they would again in the future.

      One paranoid thought kept nagging at her. Icaryus had infiltrated the ship with impunity, complete with a fancy rank, but something about his manner didn’t point to a man who was running a KCAP-wide conspiracy. Then again, he might be nothing more than a supplier to the true kings of corruption. The files she’d found might have revealed the existence of Cadmus, but they didn’t offer detailed accounting or identify what high-ranking government officials helped support it.

      The only thing she could be certain about was that Icaryus didn’t build the entire facility by himself. He had resources and staff, and that meant somebody else knew about the place.

      Mia scoffed. She wondered what people would think if they realized their tax money had gone into funding a twisted super-soldier program that treated human beings as experiments and glorified puppets.

      She’d like it if the wrath of the KCAP population were on her side. For now, though, she only had a handful of allies and a deeply personal mission. Her father had died fighting for the KCAP, supporting this government that employed monsters like Icaryus. Then when his daughter looked into things, they’d tried to kill her.

      “You should have just told me the truth, you bastards. You brought this all on yourself.”

      Sweat poured down her forehead as her feet pounded the treadmill. She pushed her legs and lungs, refusing to slow down. Harder, faster, longer. With a beep, the treadmill shifted, becoming more uneven with scattered bumps designed to simulate a rocky off-trail surface. Every step burned and challenged her. She liked it.

      Mia lost track of time running, barely aware of anything but her feet, arms, and the treadmill until familiar floral notes reached her nose. The unexpected smell yanked her back into a reality she’d escaped from by running. She refused to look over at the source, but slowed her treadmill and glanced to her side when Abigail stood on a treadmill beside her.

      “I asked myself where you’d go on this ship when not on duty or eating,” Abigail began. “After all, you can get out your aggression in the course of your normal duties, and it’s not as if you’d waste time with frivolous recreation like a normal person. I also figured that given everything that has been going on, you’d want to be able to push your body to its limits. After that, all I needed to do was consult the layout of the ship until I found this place.”

      Mia sucked in a breath. Her anger flared. No matter how much she tried to convince herself that Abigail had done the right thing by holding back the truth, part of her screamed that it was betrayal. She almost hopped off the treadmill and stormed out, not wanting to lose the calmness her exercise had given her.

      She didn’t leave. No matter how she tried to spin it in her mind, it would be nothing but rank cowardice. Being the best of the best didn’t include running from problems. She should have confronted Abigail the next morning, rather than fleeing without saying another word.

      Abigail didn’t say anything else. With a sigh, she adjusted her settings and began her own run, occasionally glancing Mia’s way.

      Mia was determined not to start the real conversation. It was a petty and childish desire for victory, but Abigail could prove her contrition by being the first one to apologize. Her only concession to Abigail was to slow her speed, so she wasn’t deafening the room with her heavy footfalls.

      Mia lost track of time again as they ran side by side. Feelings warred inside as she waited for Abigail to say something. Her emotions finally burst out.

      “You might have had your reasons, but it was still wrong,” Mia huffed. “You lied to me. You lied to me about something you should never have lied to me about.”

      Abigail shook her head, her face a serene mask under the curtain of glistening sweat. “I never lied to you. I didn’t inform you of a fact. At no point did you ever ask me if I was your mother, nor did I clearly state I wasn’t.”

      Mia wanted to scream at the ridiculous self-indulgence of the response. She looked forward instead, letting the anger flow through her. This wasn’t the best beginning to the conversation, though she also wasn’t surprised.

      “I asked you practically that question, and talked about closely related questions.” Mia scoffed. “And we both know you were purposefully keeping that information from me. You could have told me from the beginning.”

      Abigail raised an eyebrow. “Do you honestly believe that? Do you believe you were ready to know that I was your mother from the first time we met?”

      “You had no right to keep that from me. Even if you wanted to keep it at first, after you learned about my mission, you should have told me.”

      Abigail looked away, the guilt fleeting on her face, but there. “Perhaps. I’m sure if you asked most people they’d agree. But there are circumstances that needed to be considered.”

      Mia shook her head. “What circumstances? You knew the truth, and you kept it from me. That’s the only truth I need to know.”

      “The truth is that despite all your gifts, we both know your father raised you in a way that left you emotionally crippled, and I don’t say this as a woman renowned for her warm manner. You were deep in grief to the point you were ready to throw your life away on a quixotic crusade against enemies you can’t even identify.” Abigail shook her head. “You’re still in grief. You keep doing foolish things. Worse, I’ve aided you in this insanity. It’s a miracle you’re not dead. Emery wouldn’t have wanted that.”

      Mia growled. “Are you questioning the mission? I’m not going to give it up just because it’ll make you feel better. I will find out the truth. I’ve come too far now to give up. Now I know there’s far, far more going on than I could have ever imagined.”

      “If I was sure you should quit, I wouldn’t be here,” Abigail retorted. “I care about you, and I think you deserve your closure.” She sighed. “I deserve my own closure. My point stands, though. You’re so obsessed with your father that anything else is a distraction. You came close to dying on Ice. You had to spend a year adjusting to the prep program. Every day you spent away from your home has been a new experience. You needed help, not more complications that are irrelevant to your mission.”

      Mia didn’t respond. She hated how much sense Abigail was making.

      Abigail frowned. “Don’t you understand? What would have happened if I told you the truth right away? Part of me wants to believe you would have given up and been happy to live with me. The more practical part of me thinks it would have only led to more instability and half-thought-out actions that ended with you dead or arrested. And, then what did I do? I helped you get thrown in prison, underestimating how your enemies would redirect you to a place so twisted and dark it’d give most people nightmares for the rest of their lives. Do you know how that makes me feel, knowing that I suggested the plan and then helped get you sent to Ice? Do you think a night doesn’t go by where I don’t think about what you were forced to go through there?” She sighed. “I don’t deserve to be called your mother. A real mother would have protected you, not sent you into hell with a smile and a pat on the back. If you knew from the beginning who I really was, I don’t think I would have been able to do any of that.”

      Mia looked away. Abigail had helped Mia, up to and including illegal acts that could get her thrown in prison. In truth, that was more important for the mission than knowing about their relationship. That didn’t remove the sting of the betrayal, though.

      She swallowed. “Isn’t that convenient for you? It makes it sound like lying to me was the right thing to do.”

      “Convenient?” Abigail slowed her treadmill. “It was convenient, yes, but a thing can be both convenient and true. We can go back and forth on this, but I don’t regret keeping it from you. I only regret that you learned it from that pathetic display of drunkenness. But that’s come and gone, and now I need to do what I should have been doing from the beginning: helping protect you. So get your hatred out of your system now, because that monster is walking this ship as we speak, and we both need to focus on ensuring he doesn’t get hold of you.”

      Neither woman spoke for the next few minutes. They continued their runs, staring straight ahead and not daring to look at one another as they processed the conversation.

      Mia tried to decide what had made her most angry. There was something deeper there, something more than being lied to. Something else about Abigail’s behavior stabbed her heart.

      Winning a battle meant knowing the true enemy and having the correct intelligence. She needed to switch tactics.

      Mia killed her treadmill. “Why didn’t you come looking for me? I know you had a falling out with my dad and he took me, but you could have found me. With all the things you’ve done in helping me, you’ve proven how resourceful you are.” She wiped sweat from her face. “You were able to find out about those files on Ice. You’re telling me you couldn’t have tracked us down? It’s not like he was living under an assumed name. You were even on the same planet.”

      Abigail sighed. She stopped her treadmill and leaned forward against the front control panel. “You’re right. I could have found you if I put my mind to it. But the painful, real truth is that beyond just your father separating from me, I was afraid. And that fear is what kept me from looking for you.”

      “And what were you afraid of? Cadmus?”

      “Of being a parent. The imminent reality terrified me far more than the notion when I first agreed to have a child with Emery.” Abigail sat on the treadmill and faced Mia. “I didn’t have the best relationship with my own mother, and that relationship was far more conventional than the one I share with you. She was a cold, distant woman who thought and taught that emotion was a weakness to be purged.” She shook her head. “As much as I hate to admit it, I’ve inherited far more from her than I’d like, but that wasn’t the only thing fueling my fear. I was worried about what you represented about me.”

      “I still don’t understand,” Mia admitted.

      “When you came to me, you were a young woman, but that’s it, you were a woman. You were an adult and already formed as a person. That fact sidestepped an issue in that it kept you safe from my own worst instincts.”

      Mia frowned. “What instincts are you talking about?”

      “I’m a scientist at heart,” Abigail replied. “If I’d raised you from birth, I don’t know if I’d be able to separate the mother from the researcher fascinated by the possibilities of what you represent. As a second-generation enhanced human, there might be nobody else like you alive in the entire KCAP. Even now I have so many questions I want answered about you and your abilities, but I’ve put that all aside to focus on how best to help you and not how to satisfy my curiosity. So, yes, when all of that was considered, I thought it best not to tell you that I was your mother.”

      “Did you ever plan to tell me?” Mia asked. “Or did you just think it’d come out eventually through some other way?”

      Abigail nodded. “I planned to tell you when the time was right, when we weren’t trying to pull off complicated and dangerous schemes requiring your full concentration. I’ve wanted to tell you. I really have. The more I’ve grown to care for you, the harder it’s been for me to keep it from you.”

      “Which is why you did it when you were drunk,” Mia concluded. “You’re saying you were close to it anyway.”

      “They do say in wine there is truth. In this case, there’s no doubt. You saw me without any of my careful emotional control cultivated over my life. You heard the truth. You know I wanted to be your mother at first.”

      Mia didn’t respond. She licked her lips trying to process everything until finally asking, “And you honestly don’t know what happened to my father?”

      Abigail shook her head. “No. I’d tell you if I did. I want to know the truth, too. I loved him once upon a time. It’s one of the reasons I wanted to have a child with him, as ill-considered as it might have been in many ways.”

      “But you had a connection to Cadmus, didn’t you?” Mia pressed.

      “In a sense, but not a direct one like Icaryus, and I didn’t know the name until I read those files or the details. I never directly worked on a project for Cadmus, but I’ve had a long career as an outside consultant for the KCAP government in a variety of technical and scientific fields. Because of that, I’ve run into the products of Cadmus experiments and the aftermath of their actions. I knew there was a government program, but not the details. One of those products I ran into was your father.”

      Mia nodded. She knew that much at least.

      “There’s something else.” Abigail looked away. “I should also admit that despite my anger at him for taking you, I suspect he sensed that had I been raising you from the beginning, my scientific curiosity might have overwhelmed my maternal instincts. Overall, I think he did the right thing. I wasn’t ready then to be a mother. I’m not sure I am now, but I’m closer than I was then.”

      Mia barked out a laugh. “Maternal instincts? He didn’t care about his soldier instincts being the most important thing. You know how he raised me.”

      “You don’t understand,” Abigail replied. “He didn’t run an experiment on you. He trained you and made you strong, strong enough to investigate his death and fight off assassins and kidnappers. He did the best he could with the background he had. He kept you safe from those who might find and harm you and made sure that by the time they did, you’d be ready to deal with them, especially anyone who is part of Cadmus. I can’t say that had I raised you it’d be the same.”

      Mia was getting what she’d wanted, the complete and unfiltered truth. It wasn’t as satisfying as she’d expected. There was a pain to the conversation, a deep throbbing in her soul.

      Abigail went on, “I met your father several times before befriending him. That friendship turned into something more, a short if fiery romantic affair. Given what you expressed to me about that idea the night we met, I think you can handle knowing all of that.” She took a deep breath. “Our affair ended after you were conceived but before Emery had stopped working directly for the KCAP. You see, when we conceived you, he was ready to leave it all behind, the missions, the violence. He wanted us to all start a new life together free from our past. The super-soldier was ready and believed he’d be satisfied as nothing more than a father and a loving husband.”

      “That doesn’t sound so bad,” Mia commented. “But he ran just because he was scared of what you’d do to me? And that left him still working for the KCAP in the end?”

      Abigail laughed. “I tell myself that. I just told you that, but that’s a sanitized version of the truth, something to make me feel better even if I admit my inadequacies.” She stood and braced herself with a hand against a wall, staring with a haunted look into a mirror. “Because I’m a petty, selfish woman. All that desire to see you came after he left. Everything I told you before was true. I was too afraid. I pushed him away, not ready to follow him to true happiness even though I’d agreed at first. He told me I’d committed to being a mother when we started all this.” She let out a strangled laugh. “He was right, of course. It’s not like we had a one-night stand. We’d gone out of our way to conceive you using advanced science. But, me, arrogant, selfish me, who most of all was terrified of letting go of my control and uncertain about everything once I was no longer with Emery…” She sighed. “I suggested that since we weren’t together anymore, there was no reason to bring you into this world. I argued you were a symbol of a relationship that no longer existed. Your father’s response was to leave and take you with him without telling me where he was going.”

      Mia stared at Abigail shocked by the revelation. Sadness, anger, and even relief swirled in her as the brutal truth poured out.

      “I regretted it soon after,” Abigail continued. “Almost immediately.” She dropped her arm. “But it was too late. Why didn’t I go looking for you? Because I didn’t deserve you. Emery was right to take you from me. He loved you enough to not give up on you just because we’d given up on each other.”

      Her voice didn’t crack even as tears welled up in her eyes and fell.

      Mia accepted that this was Abigail’s greatest regret. She didn’t know if she fully sympathized with her mother’s position but understood why Abigail hadn’t been eager to share this story with everything else happening.

      “I’m not asking for your forgiveness,” Abigail explained. “You wanted the truth. You deserved the truth. The only thing I can do now for you and Emery is help you find out his truth. It won’t make up for the past or my mistakes, but I owe it to you as your mother. I don’t even know if I should call myself that.”

      “I need time,” Mia admitted. “Time to process all this. It’s…not what I expected. Not that I know what I expected. But you’re right. I wanted the truth, and you gave it to me.”

      “Take as much time as you need,” Abigail replied. “Though remember where you are and who else is around. I wasn’t lying when I said I didn’t want you distracted. We can’t trust Icaryus to behave. He didn’t come here just to teach you.” She managed a weak smile. “I’ll do my best to monitor your neural interface to ensure he’s not trying anything with that, and I’d still encourage you to avoid going anywhere alone. I wonder now that I’m here if I’ve made things worse.”

      Mia frowned. “Why would you being here make things worse?”

      “You escaped him on Ice, and now I’m here, too,” Abigail explained. “Our connection is a matter of public record. He may become desperate, sensing forces are aligning against him.”

      “As one of my friends pointed out, attacking me on a carrier would be a bad idea. The Navy isn’t going to accept that an Army scientist lieutenant colonel is allowed to attack whatever junior officer he wants.”

      Mia wasn’t sure if she believed all that, but for the moment, she wanted Abigail not to worry.

      “Desperation doesn’t breed clever and intricate plans, Mia.” Abigail walked over and placed her hand on Mia’s shoulder. “Just promise me you’ll be careful.”

      “I’ll be careful up to a point,” Mia agreed. “But if he’s that desperate, he’ll make a mistake, and we need to be ready to take advantage of that.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ELEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Mia slid down her cockpit ladder, hitting the bay deck in a crouch. She rotated her sore arms before pulling off her helmet. It’d been a solid day of training, one of her best since boarding the Centurion. All the awkwardness she’d felt with the Espada was a distant memory after a couple of weeks of solid effort.

      She wasn’t the only one who felt that way. It’d taken mere days for most of them to get the hang of the interface and begin their true training.

      Chen, Ortiz, and McCullough finished getting out of their fighters. Mia had flown with Chen and Ortiz before, but McCullough, a tall, thin redheaded woman, was a new flight mate during the exercise. They’d barely spoken before that day.

      That didn’t bother Mia much. With Icaryus’ threat still looming, she wasn’t in the mood to expand her social circle and list of enemy targets. McCullough didn’t seem any more interested in getting to know Mia. There was nothing wrong with keeping her distance and all her relationships professional.

      “Chen,” Mia called out. “Be careful about recovering from the loops. Your timing was off, and that’s why you were having trouble transitioning into the new formation. Try adjusting your thruster balance more next time.”

      He shrugged. “We can’t all be as blessed by the piloting gods. But, yeah, I’ll take that under advisement.”

      Mia didn’t know what she expected after first running into Icaryus. Other than being careful to engage in shorter, purposeful recovery comas so she would be ready to use her hyper-focus in an emergency, she threw herself into training, reasoning that she needed to establish herself in the program before taking any major risks.

      Icaryus made no obvious moves and rarely talked to her. She spotted him going through data after every session, but despite the ominous statements he’d made her first time out, he hadn’t done much more than look at her and her data. Mia also took Abigail’s advice and did her best not to go anywhere alone other than her exercise sessions, which was easier on a spacecraft, even one the size of the Centurion, than it would have been on a more spread-out planet-side base. She also always made sure Abigail knew she was going to exercise and when she was done, that way Abigail could alert the authorities if Mia didn’t check in.

      Despite those precautions, Mia had worried the first week that she’d be ambushed in the gym. She’d taken note of all the bars and weights, along with the position of the equipment so she could exploit their tactical potential in the case of an ambush. Whatever else Icaryus had planned, it didn’t seem to involve coming after her in the gym. That made her question if he was hunting her at all.

      Weeks went by, and despite the threat of an insane, corrupt scientist obsessed with studying her, the overall experience was positive. She was becoming one with the Espada, and the resentment she’d experienced after the tournament had become more subtle, simmering beneath the surface.

      It wasn’t that everyone pretended they liked her. Sparks of jealousy showed up often enough, especially with Chen and his friends, but she didn’t feel under siege from the rest of the squadron. Rotation of flight and squadron leader position helped her gain valuable social and command experience. It was just as Commander Raynier had briefed them in the beginning. Pilots needed each other to win a battle, and everyone needed to learn to take and give orders.

      Chen huddled with McCullough, both bent over a datapad with serious looks on their faces. Going over to talk to them was pointless after Chen’s earlier response to her critique. A man had to be willing to listen to his faults if he wanted to get rid of them. Talking with McCullough about the training data might help him keep an open enough mind that he could accomplish that.

      Besides, Mia was ready for a good, long shower. They’d been out for almost twelve hours conducting relentless drills and practice. As much as she felt at home in the cockpit of a fighter, she wanted to stretch her legs and wash off the sweat.

      “Verick!” called Chen.

      Mia stopped and looked around. She didn’t like the smirk on his face, but she headed back his way. It was better to take care of whatever problem there was immediately and not let it fester and interfere with her training. Her previous attempts at ignoring that sort of thing hadn’t gone well.

      Chen held up the datapad. “Did you hear about the Instructor’s Challenge Exercise yet?”

      So he hadn’t been reviewing his mistakes. That disappointed her.

      Mia shook her head. “I just got out of the fighter, same as you.”

      “Commander Raynier just sent the message,” explained Chen, nodding toward the datapad. “It’s supposed to give us something to aspire to. The top student by exercise scores will get a chance to take him on in a challenge. And right now, that’s you. We’ll all get to rotate through challenges with different instructors to give us more one-on-one time with veterans, but this is the first one, the big one. You’re going to set the tone for the rest of us. Of course, as he says in the message, it’s voluntary.”

      Mia snatched the datapad from the grinning Chen’s hand and skimmed the message. She’d been convinced he was trying to play a prank on her, but his explanation was accurate. Tomorrow, she’d face Raynier in a one-on-one duel for a live exercise, both in Espadas using simulated weapons pods.

      Just like Chen said, there was a statement that she could opt out. There was no chance of that happening. Her patience had paid off.

      She grinned. For weeks now, stuck on what to do with Icaryus and deciding to move on, she’d been trying to think of a way to get closer to Raynier.

      This battle was the perfect opportunity. All she needed to do was take him out, and then he’d want to talk to her and get to know her better. Skill called to skill.

      Chen took the datapad back and chuckled. “Sucks to be you. However good you think are, you’re not better than a veteran with that many confirmed kills. He’s going to wipe the floor with you.”

      The comment stoked doubt. Mia was used to being better than everyone, but this would be the first time since fighting her father or Charlie that she’d be taking on someone also genetically enhanced.

      That made her want to win more. According to Icaryus, Mia was supposed to be a next-level achievement. He was twisted, but he’d know better than anyone.

      She could win, even against Raynier. The neural interface was now second nature, and the fighter was like a glove she wore in battle.

      “It’s a good challenge,” Mia noted. “I’m honored he thinks I’m worth it.”

      Chen chuckled. “We’ll see. It’ll be interesting to see how you handle losing.”

      “Too bad I’ll disappoint you.”
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        * * *

      

      Mia’s heart pounded. She hadn’t expected to be so spun up for the duel against Raynier. No matter how much she tried to tell herself that it was about getting closer to him for intel purposes, she couldn’t let go of her overwhelming desire to defeat the best to prove she was the best. No one could question her if she defeated an instructor with Raynier’s background, and they didn’t even know his true nature.

      “The scenario is straightforward,” transmitted Commander Raynier. “Destroy the other fighter. The simulated weapons settings are fixed, but all other settings can be adjusted, Verick. The battle begins in two minutes.”

      The monotone voice of the instructor was even more flattened by the comms. He was the one people should accuse of being an android. It was woman versus machine, and the woman intended to win.

      Mia took slow, deep breaths, her helmet feeling confining for the first time since she’d boarded the carrier. She didn’t need two minutes to adjust her settings. She’d customized most of her settings right after taking off.

      Her fingers flew over her control panel as she made last-minute systems adjustments after second-guessing herself. She’d stayed up too late the previous night trying to come up with the best plan to counter Raynier, and those settings would play a key role. This was a battle where the tiniest advantage would tip the balance.

      Raynier had flown demonstrations for them before, and Mia had also gone through declassified battle records from his time on the Fringe with a fierce attention to detail. Everything pointed to him being an excellent pilot, and she knew his secret super-soldier past. This would be the greatest challenge of her life.

      That didn’t make him insurmountable. He had experience, but she’d been training for her entire life in her own way. There was no reason to believe he knew about her background, and that might mean he would take her too lightly. A split-second delay born of overconfidence would let her win.

      Mia finished up her adjustments. Thirty seconds before the battle began and she earned her greatest glory yet.

      Raynier counted down. “Five, four, three, two, one. Battle begins.”

      Mia burst from her starting position, and the acceleration pressed her hard back against her seat. Despite her aggressive charge forward, she didn’t head straight at the commander.

      All her confidence didn’t translate into pure arrogance. She wasn’t going to win a head-on shootout against a man with that much experience. This was a battle she’d have to draw out until her opportunity presented itself. She angled her flight path far off to his side, baiting him with a juicy flank to attack.

      To Mia’s annoyance, Raynier didn’t take the bait, so she swept her fighter over a wide flight arc while trying to snipe at him from above. Raynier fired up his engines, pushing himself well outside Mia’s attack arc.

      She spun her fighter in a wild maneuver intended to line her up with her target. All she needed was a second to set up the shot.

      Raynier wouldn’t let her have the second. He wouldn’t let her have a millisecond. He responded with a staggering series of carefully timed lateral bursts that pushed his fighter around in a curve while making it harder for Mia to lead him. She tried to adjust, but the timing of the bursts stayed irregular, making it hard for her to anticipate.

      Deep space was vast and mostly empty. A proper fighter pilot had to overcome the instincts developed living on a planet. While most people didn’t have that much trouble with the three-dimensional aspect of battle, it could take people years to internalize how the vacuum made momentum everything.

      Their brains tricked them and told them that things wanted to stop with enough time. That wasn’t true in deep space.

      Mia had always taken pride in her mastery of that aspect of flying. She’d always been able to work the different thrusters to push a fighter, simulated or otherwise, the exact way she wanted, taking full advantage of all the nuances of momentum and every axis of flight. After a couple of weeks with the neural-interface system, she’d taken that control to the next level, and she intended to prove it in that fight.

      Her challenge with Raynier was a harsh slap in the face. It was obvious he’d been holding back in his demonstrations. All the careful control she prized for her Espada was a sluggish mockery compared to what she was seeing from the dancing fighter eluding her best efforts. He was proving what it meant for a fighter to be a true extension of one’s body.

      Hissing in frustration over her failure to line up a single shot, Mia gave up getting a clean cannon kill and fired two missiles. Raynier’s fighter jerked up and down in a stomach-searing tug of precise thruster bursts, accompanied by the launch of decoy pods.

      Her missiles fell to the pods. To add to the insult, Raynier launched a missile in a brief half-second window where he’d managed a good angle on Mia.

      Sensing the reversal, she turned away hard and accelerated, releasing two decoy pods to save her from the missile. Its large explosion filled her sensors. Despite the vicious exchange and careful targeting, neither fighter’s missile had even skimmed the other.

      For a moment, Mia let her darkest paranoia take over. These were simulated weapons. Raynier could have adjusted the system to reduce her blast radius. He could be cheating.

      She shoved the thought away as soon as it slid into her head. The way Raynier was flying, he didn’t need any help. Anyone else in the squadron would have already lost. In a sad way, this was proof of her skill.

      Mia gritted her teeth. The harsh truth stared her down. She wasn’t going to win. Not like this.

      Raynier’s control over his fighter was incredible. They’d all talked about the neural interface enhancing performance, but the timing and confidence he’d displayed was like he’d been plugged into the fighter since he was a baby. For all she knew, he had.

      She could tell how much better he was, not only than the students, but also the veterans. Not everyone could, but she could. His acceleration was too fast. His reactions were insane.

      This wasn’t a battle she’d win by flinging missiles back and forth. Like so many modern space fighter battles, it had become a true dogfight. She’d only win with a close-range kill.

      Her hand tightened around her flight stick. Inspired by her opponent, she took a deep breath and concentrated on an aggressive spinning turn that left her insides churning and her course unpredictable. She waited until she’d closed in on a curiously stable Raynier before canceling her spin with a quick and precise lateral thruster burst and pulling her trigger.

      His fighter spiraled with a flare of uneven thrusters, and Mia’s rounds didn’t come close. It was like he’d predicted her exact shot angle before she’d decided it herself. Mia tried to follow up and Raynier surged forward.

      “I’ve got him!” she shouted, overjoyed at the mistake.

      But it wasn’t a mistake. Raynier’s fighter spun and popped off a missile. Mia twitched her finger before gasping and pushing her fighter to the side with a split-second lateral burn. The missile flew by, missing by mere meters.

      Her opponent pulsed his laterals with far more finesse than she’d witnessed during his earlier dancing, making her question how much he’d been holding back even during this fight. His momentum kept him flying past Mia while his nose and forward cannon stayed trained on her. Raynier took his chance and opened up with his cannon.

      Mia spun, avoiding the first barrage. Trying to copy him from earlier, she shoved the fighter down but all she accomplished was lining herself up for his next burst.

      Damage warnings popped up in her HUD. The simulated weapons didn’t shake her cockpit for a full experience, but the linked systems reduced her power and thrust. She was bleeding now, and the shark smelled her blood.

      Mia hoped a desperate pivot would let her drown the instructor in a missile barrage. He’d stopped firing and was out of effective cannon range.

      Her eyes widened when the sensors lit up with another cannon burst. More rounds struck her square in the cockpit, and her engines died. A helpful if blunt message filled her HUD.

      
        
        CRITICAL DAMAGE SUSTAINED. FIGHTER DESTROYED.

      

      

      Mia pounded her fist against her leg. She’d come into the fight confident that with a little luck, she’d find her opening. Instead, Raynier had played her the entire time, holding back and tricking her into thinking she had a shot before finishing her without suffering any real damage.

      “You’re dead, Lieutenant,” announced Commander Raynier.

      “Yes, sir, I see that. I’m sorry I didn’t put up more of a fight.”

      “Return to the bay,” he instructed. “You have no reason to apologize. Good job. You did very well from my perspective, and you lasted far longer than I expected.”

      Mia’s stomach twisted at Raynier’s compliment. He’d never seen her as a true threat. She’d been a sacrifice set up from the beginning. The instructor made short work of the best pilot in class to send a message to everyone else.

      “Report to the briefing room ninety minutes from now for your personal debriefing,” he ordered. “As for the rest of you, the class debriefing will be tomorrow. All data feeds will be available in an hour for people who want to review overnight.”

      “Noted, sir,” Mia ground out. “And I will see you soon.”

      She cut comms to let out a yell of frustration. It wasn’t that she thought it would be easy, but she had never entertained the idea that she’d be so outclassed. But he’d been playing with her the entire time. She hadn’t come close to taking him out.

      “I’ve got a lot to learn,” she mumbled.

      She took a couple of deep breaths and let them out. There was nothing she could do now but return to the carrier and be debriefed.

      Her HUD cleared, and her systems returned to full power. Mia straightened out her fighter and swept back toward the Centurion. At least Chen would have something to cheer.
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        * * *

      

      The other pilots, including Chen, were waiting for her when she hopped out of her fighter. She tossed her helmet to Karin before jumping most of the way and landing in a crouch.

      Mia didn’t want to deal with anyone’s crap, but there was no avoiding it. She’d lost spectacularly in a public battle in front of everyone. Whatever aura of competence she’d developed over the previous weeks was dust spread over the sector.

      Mia stood, not wanting to look at anyone. All her effort to earn their respect was a waste. She’d embarrassed herself by getting destroyed by Raynier. It would have been better to not take him on at all and admit he was better from the beginning.

      Karin patted her shoulder. “Don’t look like that.”

      “Like what?” Mia asked bitterly.

      “So defeated. It doesn’t suit you.” Karin nodded toward Mia’s fighter. “And that was ridiculous. I always knew he was good, but he’s been hiding how good he was this entire time. He’s not a fighter pilot. He’s a fighter god.”

      “Yeah, he is,” Chen called from the crowd. He came forward and offered his hand. “Not saying this changes anything between us, but you did a good job. He would have shredded the rest of us in a third of the time, including me.”

      Mia eyed his hand and gave it a light shake. “I lost badly. I got my ass kicked.”

      “Of course you lost, Verick. The guy’s got years of experience. He’s fought on the Fringe. And some of the shit he pulled was so out there, I would have thought it was impossible.” He shrugged and laughed. “I honestly don’t get it. It’s like the guy’s superhuman. I have a theory that he’s got his interface tuned in a special way, some classified shit.”

      Mia hadn’t thought of that, though she didn’t need that explanation. The combination of genetic enhancement and experience was enough to explain his superior skills.

      “I thought you’d gloat,” admitted Mia, still raw from the defeat and not capable of hiding anything.

      Chen shrugged. “I was planning to.” He waved a hand at Karin when she glared at him. “But, you know, being a bitch about someone being better than me isn’t going to make me better. I think…” He looked around. Everyone was watching. “I think a lot of us got this idea in our head, Verick, that you were this untouchable superhuman. It was annoying. It was like nothing we could do would get us close to you. I was thinking, ‘Why is she even in Top Gun if she’s that good?’”

      McCullough stepped forward and nodded her agreement. “I felt the same way.”

      Heads bobbed in the crowd. Other people looked away with frowns or awkward attempts to avoid Mia’s eyes.

      “But I get it now,” Chen added. “I think we all do. You’re just better than us, and not in a cheating way. You just worked harder than we have. Just like he’s better than you because he’s got more experience and worked harder.” He gestured to McCullough. “We all have to work harder if we want to get as good as Raynier.” He patted her on the back. “Better luck next time.” He grinned. “But I’m still betting against you.”

      Other pilots walked over to shake her hand and give encouragement before wandering off. Mia stood there until only Karin, Paul, and Ryoko remained.

      “I don’t understand,” Mia murmured, watching the departing crowd.

      “Don’t understand what?” asked Karin.

      “Losing made them like me more?” She shook her head. “That didn’t go down like I thought it would. I understand them being happy that I lost, but the rest of it confuses me. Their reaction isn’t logical.”

      Paul laughed. “Nobody ever said humans were logical. And you’re only human, just like us.”

      “Yes, just like you.”

      Karin snickered. “When you say it like that, it makes me think about the android and alien conspiracy theories.”

      Mia couldn’t help but wonder if everyone would feel the same way if they knew that it took a super-soldier to beat her and that he might have lost had she used her hyper-focus.

      She turned back toward the fighter. Despite considering it before the battle, the thought had never come up during the battle itself. That was good. Her ability needed to remain a last resort.

      For now, all she could do was clean up and go to her debriefing.
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        * * *

      

      Mia exchanged salutes with Commander Raynier. She inhaled deeply through the nose, seeking any hints of his true nature in his scents. This was the first time she’d been alone with him in an enclosed space. There was nothing unusual and nothing she hadn’t smelled before, though there was a vague hint of something she couldn’t pinpoint.

      On Ice, Charlie had been able to identify her as her father’s daughter off scent alone. Did that mean his olfactory improvements were superior to hers? Or that she didn’t know what she was looking for?

      Raynier began, his voice still lacking much inflection, “This is less a formal briefing than an offer.”

      “An offer, sir?” Mia asked.

      Raynier nodded. “Although every student will get one-on-one time with an instructor during the program, I wanted to make sure you were the first to go against me, so I could evaluate you. Despite what happened, you are easily the best student in the program.”

      “You destroyed me, sir, completely and utterly.”

      “That’s an accurate summary,” he agreed, his expression unchanging. “But that doesn’t change the fact that my previous evaluation of your talent was correct. I’ve been watching you closely. You are an exceptionally talented pilot, especially for your age. You learn and adapt quickly. You have impressed me rapidly since starting the program.”

      Mia stared at him, managing a quiet, “Thank you, sir.”

      She didn’t know what to say. Frustration still stiffened her neck and quickened her heart. She wanted to challenge him again and use her hyper-focus, but she knew that was too dangerous.

      “Every pilot here is dedicated,” continued Raynier. “But dedication can only go so far without innate talent to match. Your capabilities are such that you could benefit from learning a few extra tricks.” He motioned to himself. “I will teach you. I’m talking about more dedicated time than the normal instructor rotations. This will involve special training in addition to your normal exercises and classes. It is also completely voluntary and will not reflect on your rating in this program should you refuse. But I hope you are interested. I think we could work well together.”

      Mia hesitated before responding. Learning from a more experienced pilot who was also a super-soldier made perfect sense. It was what she’d been doing her whole life before her father died. Working more closely with him would also improve her chance of being able to get intelligence out of him.

      One quiet doubt nagged from the corner of her mind, though. She had no idea how much she could trust Raynier. He might be asking in order to help Icaryus.

      “Lieutenant?” prodded Raynier.

      “I’ll do it, sir,” Mia replied. “I want to learn from you.”

      Running from the enemy wasn’t her style.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, Mia gathered her friends after breakfast. They had an hour before training, and she wanted to run what had happened by them.

      “He wants to train with you one-on-one beyond the normal instructor rotations?” asked Karin, frowning.

      “Yes,” Mia responded. “Do you think I shouldn’t have accepted?”

      “I don’t think you should mention it to anyone else,” Paul added. An uncomfortable expression settled over his face. “But lucky you, I guess.”

      “The whole thing is weird,” Ryoko observed. “I’ve never heard of this sort of thing before in the program. The rotations yes, but not a dedicated special tutor. It makes no sense to have an entire program but train one pilot more than others.”

      “I’m a uniquely talented pilot.” Mia shrugged. “He might want to maximize my potential.”

      “I don’t know if this is a good idea.” Karin sounded irritated. “You’re safe as long as you’re around other people. We’ve been doing our best to watch your back, and even being around an asshole like Chen during training protects you. If you let this guy drag you off alone, who knows what could happen? How do you know he isn’t working for that scientist?”

      Mia nodded. “I’ve thought of that, and I don’t know, but the balance of what I can get from this versus the risks is acceptable.”

      She meant both her piloting and intel opportunities, though she was far from ready to tell her friends about those.

      Paul scoffed. “You can’t keep taking stupid risks, Mia, and not get burned.” He hopped up, the scent of aggression strong now on him. “It’s too small a room for this many people. I’ll see you all later.”

      Ryoko followed him. “Just be careful and remember what we said.”

      They headed out of the room leaving Mia alone with Karin. She stared at the door, confused by the pushback. Her friends were being overprotective. It would make more sense if they knew the truth about Raynier, but from their perspective, he’d be the one more at risk.

      “They mean well,” Karin stated. “We all do. And we don’t know what’s going on with you. I know you’re holding things back. I understand why you’re doing that. That doesn’t change that isolating yourself with someone puts you at risk.”

      Mia tried to keep the irritation out of her voice. “I can take care of myself.”

      Karin headed toward the door. “Just don’t take too many risks, okay? If you go out for any training sessions with this guy, try to make sure they happen when one of us is awake to keep an eye out for you.”

      “I can do that.”

      “Good. Don’t get too cocky.”

      Mia frowned. “I’m not. I just got my ass kicked publicly.”

      “Then…” Karin shook her head. “Never mind.”

      Karin left and closed the door, and Mia was alone with her thoughts. Hearing her friends voice her same worries made her question her choice. She had few other options. There was no way she’d get closer to Raynier without taking risks, and right now he was the safer option for her mission.
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        * * *

      

      A day later, Mia headed toward a meeting with Raynier. He’d sent a message telling her to meet him in a small out-of-the-way briefing room, where they’d go over training. She wandered into the tiny room, now uncertain. Raynier sat on the edge of a table near the front of the room, staring at her as she approached.

      He might have chosen the location to avoid too many questions from other pilots. Mia hadn’t thought much about the jealousy angle until her friends brought it up. Given their reactions, they themselves might have been jealous of the special training.

      They hadn’t been wrong about the security implications. Traveling halfway across the ship through sparsely used corridors meant she was alone far more than she’d intended, despite the warnings from her friends and Abigail.

      Mia approached Raynier and raised her hand to salute, but he waved it off with a shake of his head.

      “This is all informal training,” he commented. “It’ll go better if we don’t get stuck on protocol.”

      “Whatever you say, sir,” Mia replied.

      Raynier shook his head. “Call me Thomas.”

      “I don’t know about that.” Doubt crept into Mia’s voice.

      She didn’t hold a special fondness for military protocol and discipline, but her experiences in the program and before had only reinforced how careful she needed to be to avoid the appearance of being favored for unfair reasons.

      Raynier pushed off the table. He frowned slightly, the most emotion she’d seen on his face since starting the program. “Mia, when people are talented, they have a duty to help each other out, to make each other stronger. When those people are in the military, improvement benefits the entire KCAP. That’s what we’re here to do, benefit the KCAP.”

      “Calling you Thomas will help with that?” Mia’s voice was thick with incredulity.

      He nodded. “Personal connections can improve the facilitation of training.” He came closer to stare at her face. “Logically, it makes sense to improve all personal connections.”

      “If you say so, si…Thomas.”

      “Good, Mia.” Raynier achieved something in the mocking neighborhood of a smile. “I’ll help you become the best pilot in the KCAP. I know you have it in you.” He reached up and stroked her cheek. “You must understand, the closer we become, the better you’ll become.”

      Mia tensed at his touch. She summoned her self-control not to shudder, but any doubts she had about his intent were shaken by the obvious scents of his arousal filling her nostrils. That’s what she’d been smelling the other day that she couldn’t place.

      This hadn’t been part of the plan. She’d been ready for an attack, but not this type of attack.

      “If I’m close to you, you’ll train me,” Mia reiterated.

      “Yes.” He locked eyes with her. “And I think we’ll do well together, in many ways.”

      Mia stepped back and nodded. “Thank you, Thomas, for all of this. I can’t stay for long. There’s something I need to take care of before people talk. I’m sorry if that ruins things. I hope it doesn’t ruin my chance to…train with you.”

      Raynier shook his head, that pathetic pseudo-smile returning, though the same monotone as ever in his voice. “I’ve seen your records. I know you’re as smart as you are capable of piloting. The system as constructed is flawed. You’re good to keep things quiet. They wouldn’t understand. Don’t even trust your friends. They’ll be jealous.”

      Mia nodded. “Special and talented people need to stick together. And we’re both special and talented.”

      “Yes. Exactly.” Raynier took a deep breath and stepped back, his expression returning to his typical blandness. “Do what you need to do. There’s no reason to start this out by raising anyone’s suspicions. We’ll talk and figure something out, unless…” He shook his head. “I’d like to take our time for things, but the program is only so long. Keep that in mind.”

      “I’m going to have to think about all of this. Don’t worry. I’ll keep it to myself.”

      Raynier stared at her for a moment before nodding as if satisfied.

      Mia backed away, forcing a smile and a moderate step until she hit the hallway. Once she was around the corner, she shuddered, with bile rising in the back of her throat.

      She’d been prepared for Raynier to be an assassin. She’d been prepared for him to be a tool of Icaryus. She had not been prepared for him to try to seduce her.

      There was only one person she could talk to now.
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        * * *

      

      Mia leaned against the wall in a small workshop Abigail had taken over. The cool hardness soothed her. Another shudder of revulsion passed through as she finished reporting to Abigail.

      She wasn’t sure why she didn’t go to her friends. Given how they were acting earlier, they might have suspected the possibility of an affair, but this wasn’t a problem she could drag them into, especially since it overlapped with her primary mission.

      They were already on edge about the situation. The intensity of the training didn’t help. Everyone thought they knew what to expect, but the long hours and constant exercises were draining.

      Abigail leaned back in her chair and tented her fingers. She offered a nod. “This is good.”

      Mia blinked. “What? It’s good?”

      “Yes. It’s good because it’s useful for our goals. Don’t you think?”

      “I don’t want to have relations with that man,” Mia insisted. “I don’t know why he’s interested in me. I’ve made no attempt to flatter him in that way.”

      “Is it really so strange?” asked Abigail. “He’s a super-soldier who has likely never met a woman like you. It must be appealing to find an attractive young woman who can keep up with him, and that’s presuming there aren’t conscious or subconscious pheromones you’re releasing that are attracting him.”

      Mia glared at her. “You’re saying this is my fault?”

      “No, his lack of self-control is at fault,” Abigail replied coolly. “Given your unique nature, it’s hard to say how super-soldiers in general will react to you. And to be clear, I’m not suggesting you sleep with him. What I’m suggesting is that his sexual interest in you makes him vulnerable, and we can use that to our advantage to collect information. That’s one of the oldest intelligence strategies in history.”

      Mia sucked in a breath through her clenched teeth. “I understand. I don’t like it, but I understand. What should I do? I didn’t come up with strategies for this type of situation.”

      “First, you should play hard to get and see if you can extract information. If we’re fortunate, he’ll leak something in an attempt to get closer to you emotionally.”

      “And if not?”

      “I’m doubtful a man like that will hold back forever,” Abigail mused. “Not when such a delicious prize is right in front of him, and he’s already abandoning subtlety. If he doesn’t give up anything useful, let him push, and then knock him out.”

      Mia stared at Abigail. A woman with enhanced senses didn’t mishear another person that close. “Did you say knock him out? As in attack him?”

      Abigail nodded. “You’re more than capable of doing that. If we can’t get information out of him by asking, we might be able to learn something from biological samples. Once you knock him out, I can give you a sedative to keep him down until I arrive to take the samples.”

      “Knocking him out requires me to assault a superior officer,” Mia pointed out.

      Abigail scoffed. “I want you to neutralize a source of possible information on your father for indirect evidence collection. Even if this goes poorly, I think you’ll do fine. Raynier will want you somewhere remote on the ship for a tryst. He’s straightforward but not a complete fool. I can make sure he won’t report you. All you have to do is take him down, and it won’t be a problem.”

      “You don’t think he’ll be angry at me after that?” Mia pressed. “I have a lot to learn about normal social interactions, but I have a hard time believing a man will so casually set aside his feelings after the object of his lust knocks him out cold. He can make my time here hell, and that’s assuming he doesn’t risk reporting me up the chain for the assault.”

      Abigail shook a finger. “What he doesn’t remember he can’t use against you.” She leaned back in her chair, smiling with such smugness she could have given Icaryus lessons. “While I can’t claim I knew this exact scenario was going to unfold, I assumed there might be a situation where we might need to handle a brief short-term inconvenient memory. I acquired and brought along the relevant drugs, just in case.”

      Mia understood every word coming out of Abigail’s mouth but still couldn’t follow her. She shrugged and waited for the rest of the explanation.

      “There are chemical means to handle memories, especially short-term memories,” Abigail explained. “If you ambush him properly, we can combine his surprise with the effects of the drugs, and he won’t even have any memories of the event. He won’t even remember enough to be angry with you.”

      Mia frowned. “But what about the aftermath? There will be a hole in his memory.”

      “What about it?” Abigail shrugged. “He has no reason to assume you’re going to ambush and drug him. After the incident, you can continue to play hard to get while claiming you never went with him. He won’t remember enough to challenge you. I doubt he’d abandon all discipline and throw away his career as long as he thinks he has a chance.”

      “But you’re talking about chemical memory eradication.” Mia grimaced.

      “I’m talking about making sure he doesn’t realize you’ve attacked him,” Abigail clarified. “And don’t worry. He’ll remember everything else. It’ll only be his short-term memory affected.”

      Mia looked down. This plan required her to take down an experienced super-soldier, a man like her father. Raynier had demonstrated he was a better pilot than her. Taking him down by herself in hand-to-hand combat wasn’t guaranteed.

      But this was the best plan they had. Direct samples would be a good start. They might be the only practical method of getting intel from him.

      This wouldn’t be like their fighter duel. It wouldn’t start on equal terms. She was going to do what everyone kept accusing her of. She would cheat.

      “Okay,” Mia decided. “I’ll do it.”
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      All week Mia tried her feeble best to stay calm. That was difficult when she kept thinking about her plan to ambush and drug her superior officer. Although there was a beautiful simplicity to the basic idea, there were countless points of failure with the results ranging from her imprisonment to her death.

      Although Raynier had given no indication he worked for Icaryus, she had no proof he didn’t. There was nothing contradictory about him wanting to sleep with her while also keeping an eye on her for the Cadmus scientist.

      Mia had gained a newfound respect for spies. She’d thought she understood their challenges because of her infiltration of Ice, but this incident proved how difficult it was when she needed to lie to other people without relying on physical intimidation and violence to convince them to not look into her background and goals.

      She’d scheduled a special training session with Commander Raynier at the end of the week, though every time she so much as hinted at it to her friends, they grew more visibly annoyed.

      Mia stopped mentioning Raynier. She hadn’t been spending as much time with her friends, at her suggestion, and when they did, such as at training, it was growing uncomfortable. She was fortunate they rotated flight assignments.

      As Mia climbed down her cockpit ladder, she obsessed over her trouble with her friends. She understood that her friends wanted to protect her. And she hoped that’s all it was. But she didn’t have a choice. There was no way to accomplish what she wanted without taking risks.

      Paul and Karin were already waiting for her. Neither looked happy. Ryoko was gone.

      That was disappointing. Whatever else they felt about her, they were also in the program and could benefit from debriefings.

      “Where’s Ryoko?” Mia asked.

      “She had something better to do apparently,” Karin answered.

      “Better than discuss our training?”

      Karin shrugged. “Guess so.” She made a circle with her hand. “Let’s get this going. I feel something better to do coming on too.”

      Mia sighed. “Paul, you need to work on the precision of your attitudinal adjustments. As I was trying to explain, those are the key to keeping the tight formations and transitioning into the advanced tactical maneuvers, especially the third defensive set.”

      Paul rolled his eyes. “I was doing my best. If you would have stopped riding me about it, I could have concentrated.”

      “What?” Mia shook her head. “We’re here to be the best of the best. We can’t keep making the same mistakes over and over.” She turned to Karin. “Did you try the reactor balance adjustment I suggested? I was trying to pay attention to see how you were flying, and from what I could see you hadn’t. If you had just let me have the real-time data feed, that would have made it easier to advise you after it was all over.”

      “I don’t need you so far up my ass.” Karin narrowed her eyes. “We’re not idiots, you know. We did get into this program, too. We’re not crap pilots.”

      Mia blinked. “I’m only trying to help. You didn’t have a problem with me giving you advice before.”

      “I do now,” Karin snapped. “And I should have this entire time. You think you’re so much better than us, don’t you?”

      Mia didn’t know how to answer. In point of fact, she was a better pilot than her friends, though the four of them functioned far better as a collective flight. She’d taken to the idea of becoming a pilot who can function at all levels well, and until that moment, she’d thought her friends agreed.

      “All I’m trying to do is help you,” Mia answered. “I’m sorry if I’ve offended you. I’m not aware that I’ve changed anything in how I’m talking with you.”

      Karin scoffed and spun on her heel. “I need some time alone. I can’t deal with this crap now.”

      “And I need a shower,” Paul added, storming away from Mia. “Don’t worry. I’ll hit the simulator to work on my weak-ass skills you hate so much.”

      “I… I…” Mia shook her head, unsure how the situation had deteriorated so rapidly. They’d been open to critique and feedback in the past, with Paul often making jokes to break the ice before Mia launched into a lecture.

      She looked around, reconsidering the pressure of the program and how it might be affecting everyone. Other pilots chatted in the docking bay, like Ortiz and Chen, among others. Some looked defeated, others ecstatic. It was natural that there would be gradations among skills in any collection of elite individuals.

      Mia never had any doubt she’d make it into the Top Gun program. Her skills and abilities made it inevitable, but she couldn’t say as much for her friends. Paul’s stubbornness had almost led him to ruin in the Talari program. Karin’s perfectionism had held her back. Ryoko’s timidity had made every battle a challenge until the end. There was a real question of whether they could have passed without Mia’s guidance.

      She’d never held that against them. Training people was part of the military experience. Her dealings with her friends at Talari had set her up for leadership success in Top Gun. It had not been a problem before.

      After Ortiz’s tournament, Mia had accepted that the average skill level at Top Gun was far higher than in the Talari prep program. Her friends weren’t at the bottom, nor were they near the top. They weren’t only lagging behind her now, but also pilots like Ortiz.

      Top Gun was intended to take the best and make them better. The basic assumption was that everyone who made it into the program deserved to be there, and the training would help them maximize their natural abilities. That might have assumed too much.

      Long, punishing days and constant training took their toll, and everyone had their limits. The more Mia thought about that, the more she was convinced that was happening to her friends.

      The problem was she didn’t know how to help them. They needed to accept and process the stress in whatever way worked best for them. She could encourage them to talk to a superior. There wasn’t a point. Any attempt to do so would end with them accusing her of condescension.

      For the first time in a while, Mia had no idea what to do. All her combat skills and abilities made her a deadly warrior. They did nothing to help her understand and manage people better.

      Ortiz slapped a friend’s back in a friendly way and laughed. It had been days since any of Mia’s friends laughed like that. She’d watched them from afar, concerned it was just her presence, but even away from her they were a sullen and angry group.

      Mia had depended on Paul, Karin, and Ryoko to keep her secret and work with her both before and during Top Gun. Their rapid disintegration brought up a troublesome new threat.

      A dark thought percolated into her mind. What would happen if she had to choose between her friends or the program? Top Gun was the key to her future and her true mission. She couldn’t throw away the program because her friends couldn’t handle the stress.

      The choice should have been obvious. The mission was supposed to always come first. Not long ago, it wouldn’t have been a question for her at all.

      Mia sighed. Now she wondered. Letting her friends fail was like giving up on them, and there was a difference between putting the mission first and sacrificing allies for it.

      Maybe she was overthinking it. Everyone got stressed out and handled it in different ways. They had a day off soon. With a good rest and time away from the cockpit, they’d calm down and remember why they’d worked so hard to get into the program.

      That’s all she could hope for. Until then, she’d focus on the problems she could handle, including Commander Raynier.

      Mia shook her head as she headed away from the fighter. Ambushing and drugging a super-soldier felt like an easier job than dealing with people’s complicated emotions.
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        * * *

      

      “Remember to anticipate with your thoughts but not too far,” Raynier droned over comms. “It should lead the maneuver, but just before, while you match your movements as close as you can manage. With practice, it’ll happen without any effort at all. Align the staggered firing with quick breaths to get the initial timing. Cancel after three seconds. Focus on the HUD indicator. Don’t get overwhelmed by what you see outside. You’ll build it up with each practice. Go now.”

      Mia pushed her fighter into a wild spin on two axes, pulsing her laterals to dance around space like she’d seen from Raynier. From the outside, she looked like she’d lost control. She stared at a small triangle that kept reorienting itself in the center of her HUD. She counted to three then took a quick breath with a paired thruster ignition. Three more pulses and her fighter straightened out after having traveled in a mostly straight path despite the erratic movement.

      She groaned quietly, her head and stomach not happy about the move she’d just pulled. The fighter might not care that much about what direction she shoved it, but her body didn’t like all the twists and turns.

      Mia had always prided herself on her physical resistance, but these special tricks were pushing her to her utmost limits. She was having to relearn everything she thought she knew about fighter combat and her capabilities.

      “I’d have a hard time doing that in real combat,” Mia commented. “I can pull off those maneuvers, but how am I supposed to coordinate with other pilots?”

      “Develop every possible tool you can,” Raynier replied. “And you’ll find a situation where they’re useful. That training also helps you build up physical tolerance to less orthodox maneuvers. It’s a problem with these Espadas, though.”

      Mia flew toward him to line up alongside his fighter. “I don’t understand. They are better in almost every way than the Valkyries, especially with the neural interface. I was skeptical at first, but now that I’m used to the interface, it’s hard to fly without it.”

      “I wasn’t talking about the Valkyries,” Raynier explained. “I was talking Schiavonas.”

      “Schiavonas?” exclaimed Mia. “The Flying Coffins of the Fringe?”

      Raynier chuckled. It was the only time she’d heard him laugh the entire time she’d known him. It was the most open display of emotion, too. That made her like him a little more despite not being interested in a relationship with him.

      “Yes, I prefer those over the Espadas and the Valkyries,” Raynier explained. “They have their issues but are better fighters overall. No weapon system is perfect.”

      “But some are way less perfect. Isn’t the Navy getting rid of them?”

      “It took a special pilot to maximize their potential,” Raynier replied. “Most pilots in the Navy aren’t like you and me. They were never going to maximize the potential of such a weapon. Getting rid of them makes a certain high-level sense, I guess.” He let out a quiet grunt. “They could never get the reactor feeds working as well as they should. And the plasma cannon’s advantage of being an energy weapon was countered by the shorter effective range than projectile cannons, but when you used a neural interface with those fighters, their maneuverability was superior, making the lower range less of a problem. You truly became one with the fighter, making it easy to get close with the plasma cannons. I always imagined those cannons like my teeth. I wanted to bite into the enemy with those plasma teeth.”

      “What about the problems with earlier neural interfaces?” Mia asked. “Everything I’ve heard talks about them being difficult and dangerous to use. There’s a reason the Navy skipped a generation in promoting neural-interface tech for their mainline fighters.”

      “Yes, there were certain drawbacks,” admitted Raynier, the barest audible hint of disappointment fluctuating the mechanical monotone. “You’ve killed people, haven’t you?”

      Mia wasn’t surprised by the question. Even if he ignored the rumors from Ice, there was the publicly recorded incident on her home world. That had to be in her records.

      “Yes,” she admitted. “In self-defense.”

      “Then you know what combat truly is,” Raynier replied. “There’s no safety in combat. It makes no sense to talk about when you’re trying to kill someone and they’re trying to kill you. It’s not safety you want. It’s more powerful claws and teeth. I’ll always prefer fewer safety features if it means I’m going to have a greater chance of killing the enemy.” His tone verged on actual emotion for a brief second before settling back into his android impression. “Think about it. People with superior talent need equipment that maximizes their talent, not equipment that holds them back.”

      “A weapon that’s not reliable isn’t a good weapon,” Mia countered. “Claws and teeth are easy to use, and inherent. Complicated and dangerous neural interfaces that can harm a person’s brain are the exact opposite of easy to use.”

      “A known danger doesn’t make something less reliable,” Raynier pointed out. “Did you know there are Schiavonas stored back at the station?”

      “No, I didn’t,” Mia admitted. “I’m surprised something that old is still around in this sector.”

      “There are. They’re slowly being phased out and pushed into long-term deep storage. When we were boarding the carrier, I spotted one being moved into the deep storage area there. It made me want to swap one out with an Espada. I still have dreams of sneaking over and trading one out.” He fell silent for a moment, his breathing heavy. “It won’t be long. They’ll store them at the station for a few months before flying them to a decommissioning facility. There they’ll pull out the fuel from the reactor and strip them for parts. Those glorious fighters will meet their final end rather than being used to destroy the KCAP’s enemies as intended. What a shame.”

      Mia saw where he was coming from, but everything she’d read about the old fighters supported that it was a good move on the part of the Navy to get rid of them. She would have preferred an energy-based cannon system, but until they worked out the power issues, she understood why they’d retreated to more proven and reliable technology. The next-generation fighters after Espadas were supposed to solve both the reliability and range problems of older smaller-scale direct energy weapons.

      “Someday I hope you can fly one,” Raynier continued. “At least one time, so you can understand how they’re better than what you’ve flown.”

      “I’ll take your word for it. Who knows? Maybe one day I will. They might keep one around for historical demonstrations.”

      “I can hope,” murmured Raynier. “All right. We’ve spent too much time out here. I’m going to give you some tips on target leading, and then we’ll call it a day.”
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        * * *

      

      After they landed, Raynier led her across the ship to another out-of-the-way tiny unused room. There was a single cot in the corner. Thick dust coated the floor except near the wall where something had been moved recently.

      Mia looked around the room, confused why they were in what appeared to be a recently abandoned storage room. There weren’t even any chairs. That’s when Raynier’s excitement hit her nose. There was no mistaking his amorous intentions.

      She was surprised by his boldness. Though she’d stored her helmet in the fighter bay, she still was in her flight suit and in need of a good shower. She was surprised he was in the mood, given that.

      Raynier sat on the edge of the cot and patted it. “You should join me. I’m sure you’re stiff from all the time in the cockpit. This will be a good way to relax.”

      Mia managed to keep a straight face. The location might have been chosen to avoid anyone stumbling upon them, but it would work for her own purposes as well. Before launching any ambushes, she needed to get intel out of him. She sat on the cot, though not right next to him.

      He put an arm around her shoulder, trying to pull her closer. She tugged it off gently and focused on a conversation outline Abigail had suggested.

      “I want to get to know you better before we do anything.”

      “Here’s a good way to get to know each other.” Raynier patted the cot. “It’s the true way of getting to know someone.”

      Despite the obvious lust in his eyes and scent, his voice remained as dry as ever. He’d displayed more emotion talking about the old fighters on the station than he was in his attempt to seduce her. Mia wasn’t sure if that was a relief or an insult. She was at least as sexy as a mothballed space fighter.

      “I’m serious,” Mia insisted. “I need to know about you. Nothing big, just, well, you have a long and impressive career. I find that very compelling. I want to know more about it. That will make me feel like we’re closer.”

      Raynier shook his head. “Tours all blend together. Go to a new system, destroy the enemy, move, repeat. I enjoy the flying. The missions aren’t that interesting.” He shrugged. “This training assignment is different. I haven’t done many of them during my career. If you weren’t here, I’m not sure I’d like it.”

      “Thank you,” Mia replied. “I’m glad I made it interesting for you.”

      “Is that enough getting to know me?” Raynier asked.

      Mia shook her head. “Where were you stationed before this? I tried to look it up, but I was having trouble finding anything about it.”

      He leaned away, frowning. He looked down before shaking his head. “I don’t… It’s not important. What’s important is us here and now. I told you. All the assignments blur together.”

      “Sure.” Mia nodded. “But there must be assignments that stand out. Where was your favorite assignment?”

      He hesitated for a moment, looking off into the distance before shrugging. “I don’t know.”

      His elusive answers were matched by the faint confusion on his face. While Mia hadn’t thought it would be trivial to get information out of him, she assumed that his desire for her would make it easier. He came off more confused than evasive.

      Raynier grabbed her shoulders and turned her toward him. “All that’s in the past. It’s not important. The only thing important is you and me, right here and right now. I don’t care about any of that. You shouldn’t either.”

      Again, he failed to inject much of any feeling into the statement, unsettling Mia. It was like he barely felt human emotion. Whatever he was planning, she was running out of time.

      Mia pushed him back gently. “There must be something you could tell me about your last assignment. Did you fly Schiavonas during that assignment?”

      “Maybe. I think I did.”

      “You think you did?” Mia frowned. “You don’t remember what kind of fighter you flew during the assignment? You just got done telling me how much you loved them.”

      Raynier shook his head. “It’s not important.”

      Mia faked a smile, despite a swirling and growing storm of confusion and irritation. She wasn’t getting anywhere with her interrogation. It was time for the main plan. She took a deep breath and refocused on Abigail’s script.

      “Can we just get on with things?” Raynier asked.

      “I think I should loosen you up first.” Mia pulled away from Raynier’s grip and stood. “I want to give you a neck massage. If that’s okay?”

      Raynier nodded slowly. He turned his back. “Okay. That could be good. Yes.” He unzipped the top of his flight suit and pulled it down, leaving his undershirt. “We could skip this. I’ll be fine if we go to direct physical intimacy.”

      Mia had always thought herself the most socially awkward person in any given conversation. Dealing with the awkwardness of Commander Raynier made her feel like the Galactic Queen of Socializing.

      She kneaded his shoulders gently and leaned closer to his ear. “No. This is necessary. I wanted to get you in the appropriate mood. I need to do that for this sort of thing.”

      “I have been in the mood since the first time I saw you,” Raynier insisted.

      Mia stepped away and brought back her arm. Her heart pounded. The next seconds would determine everything. She reached over and rested her other arm on his shoulder. He let out a grunt of satisfaction right before she delivered a vicious chop to his carotid with all her strength.

      Raynier’s eyes rolled up in the back of his head and he tumbled forward, landing on the metal floor with a resounding thud. Mia jammed her hand into her pocket to send a quick message on a datastick, nothing incriminating. Anyone intercepting it would find a banal query to Abigail about safety features of the neural-interface helmet.

      Mia pulled an injector out from her pocket and jammed it into Raynier’s neck after verifying he was still breathing, then shook out her sore hand. Hitting him was like striking a wall.

      She hadn’t held back, just like Abigail wanted. Hitting a normal man that hard likely would have killed them, but one carotid strike wouldn’t be enough to keep this one down without the drugs.

      She flattened herself against the closed door, listening carefully. Every rattle and tick of the machinery around her taunted her until her heart kicked up at the sound of someone jogging down the hallway in her direction. With the door closed, she couldn’t pick out any scent over the must, oil, and Raynier that dominated the tiny storage room.

      Her visitor stopped in front of the door and knocked four times in rapid succession. Relieved, Mia pulled open the door and motioned Abigail inside.

      Abigail didn’t waste time with comments. She hurried to Raynier’s side and pulled out a syringe. She rolled back his arm and found a vein to take a sample. Once she’d filled the vial, she looked up at Mia while fishing out a small patch to dab against the injection site. The only reason Mia hadn’t taken the sample herself was that Abigail questioned whether she had the finesse to pull it off quickly and efficiently.

      “The drug from the patch should help it heal quickly enough that no one will notice unless they’re looking hard,” Abigail explained. After putting away the patch, she pulled out another syringe. “And this will handle the memory issue. I don’t know how long it took you to get here, but he’ll remember most of the day, just not the few minutes before getting knocked out. From what I’ve been told, that limited hole is easy for people to ignore unless someone goes out of their way to question it. People’s brains tend to fill in generic details.” She shoved the syringe into his neck. “You’ll need to keep that in mind while talking with him. I suggest telling him that you chose not to come to this room if he asks.”

      Mia stayed near the door listening for the telltale sign of heavy boots and shouts. There was nothing.

      “Okay,” she replied. “It’s fine. Should we move him?”

      Abigail finished her injection and stood with a smirk. “This love nest is a convenient place. No one will find him in time to detect the drugs I gave him, and he can easily get out when he wakes up. I have what I need for my examination. Keeping a low profile and taking into account my other duties, it should take about a week for me to analyze the sample. Did you learn anything before taking him out?”

      Mia shook her head. “A whole lot of nothing. It’s like he was going out of his way to not tell me anything. I thought you said men like to talk about themselves.”

      “Most, but he’s not like most men.”

      “That’s true.”

      Abigail opened the door. “I should be getting back. Wait a few minutes, and then get out of here.”

      Mia stared at the fallen Raynier. If Raynier remembered the attack, claiming self-defense against an amorous officer might not be enough to save her. A failed gambit would cost her freedom and her career.

      “I hope this was worth it.”
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      A week later, Mia focused on her targeting reticle as her fighter spun in her latest practice of one of Raynier’s wild maneuvers. She canceled her rotation before a feinting thrust to the left and a hard turn brought her bearing down on her mentor. Anticipating her move, he turned toward her and launched a salvo of the rest of his missiles.

      With decoy pods trailing from her fighter, Mia dove hard. She’d been a hair too slow, and missiles struck the pods and exploded around her. A HUD warning delivered another stinging indicator of failure.

      She almost wished they were real missiles. Then she would have died and not have to deal with the embarrassment of yet another defeat at the hands of the lustful instructor.

      Every time she thought she had gained an advantage, he pulled out a new trick or anticipated her tactics. This was the harsh lesson in the necessity of experience.

      Mia’s childhood practicing in simulators had taught her the basics of fighter piloting. But it was just that, a game made easy by her superior spatial awareness, calculation abilities, and reflexes. It wasn’t until this last year that she’d been a true pilot, and now she was playing catch-up with a real pilot, Raynier.

      For the first time in a long time, since dealing with her father, Mia didn’t know if she could win. She ground her teeth at the idea.

      “Did I even have a chance?” Mia asked. “Or am I just unlucky?”

      “Let’s take it in,” Raynier suggested. “You’re doing better. That was closer. Far closer than the last time. Your improvement is incredible. With certain parameter changes, a victory might be possible.”

      “Closer isn’t victory. And declaring victory a possibility isn’t the same thing as saying it’s close.”

      “No, it’s not,” Raynier admitted. “Are you frustrated?”

      “Yes. How could I not be?”

      “Good. When you’re frustrated, you’re not satisfied. When you’re not satisfied, you’ll continue to strive toward getting better.”

      Mia thought it over. “You don’t go as hard against the other pilots.”

      “Because there is a line between frustrating someone and crushing them,” Raynier explained. “My goal here is to help maximize the skill of every pilot who graduates this program while accepting that there are fundamental differences in their abilities. Your skill and ability exceed that of the others, so I’m using a more aggressive approach. You’re…special.”

      Mia scoffed. It might be nice to have been five percent less special.

      Raynier turned his fighter around to head back toward the carrier. Mia followed him.

      She couldn’t question the underlying idea. He was right. She wasn’t in Top Gun to get her ego stroked. She was there to become the best, and Raynier had proven she wasn’t. That meant one thing.

      Mia needed to stop whining and work harder.
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        * * *

      

      Mia waited by her fighter until Raynier walked her way. He hadn’t made a point of inviting her anywhere since the storage room incident, but he wasn’t obviously avoiding her. They’d only waited a week for the special training because of the way the general training schedule worked out. Unless his acting ability was also enhanced, he didn’t appear to be upset or remember anything about what had happened in the storage room.

      For the first couple of days afterward, she’d waited for security to drag her to the brig. She imagined what it’d be like for Mausser or Sula to interrogate her and demand an explanation for her brutal attack against Raynier. Mia had practiced answers just in case.

      But no angry security, fake or otherwise, came for her. Even Icaryus, despite her earlier worries, had barely paid attention. She wanted to be relieved, but her instincts told her he was still plotting something. Until he made his move, she’d focus on Raynier, but there wasn’t much else she could do until Abigail finished her analysis of the blood sample.

      “Good job today, Mia,” Raynier greeted her. “I was wondering. There’s a place I’d like to show you. It’d be a good place for us to chat in private. I…” He frowned. “I don’t think I’ve invited you there before, but I can’t remember. Déjà vu.”

      Mia took a deep breath. It was time for the real test. There was no point leading him on. She wasn’t ready to sleep with him to get information, and he’d made it obvious a week prior that he wasn’t giving up anything in conversation.

      “Thank you, Commander, for everything you’re doing for me,” she began. “But I’d like to limit our interactions to the training sessions and lectures. I understand your interest in me, and I’m flattered, but I think that’s the best thing for the both of us.” She shook her head. “It might be a carrier, but rumors spread quickly, and people are already talking about you favoring me. We don’t want anything that might hurt our careers.”

      “Really?” Raynier frowned. There was no hint of heightened emotion in his voice, as normal. “I just thought we might be similar in many ways, and…I dreamed I’d shown you the place. That might sound strange, but it felt so real. I thought that was my subconscious telling me this was a good idea.”

      “I don’t remember that, sir,” Mia lied.

      “You’re right. I don’t either.” Raynier blinked and looked away. “You’re right about all of it. This was…a bad idea.” He shook his head. “I apologize if I made things uncomfortable. I think I was confused about things for personal reasons, and you’re right. It’s best if we end the special training sessions.” He held up his hands in front of his chest. “Please don’t be concerned. I don’t hold any of this against you, and I again apologize. I will do my best during our normal squadron training to help make sure you get the best out of Top Gun.”

      “Thank you, sir,” Mia offered. “I’m confident your instruction will continue to help me improve as a pilot.”

      Raynier waved and hurried away, grimacing. Mia stared at him, surprised. He’d been so insistent before, his lust obvious. Even his scent was more muted now.

      This ending had been inevitable. Everything about him approaching her for a relationship violated Navy regulations. Maybe the confusion following the storage room incident was enough for him to appreciate that his own career could be jeopardized. Somehow, she’d shocked him back into being responsible.

      Mia didn’t move until Raynier disappeared down a hallway. She hoped Abigail had learned something useful from the blood sample. They planned to meet near the start of the next shift in Abigail’s borrowed workshop space.

      They didn’t have a plan B if Abigail didn’t find anything. Mia supposed she didn’t need one. Working hard at Top Gun and graduating would at least set her on a path to gaining more influence in the Navy.

      Icaryus’ quiet bothered her. She refused to believe that snake hadn’t come here to make a move. Abigail had been careful to inspect Mia’s neural interface, but Icaryus wasn’t doing anything but recording her data.

      Mia shivered. He might need more data before he could mess with her. For all she knew, he might learn how to force her into hyper-focus by studying the data.

      She shook her head to clear her thoughts and stepped away from the fighter. In the medium-case scenario, even if Icaryus gave up and Abigail found nothing, Mia had learned new tricks. Whatever else his faults, Raynier was a good pilot.

      Mia couldn’t help but compare Raynier to her father. She’d only ever flown against her father in simulations. She had no idea if he could win against Raynier in a real fighter. She told herself he could have, while admitting that was nothing more than the opinion of a worshipful daughter.

      She frowned and slowed her pace. Getting wrapped in hypothetical matches between her dead father and her super-soldier mentor was pointless. She needed to focus on her upcoming flight practice with Paul, Karin, and Ryoko later that day.

      It had been a week since they’d last flown together, and several days since they’d eaten together or talked. Everyone was busy with different issues. Mia didn’t pry into it, because it made it easier to focus on Raynier and the baseline hostility her friends radiated.

      She hoped the time apart helped them cool down. It had helped her come up with a strategy for dealing with jealousy. They couldn’t complain if they were benefiting from her training, especially when they found out it was over. Passing on some of her newfound knowledge would be a good gift to her friends.
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        * * *

      

      Mia gestured to the four holographic fighters in the ready room she’d borrowed. “It’s a new maneuver I’ve been thinking about based on my training with Raynier and just everything I’ve learned since coming to Top Gun. I was trying to think how to best make use of that knowledge in a way that would benefit an entire flight.”

      Her friends watched with cool, detached looks. Angry scents tickled Mia’s nose, the strongest from Paul and Karin. She hadn’t smelled anything like this off them since coming back from Ice, and they’d been dealing with people spreading rumors about her.

      Letting them cool off had sounded like a good plan. It was unfortunate that it had failed. She couldn’t fix the issue without understanding the issue, and that meant taking control of the conversation.

      “Did something happen this week I should know about?” Mia asked.

      Paul shook his head. “Just keep talking. We need to make sure we don’t waste our practice time.”

      Karin narrowed her eyes and gave a shallow nod. “We’re here because you said you had something useful and different. Otherwise, we should get out there and practice the old standbys.”

      Ryoko remained silent, though the sullen look marring her normally placid face was hard to ignore.

      “You’re sure there’s nothing you want to talk about?” Mia pressed.

      “Yes,” snapped Paul. “Get on with it.”

      She frowned but let the aggression pass. There was no reason to feed the fire.

      She gestured to the holograms. “I call it the sword and shield. You three, or any three, though I trust you the most, make up the shield. With the defensive wall provided by the rest of the flight, I can concentrate on executing more aggressive maneuvers that would otherwise leave me easy prey for enemies. But since I have the security of the shield, my heightened offensive focus will let me increase the effective destruction power of the formation.” She motioned to the three fighters forming the shield. “To be clear, it’s not like you all aren’t attacking also. In a dogfighting scenario, your tight positioning and combined cannon fire will help provide a type of suppression fire.” She pointed to a fighter. “The key is the front of the shield because, more so than the sword, she’ll guide the formation. Everyone will be positioning in relation to the lead. That’s the basics anyway.”

      “I see,” Paul replied, folding his arms. “How is this different than some of the shit we’ve done in the past? Like a covering wedge or an inverted tower formation?”

      Mia shook her head. “In the end, those are all variations on a theme of the different fighters taking advantage of offensive windows. This is fundamentally different, because it involves me pulling off maneuvers that are only possible with my reflexes, training, and the neural interface to the Espadas. It’s turning me basically into a powerful super-weapon that you’re dragging along and letting take out the other fighters.”

      She pressed a button on the datapad, and the holograms sprang into motion. Her fighter twisted, rolled, and spun, spewing out cannon fire and missiles, all while the shield fighters kept a steady but close distance and offered their own curtain of fire. For the first time in the discussion, her flight mates leaned forward and the anger on their faces ebbed.

      This was it. All she needed was to push forward and help them understand how this would benefit them all. Then they could cut through the jealousy and stress that had been holding them back. Everything could go back to the way it used to be.

      Smiling, Mia stopped the animation. “The tactic also requires trusted pilots with good neural interface experience because for it to work, the sword and shield have to fly as one unit, much closer than a typical formation, but with ease of openings that let the sword have open firing arcs. What do you think?”

      Paul snorted. “It sounds like you just want cannon fodder as a wall to take hits for you while you show off.”

      Mia frowned. She shouldn’t have gotten her hopes up. “You’ve misunderstood the maneuver.”

      “Have I?”

      “Yes,” Mia insisted. “It’s a cooperative tactic that improves the combat ability of the entire flight by role specialization. If executed properly, there will be minimal damage to anyone in the flight while they rack up kills far beyond what they could do individually.” She frowned. “Think it through. If it was just about taking hits, the shield would get destroyed quickly, leaving the sword easy prey for the enemy.”

      Paul snorted. “So you say.”

      “I can see value in it,” Karin offered, though she didn’t sound any happier than Paul. “But I don’t know if this is the group to pull it off. You have the sword of course, but…” She shrugged and offered a sidelong glance to Mia. “You should be realistic.”

      “You have something to say?” Paul growled, squaring his shoulders and turning toward Karin. “Then say it. I don’t have time for bullshit.”

      “You’ve been falling behind here, Stansford,” Karin answered icily. “It’s obvious.” She glanced at Ryoko. “And this isn’t just a marksmanship program. You’re falling behind, too.”

      Ryoko’s eyes widened. “We’re all having to adjust. I’m doing fine. There’s no reason to come after me.”

      Paul stood and glared at Karin. “And you’re so much better? Is that why you’re kissing her ass, so she can drag you across the finish line?”

      “How can she trust you, asshole?” Karin snapped. “You’ve hated Mia for being better than you from the beginning.”

      “I got over it!” Paul shouted. “And what are you but someone trying to ride off her glory? You act like you’re her friend, but deep down, you’re jealous of her.”

      Karin jumped up. “Screw you, Stansford! You’re pathetic. You always have been. You shouldn’t even be in this program.”

      Paul flung an arm out at Ryoko. “I’m pathetic? She’s pathetic. You’re pathetic.”

      “You’re nothing,” Karin growled. “You’d die five seconds into a Fringe battle.”

      Mia stared at the three, almost as shocked as if Dr. Icaryus had walked in to offer his opinion on her sleeping with Raynier. There had been tension lately, but she’d assumed it was all focused on her. She’d never seen this level of tension between these three during her time in the Talari prep program.

      Shouts and accusations passed back and forth. Quiet Ryoko’s face had become a mask of hatred and fury. The scents filling the room were disturbing, as angry and violent as those from the men who’d tried to kidnap her. The situation was spiraling out of control.

      “Hey!” Mia yelled. “I don’t know what this is about, but you all need to calm down.”

      Red-faced, everyone looked her way. A thick, unhappy silence settled over them.

      “This is ridiculous,” Mia continued. “You’re in the Top Gun program, and you’re acting like whining children. I don’t know what’s gotten into you, but you need to regain your discipline.”

      Ryoko narrowed her eyes at Mia. “You get some special training from the instructor, and you think we’re nothing to you. We’re just losers with no discipline? That’s what it is, isn’t it?” She scoffed. “Paul’s right. That’s why you have this insulting tactic you want to use?”

      “No.” Mia rubbed her temples. “You don’t understand what I’m saying. The whole point of the sword and shield is that the concentration on offensive tactics by the sword pushes the pressure away from the shields and the opposite. That’s why I wanted to bring it up with you three. I don’t understand how that exploded into this crap I’m seeing.”

      “Bullshit,” Paul snarled. He stomped over to her. “I’m tired of your bullshit, Verick. You don’t get to order me around. We’re the same rank last time I checked.”

      “I’m trying to help you,” Mia persisted, not intimidated by Paul. “Because it’s like you’ve lost your minds.”

      Karin yanked Paul’s shoulder. “And I’m tired of your bullshit, Stansford.”

      Ryoko laughed. She spit at Paul’s feet. “You’re all crazy. I can’t believe I ever trusted any of you.”

      “I’ll take you on later, Ueda.” Paul brought back his fist. “After I deal with Haley.”

      Mia rushed forward and shoved Karin and Paul apart. They both stumbled backward.

      “Unless you’re ready to quit Top Gun right now and spend time on Ice with a dishonorable discharge, I’d go back to your quarters and cool off,” Mia barked. “Because there’s no way they’re going to let anyone stay in the program after brawling.”

      Paul gritted his teeth. “Shove it, Verick. You think I’m afraid of you?”

      “You should be.” Mia swept the room with a glare. “You’d have a chance three-on-one in fighters if all of you cooperated against me. You have no chance outside of fighters. You saw what I did to those MPs, and that was six-on-one with weapons.”

      “Yeah, I saw what you did, and somehow they didn’t kick you out.” Paul made an obscene gesture. “Stay the hell away from me. Screw you all. Outside of training, we’re done.” He stormed out.

      Ryoko kicked a seat and cursed under her breath before heading to the door.

      A wild-eyed Karin walked out of the room more slowly, her fists clenched the entire time. “I knew it was all over once you started training with Raynier. At least you could have had the decency to look me in the eyes when you stabbed me.”

      “You don’t understand!” Mia tried to tamp down her own anger that threatened to spill out of control. “I think the pressure’s just getting to you three. I thought this tactic would be something we could work on together.”

      “Think what you want,” Karin replied. “It doesn’t change reality. I think we were all living in a dream, and now we’ve woken up.”

      Mia stared after her as she disappeared down the hallway. She was having trouble processing what she’d just witnessed. Pressure and adjustment had weighed on all the pilots in the program, but her friends were breaking down completely.

      She wasn’t sure she could call them her friends anymore, given what they’d just said and done. She had to consider mission triage. They knew about her comas. One report could end her Navy career.

      Mia slumped into a chair as she faced the frightening possibility that she might have to cut ties with her first true friends.
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        * * *

      

      Abigail listened intently as Mia relayed everything from the last encounter with Raynier. “His change in behavior makes sense.”

      Mia was happy to have something to sink herself into that didn’t involve worrying about her friends. She didn’t know how she was going to handle things. For now, she figured the best strategy was to give them space and let them calm down. It hadn’t helped much before, but they hadn’t almost come to blows last time.

      “Why does Raynier acting differently make sense?” Mia stood near the closed door, doing her best to listen for anyone coming. “He was so insistent before, and then he gave up easily.”

      Abigail smirked. “Are you worried that you’ve lost your feminine allure?”

      “I’m trying to understand someone who might be my enemy,” Mia retorted. “If I can’t anticipate his behavior, he can surprise me. We’re lucky that everything’s worked out like it has. We have no guarantee it will continue to do so.”

      “Luck, hmm.” Abigail scoffed. She spun her datapad around to reveal a series of diagrams and graphs. “The short version is Commander Raynier’s body chemistry has been altered.”

      “Of course it has,” Mia replied. “He’s a super-soldier, a Cadmus product.”

      Abigail shook her head. “Even taking that into account. I mean slight neurotransmitter and downstream hormone tweaks here and there, just enough to account for why an experienced and decorated officer would suddenly do something so idiotic as risk his career by making aggressive passes at a directly subordinate junior officer.”

      “Oh.” Mia blinked. “I thought he was interested in me because he smelled something on me, like Charlie did. You mentioned pheromones. Enhanced calling to enhanced.”

      “I’m sure that’s related, but the more recent alteration is why he’d do it at all. I suspect his shift to a lack of interest is because the changes are wearing off.” Abigail spun the datapad back around and swiped to a complicated series of overlapping graphs. “What was even more interesting was residual long-term metabolites of substances associated with memory alteration.”

      “What’s so strange about that? You drugged him to clear his memory.”

      Abigail shook her head. “No, these are end-stage metabolites that linger. They could be mistaken for other things if you didn’t know what you were looking for. There’s no way they are related to what I did. His body wouldn’t process them that quickly, and given the concentrations I’m finding he was subjected to extremely high and dangerous levels. He’s lucky to be alive.”

      “Are you saying what I think you’re saying?” Mia asked.

      “You said you couldn’t get anything out of him. I wonder if that’s because there was nothing to get. Someone didn’t want him talking about his past or his connections to Cadmus. Without going into all the details, based on these samples, there is evidence of permanent and massive alterations to his memories and brain separate from the more temporary modifications leading to his lusty behavior. I can’t be sure about the first without other tests, but it does fit the data and your observations.”

      Mia shook her head. “But how could he operate if he had huge holes in his memory like that? Wouldn’t he notice that he was missing half his life?”

      “He might, and he might have been instructed in the past that it was a necessary part of his upkeep.” Abigail pinched and expanded a graph. “This does mean that whoever did this was worried that he might leak information and they couldn’t rely solely on his loyalty.” She looked up. “I’ve found speeches he gave prior to the hole in his military record. They were difficult to dig up for something that isn’t classified. In these speeches, he has an obvious personality, tells jokes, and speaks like an actual human being. If you were to compare the two men side by side, you’d have a hard time believing they were the same at all. Once he showed up for Top Gun, he was the scintillating man we both know today.”

      “But somebody would have noticed the personality change,” Mia pointed out. “People he served with.”

      “They very well might have.” Abigail shrugged. “Head injuries, electric shocks, there are many different combat-related medical explanations one would provide to explain it, especially if he disappeared for years doing classified work.”

      Mia frowned. “Why do this all now? What’s the point?”

      Abigail pointed at Mia. “Isn’t it obvious? He was bait. The perfect bait for you to make sure you entered this program and didn’t go off somewhere else.”

      “He couldn’t be.”

      “Why not? I thought from the moment you told me about him that it was too perfect, that a super-soldier linked to your father’s time in the Cadmus program just happened to be assigned to the Top Gun program right before you arrived.” Abigail scoffed. “It was too tempting, the promise of possible information but with chemical assurances that you’d never get that information regardless of what you did. The other modifications were likely intended to push him toward you, maybe ensnare you in a scandal you couldn’t escape so they could relocate you to where they needed.” She smiled. “But they didn’t count on me being here to help you escape the trap.” Her smile faded. “But I’m not enough.”

      “Why? He’s not interested now. I can say no to more special lessons if he brings it up again, and I don’t think he will. Besides, I know that he’s been modified now.”

      “Because what they’d done smacks of desperation,” explained Abigail, tapping her datapad with the back of her hand. “Commander Raynier represents a significant investment in resources and training time. The fact that they’d be willing to risk throwing away the value associated with that asset just to use him as bait for you suggests you’re in more danger than we realized.”

      Mia shook her head. “It’s nothing I can’t handle.”

      Abigail cocked an eyebrow. “Nothing you can’t handle? What if next time they push him toward aggression and send him to assassinate you? Icaryus isn’t here by chance, and he’s the most likely candidate for the alterations given his background and skills.”

      Mia frowned. “That’s why he’s been so quiet? He’s been attacking me indirectly this entire time?”

      “We need to get you out of here,” Abigail insisted. “It was a mistake suggesting you join this program. My mistake. I was arrogant. I thought I understood all the risks and the best way to leverage your abilities. On some level, I might have been still thinking of this whole thing like some sort of extended science experiment.” She stood, her hands gripping the edge of her desk. Her gaze was intense. “I should have never encouraged the Ice plan, and certainly never encouraged this. We need to pull you out now before it’s too late.”

      “Don’t I get a say in that?”

      “Don’t be stubborn, Mia. They’ve outmaneuvered us. If I hadn’t managed to get myself aboard this ship, something awful might have already happened. But this has been my mistake from the beginning, and so I should be the one to fix it.” Abigail patted her chest. “I wasn’t honest with you about being your mother, and I encouraged you in these dangerous and reckless plans. I’m going to make up for that starting now.” She licked her lips. “I’ve known the results for several days, and I suspected what your testimony confirmed. Because of that, I’ve arranged for a mercenary ship to rendezvous with you and get you to safety. We can do what we should have done originally, keep you low profile until we can figure out our next move, not try to glare at a massive conspiracy and think we could win.”

      Mia stared at Abigail. The woman could have a sarcastic sense of humor at times, but there was nothing in that speech or on her face that suggested a joke.

      “You’re talking about me deserting the KCAP Navy,” Mia replied. “Once I do that, I’ll be a real criminal. I’ll end up on Ice again if they catch me, but this time I’ll never be able to leave.”

      “Not if we keep you hidden. You spent most of your childhood with no one but your father around. We can go to a remote area where no one is looking for you. It’s better that way. Better for you.”

      “No!” Mia shouted. She stormed away from the door to glare at Abigail. “I have a responsibility. I have a mission. I need to find out what happened to my father. I didn’t leave home just to go into hiding.”

      “Emery wouldn’t want you to throw your life away,” Abigail yelled back. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. “He’s dead, Mia. The truth won’t bring him back, and you can wait to uncover it until it’s safer. That way you don’t both die.”

      Mia shook her head. “I refuse.”

      “You can’t refuse.”

      “I can. It’s easy to refuse.” Mia shrugged. “I’ll stay on this carrier and complete my training. I’ll continue in the KCAP Navy and push forward to uncover the truth with or without your help.”

      Abigail slumped into her chair. “You’ll end up a plaything for Icaryus. Don’t you understand that?”

      “I understand I’ve survived every challenge they’ve thrown at me from corrupt prison wardens to modified super-soldiers…” Mia stepped away from the desk, her anger fading before the burning light of inspiration. “Raynier.”

      “Yes. He remains a threat.” Abigail gave a firm nod.

      “No, everything you’ve said proves that he’s not their puppet,” Mia explained. “Not in a ‘wind him up and point him at me’ sense. If he was, they wouldn’t have to rely on mind wipes and hormonal manipulation. And the memory alteration might have happened before, if right before, but the other things are more recent, right?”

      Abigail looked down for a moment, swiping through graphs on her pad. “Yes. That’s what I’d conclude from the sample.”

      “But how?” Mia mused. “Could they’ve put something in his food?”

      “Not from what I’m seeing here. It would almost certainly have to be a direct intravenous injection to be effective based on the compounds used. And from what I’m seeing, it would require numerous injections to make it permanent based on his natural metabolic patterns.”

      “But he’d notice that,” argued Mia. “No matter how much of a robot he’s become. He might report it to a medic, and that would raise suspicion. There must be another way they did it that no one would notice.”

      “You’re right. But what tools could they use?” Abigail flipped to a new graph. Her breath caught. “No. It couldn’t be.”

      “What?”

      Abigail sucked in a breath. “It’s so obvious when I think about it. The new interface with the Espadas. I was brought aboard for the initial calibration and spot maintenance as required in support of the techs. I’ve gone out of my way to double-check yours, but the techs handle inspection of the rest. Safety features in this model are supposed to limit feedback, but someone with sufficient knowledge could disable those without it being obvious to those who don’t know what to look for.” She pointed to her temple. “The neural interface is about controlling a fighter with the brain, but it could be reversed in a manner of speaking.”

      Mia shivered. “You’re talking about mind control.”

      “No, not true mind control. There might be someone working on such technology, but it’s beyond what they could pull off with those neural interfaces, even with heavy modifications. Think of it more as tweaking behavior by manipulating neurotransmitters. Once you do that, you can affect other downstream chemical levels in the body, including hormones.” She sighed. “Damn it. I was so focused on protecting you that I didn’t think to pay attention to what Icaryus might be doing to someone like Raynier.”

      “Paul, Ryoko, and Karin!” Mia blurted.

      Abigail stared at her like she’d lost her mind. “Your friends? What about them? How do they figure into this?”

      “They’ve been behaving weirdly aggressively lately.” Mia’s hands curled into fists. Icaryus had crossed a line. “At first, I thought they were worried about protecting me, or jealous, but I had a fight with them. They weren’t acting like themselves. I…” She averted her eyes. “I thought they were cracking under the stress of the program.”

      “We know the kind of man Icaryus is. He wouldn’t think twice about targeting your friends. You’ve said so yourself.”

      “I put them in danger. I should have pushed them away from the start.”

      “You warned them, didn’t you?”

      Mia nodded. “I told them they should keep their distance. I should have realized what he was doing. I should have trusted them and not been so quick to assume they were weak. Now they’re so out of control they’re close to ending up in the brig and getting kicked out of the Navy.”

      “While this doesn’t mean you’re not escaping from this place, I understand you won’t want to leave your friends under the influence of Icaryus. That leaves us with only one choice. We have to put him on the defense. Now that we know how he’s likely doing it, that means we can stop him.”

      “We have to catch him in the act,” declared Mia.

      “That’s the plan, and we can save your friends at the same time.”
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      As her Espada flew away from the carrier, Mia’s heart thundered so much she was half-surprised that no one monitoring biotelemetry called her to ask if anything was wrong. Days of planning had come to fruition in this plan to save her friends with Abigail and Debbie’s help.

      She would have preferred a scheme to save her friends that didn’t involve them flying dangerous fighters at the same time as the operation. The problem was that the plan required the active use of neural interfaces. This was her best shot to save them and implicate Icaryus at the same time.

      Abigail claimed she had a good idea of how Icaryus was hacking the neural interfaces. She’d use a little preparation and a lot of Debbie to hack into his feeds during the flight, allowing her to control what he saw. When he started altering the feedback to affect Mia’s flight mates, Abigail and Debbie would make it look like nothing was happening, forcing Icaryus to push harder until the feedback knocked Karin, Ryoko, and Paul unconscious.

      They would be recovered and treated. Once they were examined, the emergency care associated with neural feedback incidents along with the effects of the overload would help reset their neurotransmitter and hormone levels to normal.

      Mia gritted her teeth. Abigail swore repeatedly that the feedback wouldn’t cause any permanent harm. It was a necessary pretext for medical exams which would reveal not just nasty feedback but the evidence of long-term manipulation, especially with the help of notes Debbie would add to their charts.

      If the examinations were performed quickly enough, the doctors would even be able to pinpoint the timeframe of the manipulation, which would make it easy for investigators to tie it to Icaryus.

      That almost hadn’t been enough. Mia didn’t like all the possible things that could go wrong with the plan, but Abigail assured her that, at the minimum, it would help get her friends treated. Icaryus might slither his way out, depending on how things unfolded, but this was a strong plan and their best one that didn’t involve Mia dragging her friends to the med bay and running away from the carrier.

      Mia wanted to trust the plan, though doubts writhed in her brain. Abigail sounded so confident when she revealed the details, despite all the pitfalls. Debbie was an advanced AI, but they weren’t dealing with a fool. Icaryus needed to bypass security protocols for his own tampering, opening a hole for attack, but that didn’t mean systems security wouldn’t flag the AI’s manipulation, ending with Abigail and Mia in trouble.

      While the threat of Icaryus loomed large, the time Abigail required to set everything up fit nicely with the training schedule. The flight rotations took days to line up again before Mia and her friends were all practicing together.

      She’d avoided them since their last altercation. From what she could tell, they were also avoiding each other and mostly sticking to their rooms when not training. That at least kept them out of trouble and fistfights. Now all she had to do was keep three chemically unbalanced people from doing anything stupid while flying neural-interface-supplemented fighters. At least they weren’t doing live-fire exercises that day. She couldn’t risk Paul going berserk and shooting up a flight mate.

      Mia mentally reviewed the general exercise plan for the day. The emphasis was on tactical maneuvers. She needed to ensure that when her flight mates passed out, they weren’t in the middle of anything dangerous. Training fighters could be remotely disabled and controlled, but killing the power wouldn’t do much if they were barreling toward the Centurion or each other with seconds until impact.

      It was a huge gamble. They hadn’t taken blood samples from any of them. The entire plan rested on Abigail’s theory and Mia’s gut instinct that it was the explanation for the decline in Karin, Paul, and Ryoko.

      Abigail’s examination of the neural-interface systems of the three did provide scraps of evidence suggesting they might have been tampered with, but no certainties. Icaryus hadn’t been so sloppy as to leave logs of his activities.

      Mia had overheard a brief conversation between McCullough and another pilot about Paul having an attitude problem and speculating on whether he’d get kicked out of the program. That sealed it for Mia. She was running out of time.

      With no way of contacting Abigail from the fighter, there was no choice. She was committed to the plan, trusting that at worst this would give her friends a headache and a trip to the med bay.

      “I believe in you, Abigail,” Mia whispered. “Don’t let me down.” She reached to her control panel to set up direct comms with her flight mates. Keeping them under control during the training would be key to their physical safety. “This is Diamond Leader. Comms check.”

      “Diamond Two, five by five,” Paul came back sullenly.

      Their pre-mission briefing had been about this pleasant. The three other pilots had managed to be in the same room together without screaming or fighting at one another. That was progress.

      Ryoko and Karin offered the same restrained resentment over comms. That worked for Mia. She could handle people who were irritated but not out of control. She’d channeled her inner Raynier when talking with them, trying her best not to project too much emotion they might react to.

      “We’re going to deviate from the practice list,” Mia radioed. “I think it would be a better use of our time to review basic maneuvers.”

      Paul scoffed. “Because you think we’re not good enough to pull off whatever self-serving crap you want to do? Sword and shield. Princess and guards.” He snickered. “Or queen and guards? Did I get it right?”

      No matter what happened, she couldn’t take the bait. Setting any of them off while they were flying would lead to disaster. Even if they didn’t end up injured, they’d do something so dangerous they’d be dropped from the program.

      Mia pondered a list of different lies before settling on one that would defuse his defensiveness by playing to his suspicions. “They’re related. Drilling on the basics will help before we get to the sword and shield. Also, I wanted everyone to gain experience taking turns between the sword and the shield, and front and supports, but that’ll have to wait. For today, I figure we practice tight diamond and loose diamond with rotations for a couple of hours, then call it a day. Once we have those done where we can do them blind, then sword and shield and anything else you might want to practice will be easy.”

      “You think you’re the only one who’s thought something up?” Paul asked. “And aren’t you getting ahead of yourself? No one of us agreed to be your flight mates for the final exercise. From what I’ve heard, you’re allowed to pick them.”

      “Then that’s all the more reason to go through basic drills today,” Mia replied. “Those will help you out regardless of who you end up working with for the rest of the program. What about, then, basic drills?”

      “Fine,” grumbled Paul.

      “We can do that,” Karin transmitted. “We’re not as shit pilots as you think.”

      “Ryoko?” pressed Mia.

      “I don’t care. Let’s get it over with. I have a headache.”

      Mia was lucky it was self-directed flight practice, rather than emergency biotelemetry monitoring. That gave her the excuse she needed to not route all her comms through the carrier directly and worry about dealing with their superiors questioning their comms discipline and poor attitudes.

      “We should hurry up,” Ryoko insisted.

      “Let’s keep it low speed for the first twenty minutes,” Mia suggested. “I’ll take the apex for the first part. We’ll rotate every five.”

      She slowed her fighter and waited for the others to line up in formation. Despite their irritation, they advanced and locked in a perfect tight diamond around her. Flying so well while mentally unstable was impressive. She wasn’t sure she could have pulled it off.

      Mia accelerated. Her flight mates kept their speed and bearings as she turned, heading toward a preset nav point.

      Their earlier dismissiveness wasn’t ungrounded. The practice was so rudimentary as to be a week one exercise. The only complication with that type of formation flying that they’d had to get used to at Top Gun was the use of the interface system, and by now, everyone found it second nature.

      How long had Icaryus been messing with her friends? She’d noticed a subtle decline in their attitudes for a long time, though their piloting skills had improved. She’d felt they were better pilots than they’d been showing, though. Mia was convinced that without the doctor’s assault, they would have been near the top, especially when working as a unit.

      “Diamond Two, take lead on five, four, three, two, one,” Mia transmitted before decelerating and rolling to the side.

      Paul’s fighter turned and accelerated without any trouble. Mia dropped back to take his place and reset the formation. It had been a flawless maneuver.

      Mia’s thundering heart slowed. She could do this. Her friends were under control. All they needed was for Icaryus to take the bait. One mistake and accusation could ruin everything for him.

      Halfway through Paul’s turn, Mia smiled. Her worries had been nothing.

      “This is bullshit,” Paul declared a moment later, crushing her hopes. “I’m not going to waste my flight time practicing wiping my ass. We’re supposed to be doing advanced tactical maneuvers, so we should do some damned advanced tactical maneuvers.”

      “Then what do you think we should do?” Mia asked, trying to think of the best way to stall. “You don’t want to do sword and shield.”

      “There are plenty of other choices from the list we already agreed to do before you decided to become Queen of Top Gun and tell us we’re going to do this pointless crap.”

      Mia sighed. “I explai—”

      Paul’s Espada roared away from the formation in a burst of acceleration. Ryoko and Karin drifted apart as he flipped his fighter around in an impressively tight loop. Mia pushed down at the last second and Paul zoomed over Mia closely enough to darken her cockpit and activate her proximity collision alarm.

      “That was close,” Mia commented, taking a deep breath. She needed to not let kneejerk irritation control her.

      “Stansford, you idiot,” barked Karin. “Don’t pull maneuvers we’re not expecting.”

      “Why the hell not?” Paul asked.

      “Because you’re going to get us killed,” Karin snarled. “You almost hit her.”

      “No, I didn’t. The great Mia Verick can’t dodge?” Paul snickered. “She’s supposed to be so good. I knew she could get out of the way.”

      “We should avoid any surprise maneuvers,” Mia suggested, keeping her tone neutral. “We agreed to the basics.”

      “No,” Paul shot back. “You told us we had to do the basics. In a real battle, you don’t have time for everyone to tell everyone everything you plan to do, and the enemy won’t announce it. Whining about surprise is admitting you don’t want real training.”

      “He’s right,” Ryoko put in, rolling her fighter a few times. “If we have to be out here, we shouldn’t waste time. We should do real training.”

      Mia sighed. “And what’s real training?”

      “A mock battle.”

      “Yes!” Paul yelled. “Let’s do that. That’ll prove who should be here.”

      “We’re not geared up for a mock battle,” Mia insisted, her hand tightening on her control stick. She’d lost her handle on the situation. “We don’t have to stick to basics, but we’re not battling. There’d be no way to determine who was hitting things.”

      “Fighter tag,” Paul suggested. “Close enough for proximity alarm means close enough to say your cannon hits.”

      Mia grimaced. If her friends were more stable, fighter tag could have served as an excellent tailing practice. Right now, there was no way she’d agree to something so dangerous. Paul’s earlier move proved he wasn’t thinking clearly.

      “We can set up our targeting computers to declare a hit if we’re lined up for long enough,” Ryoko suggested giddily. “It’s not as good as a true weapons simulation, but it’s better than flying around in diamonds and squares all shift. And it’s closer to a real battle than fighter tag.”

      A fake battle would push them too far. She wouldn’t put a purposeful collision past them. For all she knew, Paul had half-intended one earlier.

      Mia didn’t have time to talk them down. They wouldn’t listen to her anyway. She needed to stall with a distraction they couldn’t argue about, preferably one that put a negative but not enraging focus on her.

      Her hand flew over the control panel. She decelerated and adjusted her power balance settings. Anyone auditing the system later would know exactly what she did, but if her plan worked, she’d have a defense as to why. Most importantly, her telemetry wasn’t going out to the rest of the flight.

      Mia’s Espada slowed. She fired her thrusters to slow to a crawl before her engines and running lights died. Her cockpit dimmed. She was committed now.

      “Damn it,” she transmitted. It was easy to inject real frustration into her voice given her concern over her friends. “Diamond Flight, can you hear me?”

      “We can hear you,” Paul replied. He flew over her inverted and close enough that she could see into his cockpit. “What’s wrong? The ultimate pilot can’t fly all of a sudden?”

      Ryoko and Karin slowed and circled Mia. It was a bit too reminiscent of hungry sharks for her taste. She reminded herself they didn’t have any weapons.

      “Being good at piloting doesn’t mean I can prevent systems failures,” Mia pointed out. “Just give me a minute. It looks like a power issue. I think I can bypass one of the feeds to stabilize the flow through.”

      Paul gave up on his clever maneuvers after one last spin and a well-timed deceleration burn that left him all but dead in space relative to Mia. On any other day, she would have complimented the precise maneuver.

      “I can’t believe we’re sitting here wasting time,” complained Karin. “Did you skip your preflight checks, Diamond Leader? Because every minute out here is valuable. I’m not ready to be the laughingstock of Top Gun because your fighter crapped out.”

      Ryoko laughed, low and mocking. “There’s been only minor failures this entire program. Look at you, Mia, you’re even the best at screwing up.”

      That earned laughs from Paul and Karin. Mia didn’t take offense, though she’d glimpsed what Ryoko could be like with a darker and more aggressive personality.

      “Okay, I’ve almost got it,” Mia lied. “I’m bypassing the feeds and a manifold now and waiting for secondary flow synchronization. I’ll be up and running in two minutes.”

      “And that’s it?” Karin asked. “A waste of a day?”

      “No,” Mia replied. “I should be stable enough for basic exercises, but a mock battle is out.”

      “Your fighter is as scared as you,” Paul suggested.

      “That would be interesting, but I’m guessing it’s a bad part.”

      “Have you ever thought about what it would be like to take out an enemy by crashing into ’em?” Paul asked.

      Mia didn’t like where the conversation was going, but a too-abrupt change would be obvious and set him off. “Only in situations where it’d be worth my life to win the battle.”

      “I can imagine it, too.” Euphoria filtered into Paul’s voice. “Taking out a bastard and putting my life on the line to do it. That’s true bravery.”

      Ryoko snickered. “Are you so eager to die to prove your manhood?”

      “We’re Navy pilots,” Paul growled. “We’re supposed to want…to…ugh.”

      Groans filled comms from all three of her flight mates.

      “Diamond Two, come in,” Mia transmitted. She knew what was happening, but she wanted a record for posterity and any later court-martial defense. “Diamond Three? Diamond Four? I’m not hearing you. Are you all right? Please respond. Somebody. Anybody.”

      She gave them thirty seconds before adjusting her channel and contacting the Centurion. “This is Training Flight Diamond. I’m having comms trouble. I can’t raise my flight mates. Please advise.”

      “Diamond Leader, you are to hold position and await emergency recovery. You are to immediately disengage the neural interface.”

      “Confirm order, Centurion.” Mia injected fake confusion into her voice.

      “Confirmed you are to disengage neural interface. Can you do it? If not, we will initiate emergency remote power down, but it’d be safer for you to do the full procedure on your end.”

      “I can do it here,” Mia answered.

      “Prepare for full power down, Diamond Leader. Please verify your suit is undamaged.”

      “My suit is fine.” Mia put a touch of fear into her voice, but it wasn’t a total affection. As much as she wanted to trust Abigail, something could have gone wrong. ”Why do you want me to disengage the interface? And I still can’t raise my flight on comms.”

      “Biotelemetry indicates an interface feedback problem. Your flight mates are unconscious.”

      “Understood, Centurion.” Mia reached over to the control panel. “Disabling interface, going all manual.” She pressed a button and the main neural jack retracted from the back of her helmet. “Interface disabled.”

      “Interface disabling confirmed. Hold position. We’ll be out soon to collect your flight.”

      Mia leaned her head back, her helmet pressed against her seat. She’d planned to save her friends, but if the plan failed and they were hurt, she didn’t care what happened to her. She’d march straight to Icaryus and snap his neck.
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        * * *

      

      Mia paced her quarters, trying to work off her nervous energy. After a quick examination, the medics had sent her on her way, insisting she not hover while they checked on her unconscious flight mates. Mausser had summoned her for a quick debrief where she honestly described the events, including their aggressive behavior during the flight, and admitted to faking a technical issue because she was so concerned while adding a lie that she was about to contact the Centurion over it. She also left out the part where she knew why it happened. After that, Mausser ordered her to go to her quarters and get some rest.

      She wanted to go to the gym and pound a treadmill to work off her concern, even as she assured herself that the medical staff on the Centurion was top-notch. Her friends were being well cared for.

      Friends. The more she thought about the word, the more she didn’t know if she deserved to use it. A true friend wouldn’t have been so quick to attribute their behavioral changes to psychological weakness or obsess over how they were weakening her mission. Caring about her mission over her flight mates could have gotten them killed.

      Mia slammed a fist into the wall and ground her teeth. She’d warned them they might be targets, then when they were, she ignored the obvious. She should have told them the whole truth.

      She tried to tell herself she couldn’t, that they weren’t part of her true mission. That was self-serving, though, like so much of what she’d done. Even helping them pass their final exam in the Talari prep program had been using them in a way.

      Mia put her back to the wall and slid down, her knuckles throbbing. Yet through their instability, they hadn’t told anyone about her comas. Their cruel insults and jokes flowed easily but they didn’t use the one weapon they all had that could have taken her down.

      She couldn’t ignore that. Every time they said something, she’d half-wondered if that was what they truly felt about her. But their actions spoke of three friends so loyal, they wouldn’t spill her secrets even when they were chemically imbalanced and hated her. Mia didn’t know if she could have done the same.

      “Please be okay,” she whispered, dropping onto her bunk. “I lost my father. I don’t want to lose my friends.”
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        * * *

      

      Mia recognized the cadence of the footsteps as they approached. She opened the door and ushered the tired-looking Abigail into her quarters after looking both ways.

      “It worked,” Abigail explained. “I’ve collected enough data to prove he’s responsible. I’m going to finish collating the evidence before going to the commander. I want to drop a datachip right on Mausser’s desk, so he has enough evidence for an immediate arrest. We don’t want Icaryus to have time to wiggle out of this.”

      “Then it’s over,” Mia replied wearily. “We got the bastard. But at what cost?”

      Abigail patted her shoulder. “I passed by the med bay earlier. Your friends have woken up. From what I overheard, they have headaches, but there’s no indication of lasting damage.”

      Mia pushed past Abigail and into the hallway. “I’ll catch up with you later!”

      Abigail smiled. “That’s fine. I’ll get the evidence gathered, and you contact me when you’re ready to go to Mausser. Once we do, we can’t stop what’s going to come next.”

      “I know, and I don’t care.”
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        * * *

      

      Mia sprinted to the med bay. She slowed when she reached the door, panting as she stepped inside.

      She took a deep calming breath and crept toward her friends, not wanting to startle them. They were all pale as ghosts and wired with enough tubes that they might be mistaken for cybernetic super-soldier prototypes, but they were up and conscious.

      A doctor stood by them, entering notes into his datapad. He looked at Mia and nodded to the three. “This can wait. I’ll be back here in a half hour.”

      Mia couldn’t look them in the eyes. “You’ve been better.”

      Paul groaned and scrubbed a hand down his face. “I feel like I have the worst hangover ever. They still don’t know a hundred percent what happened, something with the neural interfaces and excess feedback. From what the doc said, we’ve been given a cocktail of drugs that are helping reset everything, and the overload started that process.”

      “So much for the new and improved safety features,” muttered Karin. “I’m ready to give up the reaction and maneuverability improvements if it guarantees my fighter won’t fry my brain.”

      Ryoko rested her head back on her pillow. “Why couldn’t this have happened to one of the rude pilots?”

      Karin let out a weak chuckle. “That’s not nice.”

      Mia let out a sigh of relief. They were back to normal. From their weak smiles to their words, the hateful doppelgängers she’d been dealing with had been slain.

      She didn’t need to tell them what had happened, not yet. They were okay. That’s all that mattered. Informing them of anything else could wait until she knew they’d be safe from reprisal. Now that Abigail was ready to deal with Icaryus, he soon wouldn’t be a threat. Even if he wasn’t arrested, Mausser would boot him off the Centurion.

      No. She didn’t have to tell them. The old her, from the day before, believed telling them was a risk to the mission.

      But how could she not? They were victims who deserved to know the truth. Mausser or the wing commander might get rid of Icaryus and suppress the truth, concerned more about good order than justice.

      Mia looked around but didn’t see any nurses or doctors nearby.

      “It’s my fault,” Mia whispered. “I’m so sorry. I thought I was protecting you by keeping you out of the loop, but I wasn’t. If I’d been paying more attention, I would have understood that all your weird anger was because you’d been targeted.”

      Paul rubbed his eyes. “Huh. Targeted? What are you talking about? They said it was a feedback problem with our interfaces. Are you saying someone drugged us?”

      Mia shook her head. “They’ll figure it out soon enough, especially when the evidence is handed over. Icaryus has been messing with the neural interfaces. He’s been indirectly hacking your brains using the system, resulting in problems with neurotransmitters and other chemicals in your body. It’s why you’ve been unstable and aggressive lately.”

      Ryoko swallowed. “He was trying to drive us insane?”

      “I don’t…” Mia sighed. “I think he just wanted people close to me, people I trusted, to become unstable so he could weaken me. He couldn’t do it to the whole squadron. That would have been too obvious.” She pushed her fingertips into her palm so hard, blood oozed out. “Damn it. I’m sorry. And I’m sorry about the unconsciousness, too. That was part of the plan. I had to get him to push far enough that he’d give himself away while also making sure the doctors looked at you for the right problem.”

      Paul grimaced. “Damn.”

      “I faked the problem with my fighter,” Mia admitted. “It wasn’t like I could have just told you. In your state, all it would have done was set you off. The way Paul was talking, I thought he’d crash into me.”

      “It’s all hazy,” Paul admitted. “But I don’t know if you’re wrong.” He pinched the bridge of his nose. “It’s strange. I remember everything, and it made sense at the time, but it’s like somebody else was saying and doing all those things.”

      Karin shook her head, then winced. “You did warn us that he might target us. And we even thought of something like this.”

      “We did?” Mia asked.

      Karin nodded. “When we talked about Icaryus, but we all made the same mistake and assumed he’d focus on messing with your interface.”

      “I’m just glad to be back to normal,” Paul offered. “Being pissy all the time is tiring, and I say this as a man who’s pissy all the time normally.”

      “You should cut ties with me,” Mia urged them. “Talk trash about me with Chen. Say I’m stuck up and smug and superior, and I have been since you first met me. Chen will spread it around to the others, and anyone else who comes for me will know we’re not friends anymore.”

      “Why the hell should we do that?” Paul asked. “If you know all this, that means Icaryus is going down soon. He can’t mess with us anymore.”

      “I can’t be certain somebody else won’t come.”

      Paul shrugged. “No way anyone’s going to get away with messing with the interfaces for a while.”

      “There’s more than one way to hurt someone.”

      Karin broke in. “In other words, you want us to leave you without backup, so the next bastard can kill or kidnap you. This is about more than him, isn’t it?”

      “I got you hurt.” Mia looked down at her bloody palm. “And when you were hating me, I didn’t see the obvious. I should have seen the obvious.”

      “No one saw the obvious,” Karin pointed out. “That means it wasn’t so obvious.”

      Paul nodded. “You did what you had to, and you helped save us.”

      Ryoko sat up. “You’re stuck with us, Mia.”

      “Now it’s personal,” Karin added. “He’s screwed with us, so we’ve got no reason to look the other way and help him or whatever cronies he sends later. Screw them.”

      Paul grinned. “Exactly. It’s going to take more than a crazy scientist fucking with our minds using a state-of-the-art neural interface to scare us off.”

      “You might regret this,” Mia commented. She shook her head. “No ‘might.’ You will regret this.”

      The three looked at each other before saying in unison, “Yeah, probably.”

      Mia and the others laughed. She was glad to have her friends back.
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      Mausser’s eyes slid back and forth as he took in the horrors on his datapad and everything he’d been told. “You’ve spun a rather wild tale. In all my years in the Navy, I’ve never seen something like this.” He scoffed. “That means we’ll have years of training and briefings on this type of threat.”

      “It’s all the truth, sir,” Mia assured him. “The proof is in those files that Lieutenant Colonel Icaryus targeted pilots in this program by hacking their neural interfaces.”

      Abigail and Mia had laid out the case for tampering. They’d neglected to mention everything that had happened on Ice or Icaryus’ involvement with Cadmus. Mia suggested Icaryus had it in for her, noting he’d alluded to threats at the beginning of the program.

      “And do you know if he targeted anyone else?” Mausser asked.

      Mia shrugged. “I’m not sure, sir. Among the Top Gun students, those three are the only ones who had exhibited obvious behavioral changes.”

      She didn’t see a reason to mention Raynier. Destroying his career when he was a pawn didn’t seem fair. With Icaryus neutralized, Raynier wouldn’t be a threat, anyway.

      “We’ll have to do examinations on everyone, compare them to their baselines at the start of the program to now,” concluded Mausser.

      That worked for Mia. Icaryus had stopped messing with Raynier, and his baseline at the start of the program included his previous memory alterations. Without someone like Abigail looking for that specific type of problem, no one would have any reason to think he’d been a victim.

      “But that assumes I believe all of this.” Mausser motioned to the datapad. “And that I ignore the fact that you sidestepped the chain of command for this little investigation stunt.”

      “We did what we had to do, sir,” Mia insisted. “Icaryus had threatened me previously, with an emphasis on using his rank. I didn’t have confidence that going through normal channels would work in time.”

      Mausser frowned. “We could have grounded those pilots.”

      “And what if you did? Would you have grounded everyone? What if he messed with someone else?” Mia shook her head. “And he would have hopped the first shuttle out of here and disappeared.”

      “The evidence is solid,” Abigail observed. “That’s what’s important.”

      “Military law and procedure aren’t a joke, Dr. Curie.” Mausser tossed the pad onto his desk. “I’m inclined to believe all this, but that doesn’t mean I appreciate how you two went about this at all. This is all highly irregular.”

      Abigail scoffed. “Your precious protocol almost led to four of your pilots being irreparably harmed. I’m sure your own doctors can tell you that with the imbalances in their systems, those other three could have ended up hurting themselves or others.” She gestured to the pad. “He actively disabled the safety systems and used that interface as a weapon against Navy personnel. I’m sure there are many applicable regulations he’s violated, but purposefully undermining military personnel this way has to edge close to something like treason.”

      “Is that your angle? The ends justify the means?”

      Abigail scowled at him. “You’re a military commander. You destroy and kill as part of your job. This entire organization is about the ends justifying the means.”

      Mausser narrowed his eyes. “Which is why it’s so much more important that we rely on military rules and regulations to ensure we don’t do whatever we want. Good order must be maintained. Next time, why don’t you leave the enforcement of military discipline and law to me, Doctor Curie?”

      Mia kept quiet, not sure how to respond. Desperation and concern about her personal mission had made her want to avoid the chain of command as much as her distrust of corruption. The most important thing had been saving her friends. Everything else could be figured out later.

      “You let the snake into the garden, Mausser,” Abigail reminded him. She motioned to Mia. “And it was poisoning your people. What’s the point of all those rules and regulations if your own pilots can’t trust the people around them? What good order is that? You and Sula are supposed to be keeping things clean.”

      Mausser’s brow raised, along with his voice. “You’re lecturing me about keeping things clean? You and Verick are the poster children for shady dealings. Do you understand I could throw the both of you in the brig for what you’ve done?”

      “That makes no sense,” Abigail fired back. “And even if you disapprove of how we’ve gone about that, it was necessary.”

      Mausser looked at Mia. “And that’s not all.  Any other pilot wouldn’t have been able to come to this program after spending time in prison.”

      “It was a month,” Abigail complained. “For a prank. The only reason it rose to an issue is because of more naval corruption.”

      “A month in Ice,” Mausser shook his head. “Do you have anything to say for yourself, Lieutenant Verick?”

      “I stand by what I did,” Mia answered. “The enemy is Icaryus. If I had to do it all over again, I would, to protect my fellow pilots and the Navy. If you feel you need to punish me, I’m ready for that. There’s corruption in the KCAP. Icaryus proves it. There’s no way he’d be able to do what he did and come here and rise as far as he has without help.”

      “A fresh lieutenant’s going to school me on corruption?” Mausser’s nostrils flared. “So much self-righteousness. Too bad we can’t power our fighters with it.” He folded his arms. “I appreciate what you’ve done but spare me the sanctimonious lectures. I’m willing to overlook how you brought me the evidence if only because you did save Navy personnel, but don’t try my patience. Understood?”

      Abigail’s nostrils flared. “Fine.”

      “Yes, sir,” Mia replied.

      “I’ll speak with Lieutenant Verick alone now, Doctor Curie.” Mausser nodded toward the door. “I’m sure I’ll have more questions for you once I talk to the medical staff, and I also will be running this up to the wing commander. She won’t be any happier with the irregularities than I am. Fortunately for you two, she cares more about results than anything.”

      “Understood. Contact me if you need me.” Abigail offered a slight nod and stepped out of the room.

      Once she departed, Mausser stared at Mia, frowning deeply. He didn’t say anything.

      “What did you need, sir?” Mia asked. “I don’t have anything to offer other than what I just told you.”

      Mausser picked up the datapad and waved it in front of him. “What you’ve told me, Lieutenant, is that there are three other pilots who have been subjected to manipulation for perhaps the entirety of their time in this program.”

      Mia nodded. “Yes. I consider them both my fellow pilots and my friends. I apologize for going too far, but again, I don’t regret what I did.”

      He shook his head. “This isn’t about you. It’s about them. I question allowing people who have been altered like that to graduate from this program. It has a reputation to maintain.”

      Mia’s back stiffened. “But they’ll recover. And it wasn’t their fault.”

      “And I’m failing to see why they shouldn’t be ejected from the program or forced to restart. Part of good military order is making sure that irregularities aren’t ignored for convenience’s sake, even when it involves good people.”

      Mia’s breath grew shallow. “Kicking them out for being victims isn’t fair, sir. And there’s no evidence that the alterations helped them.”

      He snorted. “Life isn’t fair. And the Navy is less fair, Lieutenant. The Navy is here to ensure the KCAP dominates space. From what you told me, Icaryus was rattling their cages so hard they were losing it. You even admitted to me that you didn’t realize what was going on because you thought they were cracking under the stress of the program. I’m sure if I talk to other pilots, they’ll admit to thinking the same thing.”

      “But those three weren’t cracking,” Mia persisted, keeping her tone even. Snapping at her superior officer wouldn’t help her friends.

      “Yes, they were. Just not for the reasons you thought.”

      “If a spy had poisoned food in the mess and a group of pilots got sick for a few days, or say the spy had drugged their food, making them act out, you wouldn’t kick them out of the program, would you?” Mia asked. “You wouldn’t say that good order requires that assault victims need to be pushed out of Top Gun.”

      Mausser’s powerful gaze held her in place. He thought her statement over for a long, uncomfortably silent time before shaking his head. “Okay, I’ll give you that logic, Verick. I’ll accept that they’re victims, and so they won’t be bounced or start over for that reason, but remember what this program is for: generating the most elite pilots to spread over the KCAP Navy and make us all stronger. If they were stewing in rage juice the whole time, they haven’t been learning what they need. That’s a reason to have them restart right there.”

      Mia shook her head. “Review their training records, sir. You’ll see that’s not true. Review the flight logs from the day of the incident. Despite everything Icaryus had done to them. They were still flying well, with good precise control. He might have made them angrier, but they were learning. Now that their aggression balance is restored, they’ll fly even better.”

      “I’ll check with their instructors,” Mausser relented. “You make a good case. Assuming all that’s true, then I don’t have any reason to kick them out.”

      Mia let out a sigh of relief. “Thank you, sir.”

      “This isn’t a favor, Verick. I want that very clear. They either are good enough or they aren’t. And I’m not in the habit of tossing away good pilots because of someone else’s mistake.” He nodded toward the door. “Try not to get involved in any other conspiracies while you’re here. Anything comes up, you bring it to me immediately. Understood?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Dismissed.”
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, Mia was on her way to the med bay to visit her friends when Chen stepped around a corner. He stopped and narrowed his eyes.

      Mia slowed. She didn’t want her good mood to be ruined. Everything had been working out well enough.

      She didn’t care. Petty jealousy was so far down on her risk threat assessment list that anything rude he had to say would amuse more than anger her. After talking with Mausser, she accepted that any long career in the KCAP Navy was going to require tolerating people more concerned about rules than results.

      “Are you on your way to visit your friends, Verick?” Chen asked.

      “Yes, actually.” Mia let her annoyance show in her voice. “What of it? I’ve been together with them since before Top Gun. They got screwed over, and I’m going to do everything I can to make sure they get back up to speed. It’s not their fault they were attacked.”

      Chen chuckled. “I’m not here to fight with you, Verick.”

      “Most of the time you don’t act like that.”

      “I’m here to be the bearer of good news,” Chen explained. “Because it’s obvious you haven’t heard. They’ll announce it in the morning briefing, I bet. But you know this ship. Anything happens, and it spreads all over the place. If you weren’t so antisocial, you’d hear more.”

      Mia frowned. “What are you talking about?”

      “They threw Icaryus’ ass in a cell last night. Rumor is he’d been fucking with the neural interface and was driving Ueda, Stansford, and Haley crazy. And you’ve confirmed that for me.”

      Mia blinked. She hadn’t thought anything about what the rest of the squadron knew. She’d divided her time between the med bay and her quarters, waiting for Mausser to figure out what he was going to do.

      Chen glanced over his shoulder. The medical bay lay around the corner. “I never liked your friends, but I’d noticed they’d changed from when we started. We had different theories. They couldn’t handle it. They were taking drugs.” He shrugged at Mia’s dirty look. “They wouldn’t be the first pilots who couldn’t take it.”

      Mia blinked. “Did you say they arrested Doctor Icaryus?”

      “Yes. Sidorov even saw them dragging him off when he was coming back from the bay and overheard them talking.”

      The thought of Doctor Icaryus stuck in a cell under armed guard made Mia grin ear-to-ear. He’d been a boogeyman of sorts, someone she’d been worried about since her time on Ice, and now he was the prisoner surrounded by hostile guards.

      “That son of a bitch has run out of luck,” she replied. “He’s getting what he deserves.”

      “I’m not going to say I like you suddenly, but I’m going to be honest. I was pissed because I thought that asshole was trying to help you and your friends out. We all figured he was helping you do something special with your fighters. People knew he took a special interest in you. Some claim they saw him reviewing your friends’ data.”

      Mia shook her head. “You should tell Mausser.”

      “Everybody in the squadron is being asked to report anything they know about him.”

      “Good. He wasn’t helping us. He was doing the opposite.”

      “Yeah, yeah. I get that.” Chen shrugged. “Fucking Army bastard. They should have used a Navy guy. Then it wouldn’t have happened.”

      He walked past her, shaking his head. Mia didn’t bother to stop him. Chen was the one who hated her most. His acceptance of her was proof of her total victory over Icaryus.

      “You shouldn’t have screwed with my friends, you bastard,” she whispered. She snickered. “Maybe they’ll let you serve your sentence in Black Ice. I’m sure the warden would love to have you.”
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        * * *

      

      The following days passed like a black hole had slowed time around the Centurion. Flight training was canceled for the first couple of days while Abigail and techs, including more flown in from the outside, checked over all the interfaces. While Icaryus’ assistants weren’t arrested, they were shuttled to the station, pending the results of the investigation.

      Mia tried to concentrate on the lectures and simulators filling time before the flight training resumed, though she was frustrated that she wasn’t allowed to be a part of the investigation into Icaryus. She toyed with telling Mausser and Wing Commander Sula about encountering Icaryus on Ice, but she couldn’t come up with a way of doing so that didn’t end with admitting she was the genetically enhanced daughter of a super-soldier. There was no way she’d be left alone if she did.

      She was lost in those thoughts in the middle of a lecture by Commander Raynier. Unfortunately, Abigail’s suspicions about earlier modifications of the man had proven correct. While her friends’ personalities had returned to normal, Raynier remained the Navy’s best candidate for an android impersonator. The only subtle change Mia noticed was his tendency to avoid looking directly at her.

      She presumed it was out of shame. As far as she was concerned, they were even. He’d made a pass at her, and she’d knocked him out and drugged him.

      Raynier cleared his throat. “Some of you are not paying attention, so let me repeat this important point. Live flights will resume tomorrow, and there will be a focus on preparation for the final exercise. I want to be clear that during this final exercise, there will be a time when you are expected to dynamically adjust to a radical and sudden change in the tactical situation. Consider it a turn of the battlespace. It will challenge every skill you’ve learned here, and you won’t know when it’s coming.”

      He entered a command on the podium datapad. Holograms of a single Espada appeared, followed by a flight of four and then an entire squadron.

      He continued flatly. “It’s my understanding that some of you still have questions about if things will be conducted as they have been in the past for the final exercise, given the unusual events of late. I am here to confirm that the final exercise will be broken into three portions: individual, flight-based, and squadron, and as usual, this won’t be a situation where you’re competing against each other directly. You’ve been put through this program to make you better pilots, not filter you out.”

      Ortiz raised his hand. “Sir?”

      Raynier nodded. “Go, Ortiz.”

      “How will the flights be assigned? I’ve heard different instructors say different things, but it was my general understanding we could pick.”

      “We’ve tried to ensure that you’ve spent time with each and every pilot in the squadron during the program,” Raynier replied. “We don’t want you to stay with people you knew out of familiarity. Sometimes different and new people can bring out the best in you. Many of you have preferences or pilots you click better with. Because of that, you will be allowed to select your own flights for the final exercise, and your training time will be set up in these last weeks for you to maximize your time working with your selected flight.”

      Satisfied nods and mumbles flew over the room. Most people had long since found people they wanted to be in a flight with, and it was only the program organization that had limited their practice time together.

      Mia smiled. Her friends were due to be discharged and return to duty the following day. Now that they were back to normal, they could spend their time before the final exercise in dedicated training.

      “Do we have any more questions?” asked Raynier mechanically. “If not, I will review tactical formations and maneuvers you should be familiar with by now. Be aware, these will be useful in the final exercise.”
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        * * *

      

      Mia slid down her cockpit ladder and pulled off her helmet. Paul, Ryoko, and Karin had managed to get out of their fighters before she had and worked their way over to her.

      “How did it feel?” Mia asked.

      Paul grinned. “It was good to get back in the cockpit. I can concentrate better when I’m not thinking about kicking your ass, Mia. And I’m glad we finally got to try out the sword and shield.”

      She laughed. “I was worried about suggesting the sword and shield again.”

      “It’s a good tactic,” Paul confirmed.

      Karin nodded. “It’ll be a big help in the final.”

      “Hey, from what you told us about what Raynier said, he’s probably got hidden bullshit up his sleeve,” Paul noted. “The sword and shield might save our asses during the exercise.”

      Mia shrugged. “He did say there’d be a turn in the battle. I wish I knew what that was.”

      “We should be happy he warned us at all,” Karin suggested.

      Ryoko wrinkled her nose. “I think a few days in the infirmary made me forget how much I smell after flying for so long. All these years and money they spend, and you think they’d find a way to have these suits take care of our sweat.”

      Mia’s overly sensitive nose had gotten so used to post-flight body odor she didn’t notice it anymore. She was finding that about many smells.

      Karin was about to say something when a petty officer jogged up to Mia and saluted. She saluted back.

      “Lieutenant Verick, Captain Mausser wants you in ready room two.”

      “I’ll be right there.” Mia turned to the others and sniffed at her collar. “I hope I don’t smell as bad as Ryoko.”
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        * * *

      

      Mia didn’t like the grim look on Mausser’s face after she reported to the ready room. It looked defeated as he reclined in his seat. She’d never seen that expression on the man’s face.

      “I’m glad you came quickly, Verick,” Mausser greeted her. “And I’m sorry to mess with your training. I know you’re trying to get extra flight-level training time in. I’ve been through this program. I know how important those last days and weeks are.”

      “We’re finished for the shift, sir,” Mia assured him.

      “Good. I’ll get right to the point. That bastard Icaryus is trying to play us to the end. He claims he’s not in this alone, that he’s got bigger fish he can give us.”

      Mia tried not to let her excitement show, though her breath picked up. “I was wondering about the status of the investigation. He must have allies. It’s almost certain.”

      “But he wants to play mind games before he gives them up.” Mausser scoffed. “The bastard has lost but wants to control things. He says he wants to apologize to you first and make amends, and after that he’ll give us everything he knows. Names, locations, everything.”

      “Do you believe that, sir?” Mia asked. She couldn’t admit to Mausser how much she knew about Icaryus and how she had a hard time believing a little time in a Navy brig was enough to make him crack.

      This was a trap somehow. The problem was that she couldn’t see the angle. She was physically superior to him, and he’d be restrained in the brig. Getting her near him wouldn’t accomplish anything.

      “I don’t know what his game is,” Mausser admitted. “But for now, if it gets us closer to the truth, I’ll let him call the shots. But what I’m not going to do is order you to go talk to that bastard. I understand this freak has it out for you and hurt your friends, and I also understand if you don’t want to be anywhere near him.”

      Mia shook her head. “It’s fine. I volunteer. I want to talk to him.”

      “Good. I was hoping you’d say that. Then let’s go take a trip to the brig.”
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        * * *

      

      Mia sat across a table from Icaryus, eyeing him with disdain. Mausser had removed him from a cell and shackled him to his chair and a table. An armed guard was right outside the small room, though Icaryus had made it clear he wanted no one else in the room when he talked with Mia.

      His smug smile made Mia’s fist twitch. He deserved to die for everything he’d done, including targeting her friends, torturing her, and all the horrible experiments he’d conducted. Throwing him out of an airlock wouldn’t be too much.

      “I’m here,” she declared with a shrug. “Talk.”

      “I thought you’d gloat more,” Icaryus admitted.

      “I’ll be happy when you’re far away from me. I don’t want to be anywhere near you unless my hands are wrapped around your throat.”

      He leaned forward with a knowing look. “Then I’m surprised you were willing to meet, but I’m ever so happy you did. You’re special, and I’ve brought out your potential. No matter what else you feel about me, I hope you always remember that.”

      Mia scoffed. “Don’t waste my time. You have something to say, then say it.”

      “You want me to apologize, don’t you?” he asked.

      “It’d be a good start. Didn’t you want to apologize? Isn’t that what you told them?”

      “I won’t apologize for doing my job and my duty.” Icaryus tried to stand, but his shackles stopped him. He frowned at them like he’d forgotten they were there. “My pursuit of science was to support the KCAP. Yes, it put you and others at risk, but there is no advancement without risk. Humanity would still be licking moss off cave walls if our ancestors hadn’t taken risks. Someone had to take the chance.”

      “You don’t take the chance.” Mia bared her teeth. “You push it on others. An ancient who pushed someone else to test a mushroom to see if it was poisonous could say he was advancing humanity. He’d also be a cowardly son of a bitch.” She shook her head. “And you’re going to reduce what you’ve done over your sad life by calling them risks?”

      “I’m much older than you realize,” he replied. “And I’ve taken on more personal risk than you realize because of that.” His smile became less smug and more placid. “Long, long ago I understood I needed to personally be around to see my vision fulfilled, and I understood that required personal experimentation.”

      Mia wasn’t surprised. She’d suspected he was far older than he’d appeared on Ice. Charlie had been wandering Ice for decades and Icaryus had talked to him like they’d worked together closely in the past.

      “Am I supposed to be impressed?” Mia asked. “I’m not an old man. I’m not afraid of dying.”

      Icaryus chuckled and cut it off with a sigh. “Yes, you’re not that old. You’re a child playing at being a woman who thinks she understands reality when she’s staring at a tiny fragment of it. You cling to your black-and-white morality in a galaxy defined by the grayest of grays.” He clucked his tongue. “You need to understand I didn’t want to hurt you and your friends. I’m sorry it came to that.”

      “You’re full of bullshit,” Mia replied. “You have another scheme. You’re not sorry. You made that clear when we first met. You’d sacrifice every crewmember on this carrier if you thought it would advance your research.”

      Assuming they were being recorded, Mia was careful to not mention Ice. If Icaryus went ahead and mentioned the planet, she’d deal with the fallout.

      “You think we’re so different?” he prodded. “You’re not a pacifist.”

      “I kill in self-defense.”

      Icaryus chuckled. “And when you’re flying on the Fringe, will it always be self-defense?”

      “That’s about stopping disorder, protecting the KCAP and the people within it.”

      He shook a finger. “Exactly. You do understand, Lieutenant Verick. That’s what I’m doing. An individual death may save hundreds, thousands, millions.”

      “That doesn’t change the fact you’re a scheming, evil bastard.”

      “Do I have more schemes? Unfortunately, not. Well, partially.” Icaryus motioned around the room. “They’re now suffering an audio problem allowing us brief minutes of precious true privacy. I wonder how long it’ll be before they decide it’s too much and come to get me.”

      “There’s no way you’re hacking the system from inside the brig,” Mia insisted. “And why would you bother? Whatever you say, I’m not going to save you.”

      “I’m not yet ready for this to end.” He licked his lips. “You are the masterpiece. I was ever so lucky you came to that planet. You don’t understand how far this goes. I was sent here as a last attempt at cleaning up the bungled mess that began with your father’s death. Now that I’ve been captured, it doesn’t matter.” He shrugged. “They’ll dispose of me soon enough.”

      “You get a trial first,” Mia reminded him. “I’d like to be there for your execution.”

      “You don’t understand. It’s not your pathetic military that’s going to take care of me. No, not at all. It’s the people I serve, the true powers in the KCAP. I assume they have people on their way to this carrier right now to silence me.”

      Mia shook her head. “They can’t just send an assassination squad onto a KCAPN carrier.”

      “Oh?” He laughed. “Just like they can’t send fake military men onto a base to kidnap someone?”

      “That’s different,” Mia argued, though she didn’t believe it.

      “It doesn’t matter. Either way, I’m dead, but I wanted you to know that everything I did, I did out of a sense of duty to the KCAP and humanity. There was no animosity in it toward you or your friends. Even after the trouble at the lab, I did what I needed to do to control the situation and get the results.” He shook his head. “We all have our roles to play.”

      “In other words, it wasn’t personal,” Mia finished for him.

      “Exactly.”

      Mia glared at him. “And that’s supposed to make it better?”

      “I made you better,” he whispered, wild-eyed. “And I’m still not sure if you’re at your pinnacle.”

      Mia didn’t have time for his pointless temptations. She believed him that he’d killed the audio, which meant she had a window to learn about the truth.

      “You mentioned my father’s death,” Mia said. “What do you know about it?”

      He shrugged. “Nothing I’m going to talk about right now.”

      “But you will when they interrogate you, right?” Mia pressed. “Assuming you don’t get assassinated. You said you would give up your superiors. If they’re going to kill you anyway, you should get on with that. Give Mausser and the wing commander the intel they need to take down your bosses.”

      Icaryus shook his head. “I wanted to warn you that Cadmus is just a single fruit borne of a very large and ugly tree, and you’ve not even glimpsed anything but the tips of its branches.”

      “If you don’t want to help the Navy, then help me.” Mia slapped the table. “You can help me cut down the tree and get revenge while making up for what you’ve done to me and others. My father. Charlie. Everyone. If you honestly believe they’re going to kill you, then you’re saying they’re throwing you away after everything you’ve done for them and the KCAP. Doesn’t that piss you off? Don’t you want revenge?”

      “Revenge?” Icaryus sighed. “You really are young, aren’t you?” He shook his head. “No. I’m tired. I told you. I’ve been doing this for a long time, and I’m so much older than even your suspicions. So, I’m bowing out. I’ve done my part.”

      “Bowing out?” Mia shot out of her seat. “There’s no way I’m letting you do that. You want to make amends? Tell me what I want to know!”

      He raised an eyebrow. “It’s amusing that you think you have a choice in this matter. But don’t worry, I’m going to give you one gift.”

      Mia sat back down. “What?”

      “You wanted to see me die, didn’t you? And I don’t want to give certain people the satisfaction. I’m going to leave this existence on my terms, not theirs, not yours.”

      The door opened. Mausser and a security officer stepped inside.

      “Finally figured out it wasn’t us being quiet?” asked Icaryus with a smirk.

      “He’s suicidal,” Mia told Mausser. “He’s going to try to kill himself in his cell.”

      “It’s fine,” Mausser reported. “We searched him. And we have total coverage in his cell. He’s going to stay alive until the KCAP is done with him.”

      Icaryus laughed. “Everyone thinks they get to choose when I die.”

      “In this case, Icaryus, we do.”

      “No. You don’t.”

      Blood spurted from the doctor’s wrist and Mia jumped in front of Mausser to protect him. That’s when she spotted the needle sticking out of Icaryus’ arm.

      “You should have chained my head, fools.” He whipped his head down, jabbing the needle into his neck.

      “Get a medic in here now!” barked Mausser. “Damn it.”

      Icaryus let his head rest on the table. Blood leaked from his eyes, mouth, and throat. “I told you.”

      “You son of a bitch,” Mia growled. “You’re a coward.”

      “Good luck, Mia Verick,” Icaryus whispered before his eyes rolled into the back of his head and he stopped breathing.
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      Mia sat alone the next day in the mess, too distracted to eat despite the huge bowl of stew sitting in front of her. Her flight mates were at a medical checkup. Her mind kept going back to Icaryus and how she should have stopped him.

      She’d been so close to the truth. His ego could have been used against him. He might not have given up everything, but anything, any small lead would have pushed her farther along.

      The medics had been there in less than a minute. It didn’t matter. He was dead.

      Mausser had noted with irritation that scanners in planet-side detention would have picked up the hidden needle. No one planned for that type of suicide aboard a Navy carrier.

      Control was an illusion in a way. Mia and Abigail had stopped Icaryus’ plot, but they hadn’t gotten closer to their true goal. Someone else was out there, pulling strings and twisting human beings for their own purposes.

      “Is that what the KCAP really is?” she whispered.

      As much as she wanted to dismiss Icaryus as a sadistic rogue, her experience in Black Ice had taught her a harsh truth about the government. It was easy to dismiss cruelty there by saying the inmates deserved it, but in her short time there, she met innocent people ground under by corruption and forced into the place.

      Even her own incarceration was proof of that. A simple prank shouldn’t have sent her to a hellhole. It had worked out to her advantage for her mission, but that didn’t excuse the people responsible.

      Mia sat there at the table, losing track of time and brooding about the puppet masters she wanted to find and kill, the men and women who thought they were untouchable. She was so distracted that she didn’t notice Ortiz and Chen until they were sitting at her table.

      She looked up and blinked. “What are you doing here?”

      Ortiz offered an apologetic smile. “We heard about what happened with Icaryus. I don’t know what to say. ‘My condolences’ sounds weird.”

      “I didn’t like him,” Mia replied. “I hated him. He hurt me and my friends. He hurt a lot of people.”

      “Sure, I get that, but it’s messed up seeing a man die in front of you.”

      “Not my first time,” Mia informed them. “And I wasn’t the one who killed him.”

      “Yeah, okay. I’ll let that slide by without comment.” Ortiz shrugged at Chen. “There is something we needed to talk to you about. We figured it’d be best to do it in a nice big public place so no one can accuse anyone of anything funny later.”

      “I don’t think I’m supposed to talk about Icaryus,” Mia replied. “And there’s not much I can tell you other than the rumors you’ve heard.”

      “I don’t care about Icaryus.” Ortiz shook his head. “Kind of. I hope he’s enjoying a newcomer’s tour of hell, but that’s not what we wanted to talk to you about.”

      Mia glanced between Ortiz and Chen. Both looked uncomfortable, though there was no musk of aggression or violence coming from them.

      “What then?” Mia asked.

      “It’s about the final exercise,” Ortiz explained.

      “I’m keeping my flight,” Mia insisted.

      Ortiz chuckled. “Everyone’s got their flights picked out, and everyone’s satisfied. Not saying I wouldn’t have loved to have been in a flight with you for the final exercise, but everyone knew you were going to end up with Ueda, Haley, and Stansford. This is about something bigger. If we all want to do well in the squadron section of the final exercise, we need to get certain things figured out right now.”

      “We figure that everyone trains like hell with their flights,” Chen interjected. “That’ll do most of it, but we know there’s some trick coming. Raynier warned us. When that happens, we’ll need to be able to cut through bullshit.”

      “Agreed,” Mia replied. “What did you have in mind?”

      “A squadron commander who knows her shit,” Chen answered. “Someone that no one can question. Someone who has proven again and again she’s good at flying and leading.”

      Mia’s brow went up. “And you think I’m a good leader? I thought you didn’t like me.”

      Chen laughed. “I hate your ass. You’re too damned good. But following someone isn’t about liking them. It’s about respecting them. I’m not going to be the idiot who pretends you aren’t the best at what you do.” He smirked. “And I’m the one who brought up the idea to Ortiz.”

      “It’s true,” Ortiz noted. “Chen wanted me to talk to other flights to smooth over any ruffled feathers. It’s a good idea, so I agreed.” He nodded to McCullough chatting with people at another table. “There’s pilots here and there who wanted their shot, but they agreed in the end. No one wants to spend all their time on squadron training, so we figured maybe once or twice a week until the final exercise with you as the squadron leader.” He shrugged. “But we get it. You’ve gone through some shit lately. If you don’t want it, I can take it on, but we need you to tell us right now.”

      Mia hesitated. The beast in her called to be the leader. When they defeated their final challenge under her leadership, that would be the ultimate proof of being the best of the best.

      Ortiz wasn’t wrong. The whirlwind since Icaryus’ arrest had worn her down. It’d be easier to let Ortiz take the responsibility.

      Easier, not better.

      “I’ll do it.” Mia lifted her chin. “I’m ready, and I’ll help lead us all to victory.”

      Ortiz smiled. “Then that’s one less thing to worry about.”
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        * * *

      

      No one blamed Mia for Icaryus’ suicide, though it was hard in the weeks following the incident to focus on preparation for the final exercise, despite her intense training sessions with her flight and squadron. She’d given up on gaining new information about her father from Raynier, and with Icaryus dead, she didn’t worry about threats on the Centurion. That should have made it easier to concentrate.

      It didn’t. The doctor’s words kept floating up in her mind, taunting. He’d mentioned her father, which meant he knew the truth that she’d been so desperate to uncover.

      She kept replaying the final conversation in her mind, wondering if there was some other argument she could have asked to get something, anything, out of the doctor before his suicide.

      Mia had been so close to completing her mission, though the dead man’s warning highlighted that finding the truth would no longer be enough. He wasn’t the end, only the beginning.

      Soon, others might be coming for her, and she needed to be ready. She couldn’t ignore the possibility they’d had something to do with the death of her father.

      Mia also couldn’t ignore the dark possibility that her father didn’t die in the line of duty. Based on what she knew of him and what Abigail said, her father wasn’t a man who’d blindly follow corrupt bastards. Maybe the corrupt powers behind the KCAP didn’t want her to know the truth because they’d killed him themselves.

      For now, she had to set all that aside. The final exercise in the Top Gun program had crept up on her. This exercise would help cement her position in the Navy and set up the true beginning of expanding her influence in a way she could use to help hunt down whatever conspiracy was out there. Everything would be different from here on out.

      Mia slapped her cheeks before stepping into the fighter bay. She’d have time to figure everything out. The conspiracy wasn’t going to come after her during the exercise. She needed to focus and not let her squadron down.

      Abigail waved at Mia from near her fighter, jogging her way. “If you needed someone to slap some sense into you, I would have been happy to volunteer. I’ve thought about it before.”

      “I was trying to get into the right headspace,” Mia admitted. “There’s a lot on my mind.”

      “You’ll do fine,” Abigail replied. “And don’t worry about anything else other than the exercise. You’re the best pilot in the squadron. With a few more years of experience, you’ll be the best pilot in the entire Navy.” She took a couple of deep breaths. “And that’s part of the reason I’m so proud of you.”

      Mia blinked. That was the first time Abigail had said that since the truth about their relationship had come out.

      Abigail scoffed. “Is it so surprising to hear me say that?”

      “I…” Mia turned away, hating the tears threatening the corner of her eyes. “No. Thank you. I just…” She shrugged. “I shouldn’t get that way.”

      “My mother was wrong, Mia,” Abigail replied.

      “Your mother?” Mia had no idea what Abigail was talking about.

      “There’s no weakness in emotion, Mia. Always remember that. We’re human because we feel.” Abigail patted her on the shoulder. “I used to believe what she said, and I was wrong. But don’t worry about it. You have your games to attend to. We’ll talk again soon after you finish proving what a great pilot you are.”

      “Thanks again.”

      “Always.”

      Smiling, Mia headed toward her fighter. Abigail was right. They’d have plenty of time to talk, and Mia would give her another reason to be proud of her daughter.
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        * * *

      

      “Emerald Flight, stay in alpha two until I give the order,” ordered Mia. She accelerated, trusting Paul, Karin, and Ryoko with all their practice to keep up with her as they locked into a tight diamond formation with Mia out front.

      All the concern and worry had drifted away when Mia took off. Her other problems could wait until another day. Now, she was one with her machine and flight. The only problem she needed to solve was winning.

      A swarm of drones filled her sensors. They couldn’t match the Espadas for speed or agility, but they badly outnumbered her four fighters. Although everyone was using simulated weapons in this battle, they were restricted to standard ammo capacity between each section of the exercise. Blindly trying to carve through the drone fleet with cannon fire would have them running dry and soon overwhelmed.

      The use of a large drone fleet surprised Mia. Although they’d dealt with drones at times, Top Gun had focused relentlessly on fighter-to-fighter combat. She’d been expecting something more similar to the Talari final exam until Raynier explained it wouldn’t be Top Gun pilot against Top Gun pilot.

      The drones formed into a large line before advancing. They maintained a modest speed, giving Mia time to think. “These drones don’t have decoy pods.”

      “They don’t need ’em with those numbers,” complained Paul. “They’re all decoy pods.”

      This was less a dogfight than a shooting gallery. Mia questioned the wisdom of setting up the exercise like this, but she had a solution in either case.

      “Sword and shield,” Mia ordered. “Fall in.”

      She dropped back as the other members of Emerald Flight advanced into a tight triangle in front of her. The ominous line of drones advanced, the line now sliding into a V formation.

      “Prepare a joint salvo for the center while I deal with the flanks,” Mia barked. “Paul, you’re the front of the shield, so we’ll follow you, just like in practice. Follow right and then sweep around for cleanup. We keep it precise, and this will be over before we get bored.”

      “Roger,” Paul sent back.

      The drone formation curved in on either side, with the drones staggered like a giant maw closing in. The drones would soon be in cannon range.

      An individual drone wasn’t much of a threat. The fleet coming toward could fill space with cannon fire. Emerald Flight would need to be precise and quick in taking down their enemies, making full use of the slightly lower range of the drone cannons to have any chance.

      “And…launch!” Mia shouted.

      She waited until the salvo streamed forward to spin her fighter without disrupting her forward momentum. Halfway through the move, she launched her own pair of missiles toward the far side of the drone formation. The first batch of missiles was still traveling when she rolled toward the other side and sent her next pair of explosive death.

      The drone fleet reached the edge of their cannon range when the missiles struck up and down their formation. Though the sensors and a HUD overlay provided a satisfying explosion, the actual drones flew off in a different direction, and the sensors minimized their presence until they could return to the carrier.

      With the formation in chaos, Paul led the flight and swept over the gaping and wounded enemy flank. The shield fighters in Emerald Flight opened up with their cannons, carving through the formation. Mia danced with her fighter to spew bursts that stopped drones trying to close in from behind. She sent another three missiles into closing remnants of the opposite flank.

      Emerald Flight had practiced the formation for weeks now. The low-end drones were no challenge, despite the numbers. The sword and shield tactic was almost a waste.

      Mia and her flight passed back and forth, destroying drones with only minor return fire grazing them. They barely had time to get warmed up before it was over.

      “Hell, yeah!” shouted Paul. “That was almost too easy.”

      “I prefer too easy,” admitted Ryoko. “But I was surprised when the individual portion was just a bunch of timed flight maneuvers.”

      “Don’t worry,” Karin transmitted. “I’m sure we finished the only easy part of the exercise.”

      Mia frowned. Paul was right. That was too easy. She was proud of the sword and shield, and they might have lost a fighter otherwise, but there was no way the Navy was testing their newest batch of elite pilots by throwing swarms of low-performance drones.

      The hammer had yet to fall. She needed to be ready when it did.
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        * * *

      

      “Attack Squadron, this is FAC. Intercept and neutralize enemy heavy carrier defenses. Coordinates are being sent now. You must prevent the enemy carrier from initiating an escape hop until it’s finished off. No anchors are available to prevent hop at this time. High command considers victory conditions are the sinking of the carrier and at least fifty percent survival of squadron.”

      Mia scoffed once she received the coordinates. The Centurion would be playing the role of the enemy heavy carrier. Even with simulated weapons, they’d match the capabilities of its real weapons, meaning her squadron would be forced to navigate a deadly forest of plasma turrets and shields. Navy engineers hadn’t had any problems working out power issues when they had a massive ship to feed the energy weapons.

      “FAC, we lack sufficient ordnance to take down a carrier,” Mia replied.

      She wasn’t being modest. It would take a good number of their missiles to open the shields. A heavy carrier that size could lose huge chunks and survive.

      “Roger, Attack Squad. Four Catapult bombers are en route. Clear the shields and local defenses. The bombers will do the rest.”

      “Roger, FAC.” Mia grinned as long-range sensors picked up a vomit of drones leaving the carrier.

      She’d been unimpressed with the drones during their flight and individual portions of the exercise. There was no reason to be worried now. The higher number of drones was matched by the larger size of Mia’s attack force.

      “Infrared, Red, Orange, and Yellow Flights, you’re on vermin duty,” she radioed. “Green, Blue, Indigo, Violet, you follow me and Ultra-Violet to the aft side of the carrier. Everyone is authorized to use up to seven of their missiles. Hold three in reserve. Don’t go below thirty percent on your cannon without authorization.”

      They were supposed to stop the carrier from escaping. She worried about another capital ship hopping in to relieve the enemy.

      Mia waited as the flights rearranged themselves on her sensors. They’d practiced, and she had enough confidence in the individual flight leaders to not micromanage them.

      She led the squadron from the tip of her formation pushing toward the drone swarm. Sensors filled up with staggered plasma blasts from the carrier, though they were well out of range. The carrier wanted to let the squadron know there would be a toll to get close. The shields flickered.

      It was impossible for most people to try to time a shield drop. Powerful automated systems on the ships ensured they flickered to allow friendly weapons through.

      Could she do it with her hyper-focus? Maybe. Today, she didn’t need to. There was no reason to risk that desperate a move. She wasn’t trying to take out a carrier with a single wingman. She had an entire squadron backing her.

      She smirked, remembering a personal sim exercise from long ago. “And no one try to ram it. We’ll take this carrier down without any impressive yet idiotic moves.”

      Missiles and cannon fire streamed from the drone-tasked flights. Unlike the drones in the flight exercise, these ones made more effort at dodging, jimmying back and forth, laterals firing near constantly. That didn’t stop them from being victims of the hungry Top Gun pilots.

      Deep space became a firework show on the HUD. Explosions whittled the swarm of drones into a manageable size. Unlike the earlier drones that merely ran away, internal charges blew the drones apart when hit, creating more visceral and satisfying kills, though also creating the real battlefield threat of enemy debris.

      Flights spread out to avoid charging through the denser patch of debris. Drone remnants scraped across fighters, leaving minor damage.

      The drone-killing team blew a hole through the formation, making it easier for the carrier assault-tasked flights to push through. As enemies swooped toward the side of the main squadron body, the drone-killing fighters broke formation to take them out cannon-to-cannon, weaving and bobbing with a control and grace that made it almost seem like they could ignore physics.

      “Stay loose, remember your ammo,” Mia ordered. She grew more satisfied with each batch of kills. Her squadron kill efficiency was magnificent.

      Mia’s carrier killers passed through a hole in the enemy formation to enter the plasma turret storm. The flights separated into wingmen pairs to form their own deadly cloud bearing down on the carrier, including Karin and Mia, and they offered the carrier the first taste of pain with a salvo of missiles.

      Explosions choked the area. Their missiles didn’t make it. Plasma anti-fighter batteries helped form a curtain to take out many of the missiles. It wouldn’t be enough to save the carrier.

      A human against a single bee was a titan with few worries. A single bee could be swatted with ease. A swarm was a deadly threat.

      More missiles streamed from Mia’s team. Missiles pounded against the flashing shield. A section failed, and another simulated missile impact silenced a turret while giving them a satisfying fake explosion on the HUD and sensors. The carrier lumbered into a turn, accepting they wouldn’t survive if these kept up.

      “Pull back on me,” Mia ordered. “Green and Blue, we’ve got bogeys who escaped the gauntlet. Keep them off the rest of us while we flay the carrier.”

      “Roger,” replied the flight commanders.

      Mia led another pass against the carrier. With the shields down in one section, she dared to skim the carrier and took down a turret with her cannon. Pass after pass left the back of the carrier in havoc. It was sheer size that prevented her squadron from finishing the ship off without the help of bombers.

      That was comforting in a strange way. In the future, Mia would be stationed aboard a heavy carrier. She was glad to know they wouldn’t be taken out easily by a stray flight or two.

      Four new contacts appeared on her sensors. Mia chuckled. Their sudden appearance out of nowhere was the least realistic part of the exercise. Their fighters were fully functioning, but still training fighters, meaning their instructors could play all sorts of entertaining games with their sensors and HUDs, as they had with the drones.

      “The bombers are almost here,” Mia announced. “Keep up the pressure and make sure their jobs are easy.”

      The last handful of drones disappeared in a series of explosions. At this point, Mia was half-convinced that with their remaining ordnance, they might not need the bombers. They hadn’t lost a single fighter, meaning they wouldn’t just pass the exercise. They would annihilate it.

      Her smugness lasted about ten seconds until the mass of new contacts appeared, each far larger than the drones and with half the number of her squadron. They were coming on fast. Based on the sensor readings, there was only one explanation. A new squadron of Espadas had shown up.

      Raynier’s familiar monotone voice came over comms. “Attention KCAP forces. You have violated our claimed territory and attacked our people. You will immediately withdraw or be destroyed. Our Volunteer Revolutionary Space Brigade is filled with only the finest veterans of your Top Gun program. We’re more than capable of taking you out.”

      The scenario could use work, but he got his point across. Every pilot in the program had improved immensely since starting, but most lacked the real-world experience of the instructors. All the drone fights were nothing more than warm-ups compared to them.

      Mia licked her lips and transmitted to her squadron, “Everybody stay with your wingman. We don’t have a chance if we’re not going two-to-one. Keep the new arrivals busy, and the bombers can finish off the carrier themselves. Remember what the mission is.”

      As she pulled away from the carrier with Karin close behind, a tight beam comm showed up with an emergency data notice. Mia tapped to accept it and chuckled when one of the sensor contacts lit up brighter than the others along with a message.

      
        
        Prove to me that you were worth the special lessons.

      

      

      “Kar…Ultra-Violet Two, you will join up with Indigo Three and Four,” Mia explained.

      “What’s going on?” Karin asked. “Where are you going?”

      “It’d be rude to turn down a personal invitation,” Mia replied. “It’s time to see if I learned anything in my time here.”

      “Roger,” Karin shot back. She peeled away, heading toward Indigo Four.

      Mia took a slow, even breath trying to calculate the risk of using hyper-focus. She’d been careful to have regularly spaced recovery comas. Its use shouldn’t take her out.

      Every time she’d fought Raynier, she’d lost. Her special ability might be her only hope.

      At the same time, she didn’t want to use it, even if it was the only way. Given everything she knew from Icaryus, there was no reason to believe Raynier possessed a similar ability. That meant if she could beat him on his terms, she’d prove her true superiority. It might be the closest she’d ever get to being able to face off with her father directly.

      The bombers were still minutes out, but with two trainees marking every veteran, the newly arrived enemy couldn’t spare any fighters to go take out the incoming threats. The careful formations of before dissolved into a tangled skein of intense dogfighting. Missile explosions, cannons, and decoy pods filled the area.

      Mia kept up her situational awareness but trusted in her squadron mates to handle their targets. She bore down on Raynier’s fighter. He’d broken away from the rest of his formation. Whether out of embarrassment over making passes at her or respect for her skill, he’d gone out of his way to make sure she knew his fighter. She was glad for it.

      The cloud of angry fighters made any large, sweeping movements dangerous. Mia kept it tight as she attempted to line up a cannon shot. Raynier’s fighter swayed and zigzagged, throwing off her aim. She leveled a shot with a good lead, but he spun in a blur and fired his main engines at full throttle. Her fighter hurtled past him.

      Mia chased after him, watching fighters explode and disappear on her sensors. Some were her allies, but most were the instructors.

      Mia and Raynier passed each other again with time for a single burst. They grazed each other’s fighters for no significant damage. They took turns tailing each other, the aggressive dodging sure to leave them sore after the fight.

      An instructor broke away and headed toward the bombers. His tails hurried after him, but he ripped apart a bomber with a missile barrage before they chased him off.

      Mia slowed and let Raynier line up behind her. She wouldn’t win trying to wear him down. She needed to remember his lessons and his tricks. Whatever else had happened between them, he’d been a good instructor.

      As he charged her from above, Mia jerked her fighter up and around with a powerful but precise set of lateral thruster bursts. She accelerated at maximum, angling her fighter off to the side of Raynier.

      His cannon burst ripped into her fighter. Damage warnings filled the HUD. She ignored them and concentrated on her next move, spinning her fighter to the side and kicking in the main engines.

      Raynier tried to turn to face her, but she’d opened a brief window where she could line up her cannon before he could respond. She pulled the trigger, scoring a hit directly into his cockpit. She rolled at the last second to avoid a collision.

      Mia grinned. They might have been simulated weapons, but she’d beaten Commander Raynier. She would have killed him with that shot in a real battle.

      On the sensors, torpedoes streamed from the surviving bombers into the damaged rear of the carrier. A massive explosion filled the sensors, though the HUD overlay could only do so much to fake the actual destruction of the Centurion.

      Cheers filled the comms. Mia pumped a fist.

      I did it, Dad. I did it.

      “Good job, squadron,” transmitted Raynier. “Before any of you worry, losing your battle against a veteran isn’t a failure criterion. The mission was to take out the carrier with fifty percent of the squadron surviving. Seventy percent of the squadron survived. You’ve succeeded.”

      He brought up his fighter next to Mia and waggled his wings. She waggled back and pulled away.

      Mia didn’t know what the future would bring. She didn’t get the intel she wanted from Icaryus, but he was no longer a threat, and she’d proven herself at Top Gun. For now, she’d bask in the glory of being the best of the best.
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        * * *

      

      Mia set her Espada down on the flight deck, still grinning. The bay was filled with cheering people lining the far walls, including instructors who hadn’t been flying and other carrier personnel. There were a good number of people she didn’t recognize who weren’t in uniforms. She powered down her fighter and removed the neural-interface jack from her helmet while her canopy lifted with a whir.

      By the time Mia stood on deck, she saw other pilots from her squadron waving at the civilians, and she realized they must be family members. She searched the crowd and spotted Abigail waving to her.

      Bay personnel held back the eager families who wanted to run to the main flight deck area. Mia chuckled. She could understand their enthusiasm, but they didn’t need an idiot civilian tripping and hurting themselves.

      Abigail jogged toward the edge of the safe zone, still waving. A large hover-caddy with heavy ammo crates flashed its warning lights to keep the eager civilians away. Mia waited, with her helmet underneath her arm.

      She yawned. The test had been short compared to most of her training sessions, but she was exhausted.

      It happened in the middle of the yawn. The crowd surged forward. Screaming flight deck personnel warned them back. Abigail stumbled forward.

      She stumbled right in front of the caddy. The automated safety system did its job, and the vehicle swerved to avoid the human in front of it. The sudden movement dislodged a large munitions crate that tumbled down.

      Mia wasn’t in hyper-focus, yet it seemed like it all happened that slowly in front of her. Abigail tried to stand as the crate crashed and pinned her.

      Screams and shouts mixed with the thruster sounds of fighters still landing. Mia flung her helmet aside and sprinted toward Abigail. Flight deck crew and instructors joined with civilians to surround the crate and pull it off.

      It crashed to the hard deck with a heavy thud.

      “Medic!” screamed an ensign.

      Mia didn’t care who was in front of her, officer or enlisted, military or civilian. She shoved them aside to get to Abigail.

      Blood. Too much blood everywhere. Lacerations. Abrasions. Obvious fractures. Mia had studied too much battlefield first aid not to understand the obvious.

      She screamed. That was enough to part the last section of the crowd blocking her.

      Mia slid to Abigail, cradling her head. An ensign ran toward them with a medical kit.

      “Not an accident,” Abigail whispered. “Pushed. It’s okay. I saw it. Saw you. Magnificent. I’m sorry for everything, I…I…love you.”

      Mia saw the exact moment the light left Abigail’s eyes. She didn’t resist as the deck crew pulled her away and medics knelt next to the body.

      The tears flowed freely. She couldn’t have stopped them even if she wanted to.
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      Mia retreated to the isolated gym where she and Abigail had their first real honest conversation on the ship. She’d spent a day in a daze, and now the only thing she could think to do was run on a treadmill, as if she could outrun the pain, or exhaust her body enough that she no longer felt it.

      Too many unanswered questions about the whole situation remained. Ship security was investigating, but no one could confirm who had pushed Abigail. They even questioned if she really had been pushed rather than tripping.

      They admitted that the security camera glitches were suspicious. The bay crew was puzzled why a munitions caddy was present, as no one working had been resupplying or moving any ordnance during that shift. When they reviewed the records, they found an automated program running a day early, but they couldn’t confirm who’d updated it. There was no clear evidence of hacking.

      Every irregularity screamed conspiracy. Why couldn’t people see the obvious?

      Mia gritted her teeth. It was an assassination in plain sight. When Icaryus had died, Mia assumed she’d be safe for a while. There was no reason for anyone to come and cause trouble while she was in such a secure location.

      But she’d underestimated the conspiracy’s reach. She’d let her guard down, and now she’d lost both her mother and her father.

      The mission had changed. Now she needed to find out the truth behind the deaths of both her parents.

      Wing Commander Sula stepped into the gym in full dress uniform. Mia doubted she was there for a treadmill run. She didn’t bother saluting.

      “I was told I could find you here,” Sula announced.

      Mia slowed the treadmill so her constant thudding wouldn’t overwhelm her hoarse voice. “I’m surprised you came all this way here to see me, ma’am.”

      “I can understand how you feel,” Sula replied. “You can’t be in the Navy as long as I have without losing people, both family and service related.”

      “This wasn’t a battle.” Mia shook her head. “This wasn’t a heart attack or a disease. This was a murder. That’s way different.”

      “I was told you’ve been insistent on that point.” Sula sighed. “And that’s why I’m here, Verick.”

      “Oh?”

      “You know what the number one killer of military personnel is outside of war? It’s damned accidents. No rhyme, no reason most of the time. It’s unfortunate a civilian was involved this time, but there’s no grand conspiracy.” Sula motioned to the treadmill. “You might lose your footing and fall and crack your skull. You’d be surprised how many people die pointless and bizarre deaths from risks you never think of.”

      Mia stopped the treadmill, her breathing ragged. “Pointless, yes? Bizarre? Maybe. But I want to make it clear. You’re saying that’s what this was, an accident? That’s your official position?”

      “Yes, a horrible accident.” Sula nodded. “That’s my official position as wing commander.”

      Mia frowned. “She told me she was pushed.”

      “I understand what you thought you heard,” Sula replied. “But people misunderstand dying people all the time. You and she were both in shock. It’s easy to imagine how she could have misinterpreted her last moments, or you couldn’t make out what she was saying.”

      “It was damned clear. She was pushed.”

      Sula cocked her head. “Yet we can find no evidence of that. Doesn’t that seem odd to you?”

      Mia folded her arms. “What seems odd to me is there was a horrible accident that killed someone close to me not that long after Icaryus’ stunt. Don’t you find that too much of a coincidence? You’d have to be an idiot not to see it.”

      Sula frowned. “Because you’re grieving, I’m going to take that into account with your tone, but if you’re looking for a conspiracy, ask yourself how they could even set something like that up? Wouldn’t it make more sense to just gun her down in her quarters if they could get onto the carrier and pull that off? And why not go after you?”

      Mia scoffed. “To send me a message. It makes sense for them to do it because they can cover their tracks this way. You’re saying it’s an accident. That’s proof it worked.”

      “Enough,” snapped Sula. “You’re on thin ice as it is.”

      “I am?” Mia laughed bitterly.

      “Yes, Lieutenant. I specifically instructed you to contact me if anything unusual happened. I told you I’d help you. Yet you pulled that stunt with Icaryus.” She shook her head. “I won’t have you running around spreading fanciful conspiracy theories over a tragic accident. We’ve had enough trouble as is.” She cut through the air with her hand when Mia opened her mouth. “I’ve made sure everyone in the wing knows you need time to grieve. We’ll continue our investigation, but don’t do anything foolish. I don’t want to lose you, but push this too far, and I won’t have any choice.”

      Clenching her jaw, Mia didn’t say anything. Sula turned and walked out of the gym, leaving Mia alone. She glared at the door, willing Sula to come back so she could challenge her again.

      Her instincts told her Sula wasn’t part of the conspiracy. Icaryus wouldn’t have behaved or acted the same way if he had someone that high up on his side so close. That made the wing commander’s stubborn refusal to admit the truth that much more frustrating.

      They didn’t want to see the truth because they couldn’t handle the implications. A dangerous man had infiltrated their carrier and manipulated their pilots. Someone else had come and murdered a woman in plain sight of a crowd.

      In the first case, a junior officer and her mother had been the ones to figure it out. In the second, the security had been outfoxed.

      There was only one conclusion. Their security was a joke. They’d never admit that. It was easier to dismiss Abigail’s death and pretend Mia was a paranoid grieving child who couldn’t accept the loss of a friend and mentor to a tragic yet unavoidable twist of fate.

      Mia threw her head back and howled. She stomped over to a dynamic weight set and grabbed the bar, pushing herself to her limits with set after set. Up. Down. Up. Down.

      Her muscles burned. A vein in her forehead bulged. Her heart thundered, yet she continued, up, down, up down.

      Just when her aching muscles were ready to give up to even her superior will, she swung the bar hard against the deck, snapping the bar in half and leaving a heavy dent in the deck. She tossed the other fragment away.

      “Why don’t you see it?” she yelled, stomping toward a treadmill.

      She ran for fifteen minutes before stumbling. Her head fell toward the floor as if fulfilling the wing commander’s prophecy.

      Mia caught herself with her arm. She jumped up and grabbed one of the pieces from the broken bar and smashed it over the treadmill controls in a shower of sparks before continuing her exercise.

      All the equipment fell prey to her. Her fury-fueled exercises ended in destruction as she lost control and her full abilities pushed the machines past their limits. Belts tore. Electronics shorted out. Bars snapped until there was nothing left to receive her wrath.

      Mia had no idea how long it had been when she fell to her aching knees, surrounded by all the destruction. At least breaking things made her feel alive. Bruises, sweat, and cuts covered her body. A darkness clenched her heart. She was a young woman orphaned twice, both times in conjunction with the very government that was supposed to protect people, especially people like her father and Abigail who had sacrificed so much for KCAP.

      She slammed her fist into the deck again and again until her knuckles were a bloody mess. Tears mingled with the pool of blood on the floor.

      A soft voice cut through the stillness. “Mia?”

      Even with her enhanced senses, her rage had blinded her to anyone coming. It made sense someone would investigate the insane noises coming from the gym.

      Mia managed to raise her head and wipe tears out from her eyes. Karin was the one who had called out to her. A concerned-looking Ryoko and Paul were looking around the gym.

      “She’s dead.” Mia swallowed. “She’s dead, and I killed her.”

      “You didn’t kill her,” Paul insisted. “A son of a bitch who pushed her killed her.”

      “Then you believe me?” Mia asked. “Sula thinks I’m full of shit.”

      “We believe you,” Paul promised. “It’s too crazy not to be a murder.”

      Mia let out a crazed laugh. “No one cares. They’re going to cover it up as an accident. She warned me against pushing this. She all but said it’s over, and I should give up on investigating.”

      “Because they’re corrupt?” Paul asked.

      Mia shook her head. “It would be easier if that was the case. They just don’t want to go through the trouble of dealing with it. It’s easier if it all goes away.” She stood, shaking. “I’m strong, fast, and smart. But it’s not enough. I’ll never be strong, fast, and smart enough.”

      “No one can take on everything by themselves,” Karin noted.

      Ryoko nodded. “It’s like the carrier, Mia. It needed the entire squadron for the mission. You can’t take on everybody alone.”

      Mia looked down at her bloodied knuckles. “I don’t know. I thought I had a way forward. I was finally…” She shook her head. “You have to understand how far this goes. Icaryus was doing experiments on people on Ice. He did an experiment on me.”

      Karin nodded. “We thought as much. You came back different. At first, we thought it was just about being in that horrible prison, but those comas aren’t natural. It’s his fault, isn’t it?”

      “Yes, it was, and he wasn’t some random asshole,” Mia shouted. “He had government support and funding. The KCAP government, at least somebody in it, knows that he was doing that sort of thing. Just like they know that somebody came here to murder Abigail, and for what, to send me a message?”

      “We’ve been talking,” Paul replied quietly. “Like about Ice and Icaryus and everything that’s happened.” He gestured to Ryoko and Karin. “The three of us. There’s a lot that’s happened, and we understand there’s more to this that we don’t know, but one thing we all agree on is that we have your back, and we mean that. You’ve been right about everything, no matter how crazy. We’ll go where you go.”

      “Go?” echoed Mia. She staggered over to a sparking treadmill and sat on the edge. Her head swam with the implications of what Paul had suggested.

      She’d had a plan. Rise in the Navy and use her influence to hunt down the truth. The plan wasn’t supposed to cost Abigail’s life.

      “Do you understand what you’re saying?” Mia asked.

      “We understand that the KCAP’s letting crazy mad scientists try to fry our brains when they’re not killing people,” Paul replied.

      “Yes, he told me before he died, how he served other people, higher-up people,” Mia explained. “He said he was just a small part of an awful whole.”

      “And you believe him?”

      “Yes,” Mia croaked. “And you’re right. I can’t stay here. I can’t make the same mistake they did.”

      “Who?” Karin pressed.

      “My parents. My father and mother both thought they could work inside the system, and fix it from within, but it’s so corrupt and infested, and people don’t even understand how much. I need to get out, not to run away and save myself, but to find more answers, to be able to know exactly where to strike to fell the diseased tree Icaryus was talking about.” She stood. Her hand throbbed in time with her thundering heart. “But to do that I’ll need some way to leverage power, to be more than just an angry girl screaming into the wind.” She kicked a bar across the gym until it smashed into a wall. “If I stay, I’ll end up like Sula and Mausser, more interested in protecting the status quo than doing the right thing.”

      Paul rubbed the back of his neck. “I know I’m going to regret asking, but do you have any specific ideas on how to do all that?”

      Mia shrugged. Her speech sounded good, but Paul’s bluntness revealed the truth. She had no idea. She had money, but nothing else. The first thing she needed to do was escape, and that meant getting away from the carrier and the Navy.

      Stealing a shuttle was one possibility. The problem was security was on high alert after Abigail’s death. Fighting her way onto a shuttle would be trivial, but what she really needed was an FTL hop-capable ship. And it wasn’t like the Navy had one just lying around where no one was watching it.

      Mia blinked. Actually, they did.

      “Schiavonas,” she blurted.

      The other three exchanged confused looks.

      “Like the old fighters?” asked Ryoko. “Or the swords?”

      “The fighters.” Mia nodded, her confidence returning “Raynier mentioned they had several on the station in storage. And Abigail set something up for me earlier. She was worried and hired a merc ship to fly me somewhere safe. I can get her datapad and see who she was contacting. I can change the location of the pickup, and we just have to get there, but with the right preparation and your help, we can do it, using those fighters. They’re in long-term storage, so they aren’t going to be closely monitored.”

      “Okay,” Paul replied. “So, just to get this straight, the plan is for us to all go AWOL and steal Navy fighters to do it. We’ll then use those to hop to some merc ship, which will then take us all somewhere else?”

      Mia shrugged. “I’d call that more the executive summary than the plan, but yes.” She looked him in the eye. “I can’t promise this will end well. I’m going to war with corruption. People like Icaryus are their foot soldiers. These people know no restraint and don’t care about killing or doing awful things to people. This is your chance to get out. I won’t blame you.”

      “Ah, hell.” Paul shrugged. “I wouldn’t have made it this far without you anyway, and I always told my dad I wanted to die a hero.”

      “How many people like Icaryus are running around out there?” Karin asked. “I can’t let that go.”

      Ryoko smiled. “Better to fall in the cause of justice than to live by turning one’s back and ignoring the injustice.”

      “Then I have a much better plan than the executive summary,” Mia declared. “It’s time to become real criminals.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Even though Mia had spent much of her waking hours in recent months in helmets, something about the light vac-suit helmet felt more confining than her normal flight helmet. The size was about the same, and there were configuration differences compared to her flight helmets, especially the lack of a neural jack, but there weren’t enough of them for her to explain it.

      Mia concluded it was the weight of the mission bothering her rather than the helmet. Although she’d committed to taking on all comers when she’d left home, she was moving beyond killing assassins in alleys.

      She had finally become what so many people claimed she was: a dangerous criminal who might upset the order.

      The thought energized her. She wouldn’t be where she was if her father and mother were still alive. A good-faith effort from Sula might have swayed her. They could call her what they want, criminal, terrorist, madwoman. When no one cared about doing good, those who did good were called evil.

      Mia led her flight mates through a long, dusty corridor lit up with red emergency lighting and the beams from their helmet lights. Deep Storage Sector Two on the station wasn’t used all that often, so it wasn’t pressurized most of the time. She was grateful they at least had artificial gravity.

      That made her think they’d need to work more on Zero-G combat training. They needed to be ready for so many future scenarios. Avoiding fighting would always be preferable, but once they set out on this path, they’d be targeted. Bloody conflict was inevitable.

      The Centurion had returned to the station, and everyone was given a couple of days of shore leave to celebrate the completion of the Top Gun program. There was supposed to be a ceremony when they returned. The higher-ups had assumed everyone would go to the planet.

      Mia had used this to their advantage. No one had checked to see if anyone stayed behind on the station.

      Infiltrating the Deep Storage section of the station had been easy with Debbie II’s help. Mia was surprised at how easy it was.

      That was the problem with old storage that no one paid attention to. They forgot other people might be interested. She doubted anyone but Commander Raynier could fathom that someone would want to steal old fighters from the station.

      This wasn’t a test or exercise. This was a mission. She was more than happy for it to succeed without running into trouble.

      Mia thought back to all the practice infiltration missions she’d gone through at her home combatives course. Her father would be happy to know that those skills weren’t going to waste.

      “Does anyone else feel like we’re walking into an old crypt?” asked Paul over short-range comms. “Because it feels like we’re walking into an old crypt. We don’t even have guns. What if we run into a mummy?”

      “We kick its head off,” Mia suggested.

      “I was thinking we were walking into a prison sentence,” Karin offered.

      Ryoko shrugged. “Only if we get caught.”

      “It’s not too late,” Mia reminded them. She glanced down at the map in her datapad. “You could run back to the carrier and grab those resignation letters. It’s not like they’re immediately going bunk to bunk for inspection.”

      “Yeah, no.” Paul chuckled. “The way I figure it, if these evil conspiracies decided to break my brain just to annoy you, next time they’ll finish the job. Or they’ll sew monkey arms on me or weird shit.”

      “I wouldn’t put it past them. Morals and ethics are a distraction to these people, nothing more.” Mia motioned to an upcoming turn at an intersection and headed that way.

      A little more walking and a quick hack from Debbie II put them in an old, unused storage bay. Six wide Schiavonas were parked. Two were missing panels and other pieces, including thrusters. They’d obviously been cannibalized for parts. She didn’t understand the point of pulling parts off fighters they were planning to decommission. She hoped the other four were in working order, or things were going to get complicated fast.

      Mia motioned her friends toward the fighters. “They made the choice easy for us.”

      “I don’t mean to sound like Stansford,” Karin began. “But are you sure these things can still fly? Besides the two obvious ones. With this layer of dust on all but that far one, I bet these have been down here for a while.”

      “From what Raynier told me, they fly them to their final resting place after a few months,” Mia explained. “That means these have only been here a few months at most, which means their reactors should still work. Since they aren’t actively assigned to a squadron, they’ll be using the default security, which Debbie II should be able to help get through.”

      “And if she can’t?” Paul asked. “We need to hop to the coordinates. Otherwise, it’ll take too long.”

      “She’ll be able to do it,” Mia assured him. “Besides needing the hop, it’ll be nice to have some tools to start out with.” She motioned to different fighters. “Get in there and start them up. We’re going to use the neural interfaces.”

      “We could go manual,” Karin suggested.

      Mia shook her head. “I don’t plan to run into trouble, but I want maximum flexibility if we do.” She patted the datapad connected to her vac-suit belt. “Debbie II’s got our correct neural-interface profiles, courtesy of Abigail. She’ll upload them to the systems, so we can get the most out of these things.”

      Paul grimaced. “I hate to point out the obvious, but…” He patted the back of his helmet. “These don’t have a port.”

      Mia pointed to a rack of helmets. “Take a deep breath and quickly change the helmet when it’s time.” She pointed to a helmet. “Universal couplings.”

      After a deep inhalation, she closed her eyes and pulled off her vac-suit helmet. Pain in the form of extreme cold attacked her face. She snatched up a flight helmet from the rack and jammed it on, not opening her mouth and eyes again until the hiss stopped, and a beep confirmed her seal.

      “My dad never trained me to do that.”

      Mia motioned the others to do the same. One by one, with no hesitation, they pulled their helmets off and she quickly placed a new one on their head.

      She appreciated the bravery and dedication. She’d trained from a young age for all tactical situations, and though her flight mates were good pilots in good shape, they hadn’t trained for all the harsh situations Mia took for granted.

      Once the switch was done, Mia jogged to a fighter and scaled the ladder. She powered up the fighter, unsurprised when it requested a security code. Not everything could be easy, she supposed.

      “You’re up, Debbie II,” she announced.

      “I’ll do my best, love,” the AI replied.

      A moment later, Paul waved from another fighter. “The system’s turning on.”

      “Same here,” Ryoko shouted.

      That was a good start. Mia hadn’t been certain all four fighters would power up. This solved the most pressing issue. Even Karin and Ryoko would have trouble fitting in a single-seater cockpit.

      “And over here, too,” Karin announced. “It wants a security code or biometric ID.”

      “Debbie II is working on that,” Mia reported. “We’ve got this.”

      Her system screen flashed and unlocked, and although Mia wasn’t as familiar with the control layout of the older fighter, there was enough there for her to begin standard systems checks, including bringing the reactor up to full power.

      “I never thought I’d fly one of these, so I never practiced with one in a sim.” She scoffed. “And I’ve practiced with Porcupines.”

      “Hey, every day’s a new adventure,” Paul offered.

      Mia leapt out of the fighter. Her landing produced a loud echo throughout the bay and sent up a puff of dust. She ran to Karin’s fighter and tossed the datapad up to her friend.

      “Get that one unlocked, too, Debbie II,” she ordered. “And upload Karin’s neuro-interface profile.”

      Five minutes later, all four fighters were online and going through basic diagnostics. Debbie II had uploaded everyone’s profile and configured the standard settings. The different pilots worked on adjusting everything else.

      “Make sure the coolant levels are equalized,” Mia reminded them. “You won’t get very far otherwise. That’s not something Debbie II can do remotely.”

      A loud klaxon screamed all around them followed by an automated voice declaring, “Attention intruders in Deep Storage Two, Subsection Five. You are to immediately stand down and prepare to surrender to station security.”

      Mia hissed. “I was hoping it’d take them longer to pick up on the energy signatures of the priming fighters. There’s nothing more annoying than competent security.”

      “I’d like to at least get off the station before I’m declared AWOL,” complained Paul. “It’ll be embarrassing in prison if I tell ’em I got caught this quickly.”

      “Just finish getting the reactors fully primed and online,” Mia ordered. “Right now, we’re in a good position. The rendezvous point isn’t that far, and the closest carrier is docked and filled with fighters that aren’t ready for immediate combat. We hop right away, and then take us on the longer hop. With no one ready, we’ll be out of the system before they can finish saying, ‘We’ve lost four museum pieces.’”

      Despite her verbal confidence, Mia’s heart thundered as she watched the reactor priming indicator tick upward on her control panel. “Okay, Debbie II, why don’t you make it easy for us and get the doors open. From the layout, this bay should open directly into space.”

      “There’s a minor problem, concerning that,” Debbie II responded.

      “Tell me.”

      “They locked down the local systems once the alarm went off. I can penetrate them, but the increased countermeasures will necessitate a longer time, considerably longer.”

      Mia groaned. “You’re saying you can’t do it before they flood this place with security.”

      “It’s extremely unlikely.”

      “Everyone switch to comms on the frequency we talked about,” shouted Mia. She brought down her canopy and jacked the neural interface into her helmet port. A warmth passed from her head through her body. “Can you all hear me?”

      “I hear you, Mia,” Paul announced. “The fighter’s primed. Ready to move out.”

      “Me, too,” Karin replied.

      “And me,” Ryoko chimed in.

      Mia almost wanted to laugh. The entire situation was insane. Four Top Gun graduates were about to steal old fighters from underneath the nose of the Centurion. That should have been the final exercise.

      “I figure we only have a few minutes at most until security arrives,” Mia admitted. “And Debbie II’s having trouble opening the doors. Any suggestions?”

      “We could power up one of the other fighters and ram it through,” Ryoko announced. “It doesn’t have to look nice to move forward.”

      “Even if they were working, there wouldn’t be enough time,” Mia answered. “And there’s no guarantee it could make a hole big enough even at full thrust at that range.”

      “We can’t just sit here and wait until they pry us out of these things,” Paul complained. “I wish they stored these things with ammo. A missile would solve the problem.”

      Mia’s eyes widened. “Of course.” Her hand flew to the control panel.

      “You know where a missile is?” Paul asked.

      “We don’t need missiles. You’re thinking too much like Espadas or Valkyries.” Mia redirected reactor power to weapons. “But these use plasma cannons. Sometimes the best solution is like the solution to the Gordian Knot.”

      Karin laughed. “Oh, this ought to be good.”

      Mia lifted off, hovering right above the deck and sending a massive dust plume shooting through the storage compartment. She waited for a notice on her HUD.

      
        
        PLASMA CONTAINMENT FIELD STABILIZED. CANNON ONLINE. MAINTENANCE RECOMMENDED. IT HAS BEEN 287 DAYS SINCE LAST RECORDED CANNON MAINTENANCE.

      

      

      “This better work,” Mia muttered.

      She pulled the trigger.

      A white-hot ball of death ripped from the fighter and exploded against the sealed door blasting outward into space. She nudged the fighter gently to the side for two more shots and ripped open the exit.

      More alarms sounded. Mia ignored them and slid out of the station through the gaping wound she’d carved. The others followed her, falling into a natural formation. Mia curved away from the station and kicked in maximum thrust.

      Comms crackled to life. “Attention unknown pilots. You are to immediately return to the station and stand down. You aren’t authorized to fly those craft off this station.”

      “You going to say anything to them?” radioed Paul. “Or we just going to take it cool and silent?”

      “No silence,” Mia replied. She changed her frequency to contact the station. “This is Mia Verick leading Paul Stansford, Ryoko Ueda, and Karin Haley. This is a message for Wing Commander Sula and Captain Mausser. You’ll find our letters of resignation on my bunk. Your inaction and unwillingness to deal with obvious corruption have forced our hand. You let a corrupt scientist toy with your pilots’ brains, and you let a civilian be assassinated on your carrier. I believe, in your hearts, that you are honorable people, but you are propping up a system that is rotten to the core, and I plead with you to consider who it is you’re really working for before it’s late.” She killed the comms so she didn’t have to listen to any responses.

      “No one’s following us yet,” Karin informed Mia.

      “Because they never expected us to get this far,” Mia suggested. “Get ready for a side-space hop. Debbie II already uploaded the coordinates earlier.”

      “Are we sure these old things can still pull that off?” Paul asked.

      “It doesn’t have to go far, just far enough.” They all rattled off her confirmations. “Preparing for hop in five, four, three, two, one.” Mia pressed the button. “Initiating side-space hop.”

      White light warped in front of her fighter, a shining curtain. She didn’t have time to take in the natural oddness of the sight before she was elsewhere. Mia looked at her sensors to confirm her location as the other fighters popped out of their side-space envelopes around her.

      Though satisfied they’d hopped to the right place, there was a glaring problem indicated by the sensors.

      “I see a moon,” Ryoko ventured. “I see empty space. I don’t see a ship.”

      “Oh crap,” Paul muttered. “Did we get the right coordinates?”

      “Stay calm,” Mia ordered. “These are the right coordinates. Remember, we have some time. Technically, we’re early. If we’re lucky, the Navy didn’t have enough time to track our side-space trajectory.”

      No one else said anything as the time ticked away. Mia hadn’t been able to get a secondary confirmation that the mercs were willing to change, though they did accept her new payment. Her father’s policy money had helped her yet again.

      Mia let out a sigh of relief when a ship emerged from a side-space envelope. She frowned. She’d been expecting something a little more impressive than the ragged ship covered with obvious quick repairs and half its turrets slagged.

      “This is Verick,” transmitted Mia. “Prepare to receive us.”

      “We’re ready, Verick,” replied the merc captain. “We’ll open… Oh shit.”

      A large side-step envelope manifested. A long, thin ship with a layered, tall array atop the ship emerged.

      “An Obsidian-class Anti-Raider Frigate,” Mia announced. It was the worst-case scenario. “I didn’t even know there was one docked on the station. So much for no immediate response.”

      “We can’t fight that,” the merc captain complained. “In our current conditions, they’d shred us.”

      “As long as their anchor is working, you’re not opening up a new envelope either,” Mia pointed out. “We don’t have much choice but to fight.”

      The only upside Mia found in the situation was that it wasn’t the carrier. Obsidian-class frigates were useful in securing areas by disrupting side-space travel, but they only held a small complement of fighters typically.

      As if sensing her thoughts, four fighters ripped out of the frigate. Her comms lit up with a transmission and she let it through.

      “Verick, this is Commander Raynier.” Even in this situation, he sounded bored and mechanical. “You will power down and prepare to be brought aboard the frigate. No one’s going to say you’re a bad group of pilots, but you can’t win against a squad of veterans. This time it’s not two-on-one, and this isn’t an exercise. We won’t hold back. You will surrender, or we will take you down.”

      “It wasn’t two on one last time I beat you.” Mia changed comms to her flight. “We don’t have much time, and we don’t have to take out the frigate. We just have to disable the anchor. We can do this, but only if we’re all working together, just like we did in Top Gun.”

      “If you’re going AWOL, might as well go all the way,” Paul agreed. “But are we really willing to kill Raynier and other vets? I’ve got your back, Mia, but that doesn’t feel right. I don’t think you can talk Raynier out of attacking us with a nice speech.”

      Mia had known they’d run up against this problem. She hoped it wouldn’t be so soon.

      “I can take them out without killing them, but only if you have my back,” she explained.

      “If you think we can win, Mia, then we can win,” Karin vowed. “I believe in you.”

      “Sword and shield?” guessed Ryoko.

      “Sword and shield,” Mia confirmed. “Captain, we’ll take care of our friends. You get ready to hop as soon as we take down the anchor.”
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      “Let the escorts come first and concentrate on them,” Mia ordered, falling into her position behind her flight mates. “Remember we’ve got no decoy pods.”

      “Doesn’t that mean we’re waiting to die?” Paul asked.

      “Not if I can help it. For this to work, we’ll need to be at closer range. This is going to be a tough fight. Just keep the formation and stay out of the range of the frigate until I disable the fighters. Once that happens, you head toward the merc ship while I take down the anchor.”

      “We should help you with that,” Ryoko protested.

      “No. I’ve got it. Just follow the plan, and we’ll all get out of here.”

      “I’m trusting you, Mia,” Paul told her. “But if you get me killed, I’m going to haunt you.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind. Not worried though. I’m not going to lose. I beat him once. I can beat him again.”

      “Last time you had decoy pods,” mumbled Paul. “At least simulated ones.”

      “I’m not going to chat a lot. Just keep the formation together until I’ve handled things, and make sure to stay out of the frigate’s range. If it comes down to me and him, you just head to the mercs. It’ll be easier for me to duel him one-on-one.”

      “Roger,” her flight replied.

      Raynier’s flight barreled toward them. Mia took slow, even breaths. She’d gotten solid rest on a regular schedule and hadn’t used her hyper-focus in weeks. Raynier was right. This was no test, no game, no simulation. This was a life-and-death battle against elite pilots. She wouldn’t get a second chance.

      She waited for their true opening move. It didn’t take long for a salvo of missiles to stream from Raynier’s flight.

      Mia took a deep breath and reached into her mind, letting her neurons accelerate and settle into hyper-focus.

      Her flight mates opened fire with the plasma cannons, and the blasts zoomed through space but dissipated quickly. She didn’t fire, waiting as the missiles came closer and closer.

      Her flight mates kept the formation tight and no one said anything. She wasn’t sure how practical it was to try to communicate while in hyper-focus mode, so she was glad they followed her orders without question.

      The missiles were almost on them. The shield’s plasma cannon blasts continued into space, nowhere near the missiles. Everything felt leisurely as Mia pointed her cannon at the first missile and walked her blasts across the others, leaving a trail of explosions hit with pinpoint accuracy.

      “Damn,” Paul radioed.

      It was long, strange, and elongated to Mia, a distant sound she pushed to the edge of her consciousness.

      Raynier’s flight peeled off in both directions. There was a slight delay, as if they hadn’t expected the missiles to fail. That made sense. Shooting down missiles with plasma cannons wasn’t orthodox Navy tactics.

      Mia had been watching their flight patterns the entire time and was ready for their move. While her friends laid down suppressing fire, she turned toward a passing enemy fighter and fired twice. Her plasma blasts tore into the engines and sheared off the back of the fighter without destroying the main cockpit

      The remnants of the fighter tumbled away as his wingman tried to swing around and flank them. A two-point-eight percent difference in system efficiency translated into mere milliseconds, but it was paying off in this battle.

      Paul was able to lead the formation back toward the wingman before he could line up a free shot and force him away with a curtain of plasma blasts. Meanwhile, Mia spun toward Raynier and his wingman. Three plasma blasts tore through the space, clipping the side thrusters of the wingman.

      Mia was impressed. Raynier was right to idolize the Schiavonas. It would be hard to go back to an Espada after this.

      Raynier responded to her attack with a burst of cannon fire, every individual round of which was like a slow bubble on her sensors. Mia twisted her fighter to avoid most of the rounds, though she lost a couple of chunks of her outer armor before melting the main engines of the wingman and sending his fighter careening toward Raynier’s.

      Mia pulled away to regain the protection of the shield. They were boxing in the other remaining fighter. She broke away from the formation and charged him. Her cannon-eluding approach was a herky-jerky gut-riling mess under normal circumstances, but the hyper-focus made it easy to ignore her discomfort and shove her fighter back and forth like she was tossing a ball in her hands. This time she took out the enemy’s engines with a single well-placed shot.

      She swept around and her flight mates broke toward the transport as planned. She tried to line up a shot with Raynier, but his erratic dodging saved him from her first shots. He fired another missile and likely regretted it when Mia sniped it not that far from his craft.

      The blast didn’t do much to destroy his maneuverability as he and Mia turned into an angry ouroboros of cannon fire. She waited halfway through a circle to break off to the side and walk plasma blasts across the back and side of Raynier’s fighter, careful to avoid the cockpit. Chunks went flying off as his fighter tumbled through space.

      Mia didn’t take the chance to gloat but charged the frigate. Its turrets came alive, but after taking on the carrier without hyper-focus, the frigate’s anti-fighter curtain barely qualified as annoying to Mia.

      She had to thank Raynier. His insane dodging tricks helped her lurch and snake her way toward the frigate while her stream of plasma cannon blasts pounded on the shield near the anchor. Explosions were all around her and damage warnings appeared, but Mia kept up her strafing run until the shield weakened enough to let a stray plasma blast carve a small chunk out of the anchor. That was all she needed.

      She spun and danced her fighter away from the frigate, getting clipped by another shot but not enough to slow her down. She dismissed the flashing reactor warning.

      Mia accelerated toward the merc ship.

      “Good job, Verick,” Raynier transmitted on a wide-band frequency. “I was wrong. You don’t need more years of experience. You’re the best I’ve ever faced.”

      Mia smiled. That would be the closest she’d ever get to her father coming back to life to praise her for beating him.

      A bright side-space envelope appeared in front of the merc transport. It pushed through and Mia pushed her engines to the max. A massive envelope appeared behind her, and the bow of the Centurion poked out with a dozen missile-laden Espadas flying out in front.

      Mia ignored the carrier reinforcements, concentrating on the collapsing side-space envelope from the transport. She cut through as it collapsed, then her sensors took a moment to recalibrate and confirm she was in a different sector.

      “Hurry up and dock,” transmitted the captain. “We’ve got to hop ASAP before they hop here and track us again.”
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      A wind howled above Mia, pushing dust into her eyes. Dozens of spacecraft surrounded her, all parked in a rough circle in the hidden mountain valley. She’d never imagined using her father’s policy money to buy a black-market spaceship, but then again, she never imagined attacking a KCAP Navy frigate and their escort while going AWOL, or engaging in a fighter duel with a genetically enhanced super-soldier.

      She whirred along, riding an antigrav platform next to a man in an ill-fitting suit. His viperous smile reminded her too much of Dr. Icaryus. He rubbed his hands together as they stopped in front of a long red ship with an impressive shiny exterior on one side. The other, mangled, side raised questions about its final fate.

      “This one’s a beauty,” the salesman declared. “Just needs a little tender lovin’ care for the hull, reactor, and gravity systems, but I’m sure you can find somebody to take care of that.”

      Mia gestured to the ship. “It’s obviously missing half its thrusters.” She pointed to the aft end. “And there’s a massive blast hole from the looks of things, I’d say a scatter torpedo.”

      “Well, I did say it’d take some TLC.” He shrugged and reached for the joystick controlling the platform.

      They passed decrepit fighters, battered gunboats, and scarred corvettes. Each time the salesman tried to sing their praises. None of them called to Mia.

      “I can give you twenty-five percent off this one,” he offered on a gunboat. “We can swap reactors in those corvettes,” he explained about another. “Despite the damage, it’s really just that one part that’s the problem.”

      Mia shook her head, offering a terse refusal for each pitch. She didn’t expect a perfect ship with no problems at the yard, but she wanted something that felt right for her new life. This would be her new home, her new base, and she wouldn’t buy something just because it looked nice or it was cheap.

      After about an hour, the salesman had lost enthusiasm. A near-permanent scowl had replaced his smile and he was having obvious trouble sounding excited or polite.

      They’d circled much of the inner lot with Mia showing no real interest in any of his offers. Every time she thought she might be interested, they got closer, and she realized she didn’t want the ship at all.

      The salesman wasn’t the only one who’d lost hope. Mia was beginning to think this was a mistake, though it was her best bet in the sector to find what she was looking for. Her team could only fly around in fighters without a real mothership for so long.

      Something caught her attention in the distance. She narrowed her eyes, not sure what she was seeing.

      “Go there.”

      Mia pointed toward the edge of the valley, where a ship sat on the edge of a cliff. The closer inspection revealed a ship on its side and covered in dust as if it had crashed there and had been left to sit for a decade.

      Large gaps loomed in the hull, and thrusters were missing, all the same problems she’d been complaining about before. This ship would take more than a little TLC to get up to spec.

      The salesman laughed. “Oh, very funny. I get that you’re angry with me, miss, but it’s best we both don’t waste each other’s time.” He spread his hands out in front of him. “You want a ship. I want to sell you a ship. It’s as simple as that. If you could tell me more about what you’re looking for, I could better recommend something. You do need to understand that the nature of this lot is such that you’ll need to be flexible.”

      “I already found what I want.” Mia pointed at the wreck. “I want that ship.”

      “You want that ship?” He nodded toward the wreck, his face twisted in confusion. “And you’re not joking?”

      Mia nodded. “The Kerri-Tosh MM IX, MM standing for Mobile Marauder. Intended for independent operation along the Fringe, it has just enough speed, strength, and staying power to punch above its weight at light cruisers, but not designed as a ship-of-the-line since it isn’t meant for serious stellar engagements. To compensate and give it further flexibility, it was designed to support a small group of fighters, no more than two flights’ worth, which if used properly could make it a threat to even capital ships without having to have capital-ship-level resource requirements. It’s an excellent ship for a small group. It used to be popular among mercs and pirates.”

      The salesman looked surprised. “Well, you certainly know your stuff, but I’m not sure you want this heap. In the interest of transparency, I should warn you that it literally crashed here before I even took over this place. It will require a significant investment in time and money to be made space worthy.”

      She didn’t want to play more games. It was time to end this.

      Mia held up her datapad for him to see. “You’re going to sell it to me for this amount. I get what I want, and I get a ship.”

      The salesman stared at the pad, blinking. It wasn’t a small amount. She hoped to overwhelm him and not worry too much about haggling. She might have miscalculated and fueled his greed.

      She wasn’t desperate. He needed to understand that. Just determined.

      “Hold on, miss. That’s not how this works.”

      Mia was growing impatient. “Don’t be an idiot. I’m offering you the biggest payday of your petty career for a ship you never hoped to sell when I could very easily take it by force if I wanted. You are winning on so many levels, I'd hate for you to throw it all away because you got greedy.”

      The salesman puffed his chest but backed away when he locked eyes with Mia. He put his hands in front of him. “Fine, fine, fine, but—”

      “Debbie II, go ahead and transfer the money,” Mia ordered. “And let them know.”

      “Yes, love,” the AI replied.

      The salesman’s eyes widened. “Okay, uh, well thank you, but I think you need to understand this isn’t simply a matter of money. This isn’t a shuttle, miss. You can’t possibly get this running by yourself, much less actually fly it.”

      Mia pointed to the sky. “Whoever said I was by myself?”

      Her flight mates roared into the air in their fighters, circling and descending toward their new mothership.

      “I’m ready, Dad,” Mia whispered.
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      Thank you for not only reading this story about but these author notes as well.

      Why did I write about a young person losing a parent?

      I am…over twenty years old.

      Or forty. Dammit, fifty years old, but I’m not clarifying how much over that I am.

      Why did I create this story about Mia?

      Because years or sometimes decades after our parents (or other loved ones) pass away, they still help shape who we are. Occasionally the influence is major, as it is in this story. Or it could be minor, and their influence is an itch you need to scratch.

      I suppose many of you have your own stories about that.

      Anyway, the art of creating stories is usually (because nothing is a golden rule in writing) about conflict. Someone wants something (world power is a go-to, or it could be the boy/girl they can’t have) but it doesn’t have to be external.

      Yes, I have a lot of conflict in this story, but honestly, I mostly thought about how the expectations of others drive who we are today.

      Hell, just look at Japan. That’s a whole country full of individuals who work within the expectations of external (and parental) influences. I spend a few moments here and there thinking about whether my mother, who passed away during Thanksgiving 2019, would smile at some of the stuff I get up to. Even now, that causes me to stop and think.

      Mia is a badass who takes no prisoners, but will she solve the one issue I can’t solve today?

      Don’t know. I hope you continue reading and think about this question as the action continues ;-)

      Take care of yourself. I hope to talk to you in the next book!
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        Michael Anderle
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