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      Mia’s breath came out as soft white puffs in the chilly night air. She kept a tight grip on her rifle, staying low and close to the hard gray bunker wall. Listening for the enemy wouldn’t do any good—not when they could move in near-perfect silence.

      Her eyes had long since adjusted to the dark. The cloudy night made it harder, leaving the gradations of shadows more difficult to pick out.

      That didn’t bother her. A stablight would have given her position away. The guards didn’t have better vision than her, and she should play to her strengths.

      Timing would be key. Taking on multiple opponents ate away her margin of error. A simple miss in a one-on-one firefight might be enough to drive a man under cover and give her greater tactical flexibility.

      But soldiers with backup were brave. A bullet offered as suppression fire would kill her as easily as one aimed at her.

      She stopped at the corner, taking slow, even breaths. Her heart kept the same steady rhythm it had for the entire battle. This wasn’t a true challenge. If she kept her focus, she’d complete her mission without any trouble, as she had so many times before.

      A shifting shadow betrayed her enemies’ position. She spun around the corner and pulled the trigger twice, barely registering the outlines of two men holding rifles before they dropped to the dark ground.

      Mia darted forward, staying low. She had broadcast her location with that gunfire and was too exposed on this side of the bunker. She didn’t know if the enemy had overwatch—the briefing hadn’t been definitive either way. When she reached the end of the wall, her slide added another layer of dust to her pants and took her behind the wall of a metal storage shed and closer to her next destination.

      A wide pile of scrap and discarded building supplies lay behind the shed and stretched along the back wall of the bunker to form a natural border of concrete, metal, and plastic. Trying to run around it would leave her open, so a small passage through was her only choice.

      Mia swept the immediate area for targets. A quick point-to-point move took her to the back of the shed without suffering any gunfire. Another second placed her at the mouth of the junk corridor. A new enemy, this one holding a pistol, popped up from behind a slab of concrete. He didn’t manage to stand all the way up before she put two rounds into his chest.

      This was too easy. This was turning into nothing more than target practice.

      Mia advanced down the corridor at a quick jog. Loud shots rang out behind her, and she twisted to return fire at the two enemies who’d somehow flanked her. The first man went down with ease, but her rifle chimed empty before she could finish off the second.

      “Damn it.” Mia dove behind the concrete slab and beside the body of her third victim, dropping her rifle and reaching for her sidearm.

      The enemy peppered the area with shots. She stayed behind the barrier but could hear the gunfire drawing closer. Her opponent eschewed the spray-and-pray approach, instead taking careful shots that thudded against her barrier and all around her.

      Mia yanked out her sidearm and rolled from behind her cover. She went for a trifecta, three shots to the center of the mass, more than enough to take down any unarmored man.

      One round struck the guard in the chest, and he staggered backward. The second nailed his shoulder, making him drop his weapon. Mia’s final shot grazed his wounded shoulder and sparked against the shed with a loud pinging nose, and the guard toppled backward.

      She gritted her teeth. The enemy was down, but she wouldn’t get maximum points. She’d expected and trained for a perfect run. The bastard had moved more than she’d anticipated, and that was on her.

      Mia took a deep breath, stowed her sidearm, and retrieved and reloaded her rifle. She still had a job to do. If the pre-briefing intel had been right, she’d picked off most of the exterior guards. Her mission remained the same: breach and find her primary target.

      She scanned the area. There were no shadows of movement. No loud gunshots, nothing to imply a threat to her. Getting through the corridor and sweeping around should take her to the weakest door in the bunker.

      Mia hefted her rifle and charged through the corridor before turning to sprint along the back edge of the waste pile. Two towers loomed on opposite ends of the security fence. They’d once held snipers, but she’d taken those guards out on her initial perimeter run.

      For the first time in the battle, her heart kicked up and her stomach knotted. Her target had been hidden inside the bunker because the enemy was expecting her. She’d downed enough guards that somebody must have noticed over comms and prepared inside. The hardest part of the mission lay ahead.

      Mia reached the far edge of the pile, and another short burst of speed took her to the heavy reinforced door and the intimidating numeric keypad. The sloping walls provided plenty of natural cover.

      Holding her breath, she reached for the keypad. She would have preferred a more explosive entrance to throw off whoever waited inside, but the pre-briefing intel claimed the codes would remain valid for the entire raid.

      “This better work.”

      Mia jabbed the keypad with her finger, imagining each button as the eye of an enemy soldier until the pad flashed green. A loud, echoing thud sounded, and the door clicked open. Success!

      She switched her rifle to full auto and threw open the door, then snapped her free hand back onto the rifle. She was unsurprised at the two men waiting at the far end of a long hallway running across the bunker, and as gunfire erupted from inside, she ducked behind the door. The stream of bullets bounced off the thick metal.

      At a lapse in their firing, Mia shoved her rifle around the corner and offered two quick bursts, hoping the men had stayed in position. There were no screams and no new gunfire, so she risked poking her barrel around the door and then her head. Both men lay on the ground, victims of her near-blind firing.

      Mia rushed inside toward a room she knew would lay behind the open doorway to her right, thanks to the pre-mission intel. Her heart soared and sweat poured down the sides of her face. She was so close to her objective.

      Hesitation killed, so she wouldn’t allow any. Mia dove into the room and behind a table near the doorway. Two enemies waiting inside opened fire, but taken off-guard by her diving entrance, they shot wide and missed her.

      Mia hit the floor and rolled to keep her momentum, which allowed her to line up a shot into the chest of the first guard before she jumped to her feet and landed behind a thick support column.

      Enemy bullets riddled the column. Mia counted the shots while she reloaded and switched her fire selector to single-fire mode. She didn’t have time to play with the man, and she couldn’t risk any more mistakes like the failed trifecta. When she’d counted up to the enemy rifle’s capacity, she ran around the corner and placed three shots into the man’s chest as he reloaded.

      Before her enemy had hit the floor, she ran toward a table in the center. A datapad sat on the table, flashing a series of codes. It was her primary target. She’d expected more enemies in the back of the bunker. She’d gotten lucky.

      She narrowed her eyes, taking deep, slow breaths to focus on the patterns. Intel hadn’t given the location and had only provided a general briefing concerning the enemy’s code regime. That wasn’t enough. Careless entry of the stand-down code could end with her swarmed in the bunker and the enemy’s coordinated attack proceeding from there.

      Seconds ticked by. Every lost moment could lead to another casualty.

      Her breath caught. She recognized the numeric pattern.

      Mia entered the code into the datapad. The pad beeped and stopped flashing.

      She sighed with relief and whispered, “That’s right. Full retreat and regroup. How do you like that?” She wiped her forehead with her sleeve before consulting her wrist-chrono. Her eyes widened.

      “Seventeen seconds slower?” she shouted and ran her hands through her short ash-blonde hair in frustration. She kicked the table so hard it rattled. “How the hell could I have been seventeen seconds slower? That’s nearly sixty percent worse than my last attempt under these conditions. The score loss from the trifecta is nothing compared to the points I’m going to lose from this time.”

      Mia picked up the datapad with a scowl. The earlier missed trifecta must have affected her more than she’d expected. She’d thought she’d cracked the code quicker, too.

      She tightened her hand around the datapad, but when she heard cracking, she set it back on the table. Destroying the datapad wouldn’t make her time any faster, and she’d have to justify it to her father. It was her failure, not the equipment’s.

      “End scenario,” she shouted.

      The two dead men, their bodies nothing more than light, disappeared, along with their weapons. She set her practice rifle on the table and braced herself against it with her arms, biting her lip in frustration.

      Questions swirled in her mind. Had she missed the shot because she’d practiced too many simulation rounds in a row? Would she have made it if she had used a stablight?

      That didn’t track. She’d mixed hand-lit and dark runs all throughout the night, each time with randomized enemy positions and varied objectives, including direct assassinations alternating with datapad and other recovery objectives. A couple of seconds had been dropped here and there, but not seventeen. Her thirteen-year-old self could have done better.

      She rubbed her eyes, grabbed her practice rifle, and stomped from the room, thinking through her every movement during the training session. By the time she arrived at the door, she’d decided upon a different explanation: arbitrary randomized ammo limits that emptied her rifle and made her seek cover and switch weapons.

      The scenario setting had been intended to simulate scavenging equipment from the field without time to check it under fire conditions. The limits had proven troublesome in the past, earning her scorn. Her father had insisted that anything that annoyed her made for better training.

      Mia gave a firm nod. She’d identified the weakness and moved on to identifying a solution. She couldn’t change the scenario too much, so she should change herself. Wasting valuable seconds counting rounds would only give her less time. She would drill harder on her rifle to sidearm transitions. Optimally, she would have traded and fired while jumping for cover.

      She squinted. The sun peeked over the hills surrounding her combatives course on their property at the edge of the Cycovich Wilderlands. Mia and her father had built the course together years ago. She was thankful he wasn’t there to see her humiliate herself by dropping seventeen seconds on a standard bunker breach scenario.

      The appearance of dawn didn’t surprise her—despite losing seventeen seconds, she’d never lost overall track of time throughout the night, no matter the mission or scenario. That was part of her training, too. Chronos could fail, and her life might come down to knowing roughly what time it was.

      Her gaze slid to the open-air gym beyond the fence. Logs and stones for lifting lay near benches with weight racks, hanging bars, climbing walls, and other conditioning gear, all packed in a tight area near the combatives course.

      Physical conditioning formed the basis of all true combat ability. Her father had told her that constantly.

      Another course would improve her time almost without effort if she kept the same settings, but doing the same scenario, even with randomized conditions, would make it too easy. That meant she’d need at least two different rounds with different scenarios for it to be a proper training scenario run.

      She slung her practice rifle over her shoulder, still torn between hitting the gym and running the combatives course for several more runs.

      “Damn it.” Mia sucked in a breath. “Why did I have to screw up?”

      Improving her time didn’t matter. When her father returned, he wouldn’t care that she’d managed to bring her time down with quick practice. He’d demand to know why she’d given up so many seconds in the first place.

      “I could hack the system,” she whispered. “Erase the run record or insert a foul code and make it look like a broken parameter forcing a reset. He’s told me himself how finicky the system can be.”

      Mia’s shoulders slumped. He would notice. He always did. That would only make her failure worse and force her to explain herself.

      Her stomach churned as she imagined the disappointed look her father would give her if she tried to cheat.

      Her frustration wouldn’t justify it. All those years he had on her, and she’d failed yet again to beat her father’s record. Given her last performance, she wasn’t going to get closer to matching him this morning.

      “Damn it, son of a bitch.” Mia kicked a pebble through the fence on her way to the storage rack, where she shrugged out of her tactical harness and left it inside, along with her rifle and sidearm.

      Her father’s words echoed in her mind.

      Never let failure cripple you. That’s true weakness. My daughter isn’t weak.

      Mia vaulted over the fence and headed for one of the logs. She lacked her father’s rippling, bulky form, though she was middling-to-tall for a woman, and her muscles were well-defined.

      She crouched and stuck her hands underneath the huge log, then grunted and pulled until she’d brought the edge up to her chest. Keeping her breathing slow and regular, she lowered the log back down, fighting against the natural urge to let gravity take it down. Shortcuts bred weakness.

      Settling into a rhythm, Mia continued her reps with the log. Her father had told her that she hit weights most full-grown men would struggle with and most women would never dream of doing. Those same people would tell her moving the log at all was a victory.

      Those people were weak. She didn’t need to beat weak people. Her only true target was her father, and she could never match his weight and rep records without a significant improvement.

      Mia continued her controlled breathing and quickened her lift pace with her advancing reps until the log was pumping up and down like a piston. She might not be able to match her father pound-for-pound, but her improvement had been steady over the years. Reaching him in the future wasn’t an impossible goal.

      “Oh, perfect. I’ll beat him by the time he’s a withered old man. That’s impressive.”

      Mia Ada Verick, daughter of the great Emery Konan Verick. She needed to be better than everyone. And everyone included her father.

      Reps flowed together until her muscles screamed for her to stop. She did five more after and then squatted slowly to set the log down.

      Her father kept telling her to stop trying to beat him and instead beat herself. The objective would always be there, even when he was old and gray.

      Fight yourself, and no matter who wins, you’ll always get better.

      Mia walked over to a bench, where a large flat boulder lay at the end. She sat on the edge of the bench, stuck her legs underneath the boulder, and, with a grunt, raised her legs, moving the heavy stone with them.

      “I can see the wisdom, Dad,” she muttered. “But how do I know that it’s not just your pity for someone incapable of beating you?”

      As Mia pumped her legs, her grunts grew in volume. She had to do better. She would do better. There was something out there she could beat her father at. That was the only way they’d ever be true equals.

      She let out a strangled laugh. Her plan had been to beat his records on the combatives course while he was away for a work assignment. Nearly a week on her own, and she’d only managed to come close twice. After today’s disaster, she didn’t know if it was possible.

      Mia pushed her legs through the burning reps before finally lowering the stone and checking her chrono. The confirmation that she was ahead of schedule weakened the sting of the night’s failures.

      She had time before she had to return to the house to clean up and begin her studies. That was the one area her father didn’t care about as much. He told her to self-select her own areas of study.

      Her gaze drifted to the simulation pod attached to the back of their combined garage and machine shop. The pod resembled a mechanical octopus trying to eat a giant metal clam with all its cables and tubing burrowing into the bowed walls and swept roof of the garage.

      Mia rubbed her chin. She could jack in and see if she could tie her father’s dogfighting record. That would be a small victory, at least.

      She sighed. That wouldn’t work. She wouldn’t want to stop until she hit her goal. That risked her neglecting her studies and earning that terrible look of disapproval.

      “A few hours this evening.” Mia returned to the storage rack to pick up her real rifle and sidearm, along with her tactical harness filled with magazines. Target practice offered training and stress relief, a perfect combo to push out the negativity tensing her muscles.
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        * * *

      

      Thirty meters. Fifty meters. Eighty meters. Mia couldn’t miss a shot. For a brief time, she didn’t care that her father could do better, go farther and faster.

      Allowing herself to smile, she reloaded, but when she raised her rifle for another shot, she froze.

      The hairs on the back of her neck stood up. She couldn’t put the sensation into words. It was as if she could feel as much as hear a change in the environment.

      Someone was on the property, and they didn’t belong.

      For a fraction of a second, she considered that her father had returned early and was testing her. Her being armed wouldn’t have given him pause. It wasn’t like she could kill him on her best day, let alone a day where she’d given up seventeen seconds on the combatives course.

      Her father also wouldn’t allow her to detect him so far away.

      Staying prone with her rifle in front of her, Mia slowed her breathing and surveyed the area. Her gaze passed over the gym, garage, main house, and combatives course. Her instincts screamed at her that someone stood hunkered behind the garage, trying to draw a bead on her.

      A smile split her face. Her heart kicked up. It was the ultimate test, something better than any simulation or scenario. She faced a real-life intruder. She’d spent her entire childhood and adolescence training for this exact scenario, and now, as a young woman, she was ready to prove her worth and skill to her father by defending their homestead.

      Mia needed to convince the intruder she hadn’t noticed them, so she popped off two more shots at the eighty-meter target. She waited a couple more seconds, her hands shaking, before she spun and pumped out two other quick shots at the corner of the garage and burst away from her target range.

      She wasn’t sure why she’d taken the shots. Pride perhaps. She wanted the intruder to know she’d spotted them from far away. Fear would disrupt their weapons handling.

      “What the fuck? Is she crazy?” The intruder hadn’t shouted, but she heard them clear as day.

      Mia couldn’t take the enemy lightly. Suppression would limit their tactical options and increase hers. She pumped her legs harder, focusing on putting the combatives course and gym between herself and the intruder. Even good marksmen had trouble hitting fast-moving targets.

      A crunch sounded from a different direction. She knew what she was hearing instantly: a dry twig underneath a shoe.

      Mia ground her teeth, and her heart hammered. She’d been sloppy. There was more than one intruder. She made it to the bunker and ran around, breaking the line of sight with the first intruder. A cough alerted her to a third.

      She vaulted over a fence, staying low and rushing toward a tall tree halfway to the garage. The enemy hadn’t opened fire yet. Taking them on outdoors would play to their numbers. Luring them indoors would let her constrain their lines of sight.

      Mia reached the tree. Now closer to the house, she spotted a high-end luxury antigrav sedan parked in front. No wonder they’d surprised her. The grav drive allowed them to approach in near total silence, and her fatigue and target practice had muted the environmental cues.

      “Sorry, Dad,” she whispered. “I screwed up, but I’ll make it right.”

      That morning she wasn’t fighting herself. She was fighting a real enemy. Her duty to herself and her father demanded that she defeat the intruders and protect her home no matter the cost.

      Mia drew a long deep breath. For all their earlier surprise, the intruders’ movements had grown clumsy. Footfalls marked three enemies, all moving around the front of the house. Two moved much faster than the first. They should have moved around both sides, because now she could flank them with her own end run around the house. Their mistake meant she didn’t have to take them inside to finish them off.

      She rushed from the tree and along the house, staying in the grass, and moved around the corner to come up behind the closest enemy. She raised her rifle.

      Mia blinked. She’d expected brush raiders, the type who cropped up in the Wilderlands and targeted isolated homesteads. Not two men and a woman in immaculate suits. The woman was unarmed, and the men held only sidearms, though they did look to be newer rail pistols.

      Her father always told her being adaptable was vital in any tactical situation. With the enemies looking the wrong way and unclear about their identities, she closed in on the woman and brought the butt of her rifle toward the unarmed woman’s head just as she turned. The rifle hit her nose with a crunch, and the woman dropped to the ground with a yelp. Blood spurted from her nose.

      The men turned at the loud noise, but Mia already had her weapon aimed at them.

      “Burst first, minimum range, high muzzle velocity,” she intoned. “Drop your weapons, or I’ll mist you. You’re trespassing, and I’m within my rights.”

      The men swallowed and exchanged glances. They tossed their rail pistols away, laced their fingers behind their heads, and knelt.

      “Identify yourselves,” Mia demanded.

      The men stared at her in sullen silence. They didn’t move.

      Mia jerked her weapon toward what she thought was a weapon on the ground near the woman. It wasn’t a weapon. It was a glass case holding the folded blue and gray flag of the Kerrick Confederacy of Aligned Planets. An official-looking envelope in the same KCAP colors lay next to it, splattered with the woman’s blood.

      With a groan, the woman rolled onto her side. Blood poured from her broken nose. “We’re from the capital. We’re…here about your father.”

      “You’re not bush raiders.”

      The woman rolled her eyes. “Obviously.” She moaned. “I think you broke my nose.”

      Mia flipped on her safety. “Come inside. I’ll get you ice for your nose.”
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      While the two shamefaced men waited outside by the sedan, Mia led the woman inside. She grabbed ice and a pair of old towels for the woman while glancing again at the men.

      Taking anyone at their word was dangerous. All trust should be subject to constant verification.

      Mia had allowed the men to grab their pistols, and they’d shoved them into shoulder holsters. Opening fire when their friend was inside didn’t make tactical sense.

      The woman wrapped ice in a towel and pressed it to her nose. “They’re supposed to be among the best for security details.” She scoffed. “They let themselves be beaten by a young woman who lives in the middle of nowhere. That’s why they’re scowling. They know I’m firing them when we get back to the capital.”

      “I have been well-trained for these types of circumstances, ma’am,” Mia explained. “They had little chance against me at my home.”

      “So I’ve witnessed, Miss Verick.” The woman winced. “You can call me Sheila. I apologize for startling you. That wasn’t my intent. My men panicked when they heard gunfire.”

      “I don’t apologize for defending my property, and I don’t apologize for my marksmanship practice. I do, however, apologize for breaking your nose. If it means anything, I’m impressed you maintained consciousness. You’re tougher than you look.”

      “Thank you, I suppose.” Sheila knitted her brows together. “You’re a strange young woman.”

      Mia slung her rifle over her shoulder. The woman’s eyes kept darting between the rifle and her sidearm holster. Disarming herself when outsiders were on the property wouldn’t be smart.

      She couldn’t take her eyes off the flag case and letter sitting on the table. Her stomach flip-flopped over the implications. The blood covering the envelope, though the result of her own actions, added to the horror and immediacy. She tried desperately to ignore what the flag meant.

      “Anyway, Miss Verick.” Sheila sucked in a breath. “Thank you for the ice. This is extremely painful. You’re also very strong for a young woman.”

      “My father insists on constant physical training in addition to tactics and skills.”

      “I can imagine.” Sheila half-closed her eyes and took another deep breath. “My pain is temporary. Yours…” She shook her head. “There’s no point in dancing around it. I regret to inform you that your father, Emery Konan Verick, is no longer with us.” She gestured toward the flag. “We’ve come a long way to deliver that flag and letter personally to you.”

      Mia stared at the flag and the letter, swallowing. She reached toward them, but her hand stopped before touching the case. Reading it would validate the woman’s message. A pained laugh escaped her.

      Sheila frowned. Her voice came out muffled with the towel to her face. “Are you all right, Miss Verick?”

      “No longer with us,” Mia echoed. “You mean he’s dead.”

      “I was attempting to be delicate, but yes.”

      “He can’t be dead,” Mia insisted. “My father isn’t a man. He’s a force of nature, no more likely to die than tectonic plates or a river. You can’t kill a force of nature.”

      “I’m terribly sorry, my dear, but your father is dead. He was killed in the line of duty. I was sent as a representative by the Central Military Ministry to ensure this flag and letter were directly delivered to you.”

      Mia managed to tear her gaze away from the flag and toward the wounded official. She should be interrogating this woman, asking a million questions until Sheila wept all over her pantsuit. Instead, Mia’s gaze drifted back to the flag as if pulled by an invisible force. She stood there, entranced by the symbol of death and honor, until the click of her front door knocked her out of her reverie.

      Sheila was already heading out of the house, as if too ashamed to stay any longer. Mia jogged after her.

      “Wait,” she called out.

      Sheila shook her head. “I’ve done my part, and I need painkillers and a stiff drink. This was supposed to be an easy duty.” She nodded toward the sedan. The men opened the doors and piled into the front while she walked toward the back. “The letter will explain the next steps for you.”

      “I don’t understand,” Mia protested.

      The antigrav engines came to life with the softest purr, lifting the sedan a couple of centimeters off the ground.

      Shelia slid open the back door and sighed at Mia. “What’s not to understand? I’m deeply sorry, my dear. Your father is dead. I’m sorry for your loss.”

      “It’s just…” Mia sighed. “Tell me who he worked for.”

      “Excuse me?” Sheila frowned and pressed her ice and towels tighter against her face.

      “I knew he did work for the capital,” Mia told her. “But he was never clear exactly what it was, whether it was military, law enforcement, or KCAP intelligence.” She laughed nervously. “Sometimes, I suspected he worked for all of them. He had the skills for it.”

      Sheila slipped into the back seat. “I see. All I can tell is that your father didn’t work directly for any KCAP security or military service.”

      “Then I don’t understand. Why did you come to deliver a flag?”

      “He…” Sheila lowered the towel. “He worked with a private foundation that sought to support KCAP interests.” She nodded to her driver. “Read the letter, Miss Verick. My part here is done, and I have to go see a doctor as a result of your father’s parenting style.”

      The driver pressed a button on the steering wheel, and the back door slid closed. Before Mia could shout another question, the sedan zoomed away in near silence. She stood and watched it grow smaller in the distance.

      Once it had disappeared, Mia walked back inside in a daze, mechanically locking up the house, her brain still rejecting the idea that her father was gone. Sheila’s terse and vague explanations didn’t clarify anything.

      Nothing about the situation felt real. Mia had gone from worrying about breaking his records and earning his disapproval an hour prior to being told he was dead. It was like a cruel joke.

      After scooping up the flag and letter, she walked across the house to her room. Like her father had always wanted, it was simple and unadorned: a desk, a chair, and a bed. No hint of decoration or personality. He’d always told her bedrooms shouldn’t be comfortable because that would encourage people to waste more time in them. A man or woman should hone themselves into something capable of existing in any environment.

      Clutching the flag case and letter to her chest, Mia sank onto the floor. Tears leaked from her eyes. She told herself to try to control them. No sound escaped her lips, but a steady stream flowed down her cheeks. It was another failure for the day. At least her father wouldn’t be around to give his disapproving look. He never would again.

      That wasn’t the only thing he’d never do again. His dark, twinkling eyes would never again meet hers over a project or exercise they were working on together. His hard, strong hands would never squeeze her shoulders in one of his awkward but sincere hugs. His low, rough voice would never again share a secret or anecdote he’d learned from his fascinating life.

      Her father was dead.

      The greatness that was her father was gone. So many things gone forever, all those nevermores wrapped in an ugly flag folded up behind glass.

      Mia dropped onto her back and stared at the ceiling. She was alone now. Forever.
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        * * *

      

      Time slid away from Mia as she lay on the floor, her mind blank until the sunlight filtering through her window told her afternoon had arrived. She sat up and shook her head in a feeble attempt to also shake off her grief.

      Her knotted stomach and galloping heart weren’t things she normally felt outside of training, and she didn’t know how to classify what she was feeling.

      Trembling, Mia stood, and after a deep breath, she sat on the edge of the bed and set the flag and envelope beside her. Finances and the future stared her down. Her father had spoken frankly with her about money and made reality clear to her at an early age. It had been nothing but a theoretical concern, though. She’d never lived on her own and hadn’t anticipated doing so for years.

      “No, no, no.” Mia slapped her cheeks. “I’m not weak. His daughter isn’t weak. Follow the plan. Attack the problem like any other problem. Divide into steps. Conquer. Eliminate. And step one in any operation is to analyze all available intelligence.”

      Her gaze cut to the blood-splattered envelope. She tore it open and shook out the letter. Pushing her emotion beneath the surface, she scanned over the correspondence, avoiding the main text and focusing instead on the high-level features. The letter’s clean spartan format and fonts were typical of government dispatches, but there was no return address or ministry or departmental seals.

      Mia wondered if Sheila would get in trouble for admitting her father didn’t work for the government. Whoever put the letter together had gone out of their way to make sure it wouldn’t be easily linked to a specific organization. Now that she thought about it, Sheila might have been an alias.

      Her gaze was drawn to large numbers on the letter. Fresh tears leaked out as she recalled her father’s words.

      You can look at what they want you to see all day, but before you do, remember to first look for what they don't want you to see, because once you see what they want you to see, it’s hard to see anything else.

      Mia took a deep breath and looked the document over again. She rubbed the paper between her fingers. Despite the font choices and paper layout mimicking a government-issue statement, the rough material didn’t feel like what she’d seen from other government documents. All of that suggested a private organization linked closely to the government. One that didn’t care if there was confusion over being an official KCAP organ.

      She nodded, satisfied. There had always been a mysterious edge to her father’s business. He’d offered tactical training tips that pointed to a military or intelligence background while never telling her specific information about where he traveled when he left home. The tales painted a picture without any details, a painting of a man living a dangerous life in the shadowy outlines of a city without any lights.

      Mia frowned. She’d believed—and more importantly, her father had allowed her to believe—that he worked for the KCAP government. That had satisfied her and lent legitimacy to her father’s career, though she wasn’t naive about the realities of how all governments operated. Loyalty to something greater than himself had granted him honor.

      “What does it mean?” she whispered. The only logical explanation was that her father was an operative involved in shadowy missions in the dark corners of the KCAP, where they needed someone exceptionally skilled and dangerous to execute missions. Those missions made the government sweaty and were so questionable that they could only use men and women set up to be disavowed at a moment’s notice.

      Mia scoffed, now regretting having studied so much history. All her theories meant nothing if she didn’t face the contents of the letter. She held it up, reading it aloud to trick herself into believing it was happening to someone else.

      
        
        To Miss Mia Ada Verick:

        We deeply regret to inform you of the loss of your father, EMERY KONAN VERICK. Please note pursuant to his employment contract clauses 124(a) and 232(b), you, as his closest relative, are not entitled to any information concerning the nature of his employment for our organization. Furthermore, you are not entitled to his remains, which will be processed and disposed of at our discretion.

      

      

      Mia gasped. Her hands tightened, and she crumpled the edges of the letter. He was dead, and they wouldn’t even let her give him a proper burial. She took a moment and took deep breaths to calm herself.

      
        
        In addition, per the stipulations of your father’s employment contract concerning death in the line of his employment duties, a benefit is to be distributed to his closest living relative. Per our information, that is you.

        Following the main body of this letter, you will find an account number and necessary passcode to access this death benefit. As of the writing of this letter, and with taxes processed, the net amount totals 2,125,189 credits.

        Thank you for your understanding, and our thoughts are with you in this difficult time of transition.

      

      

      Mia stared at the amount, slack-jawed. The most credulous person in the KCAP wouldn’t have accepted the bulk of the letter without more demands.

      The authors hadn’t even bothered to sign it. Mia didn’t understand the strange mixture of vague and elusive details combined with specific employment contract clauses and references to taxes. They must have assumed the death benefit would be enough.

      Two million credits was a stupefying sum. Living modestly, she would never have to work her entire life. Careful investment and planning could ensure her children and grandchildren wouldn’t have to work.

      She narrowed her eyes. She had let the amount shock her into forgetting what she should be doing: seeing what they didn’t want her to see.

      That amount of money would keep a grieving child or wife from asking too many questions. She herself had been panicking not long ago about how she would make a living.

      Mia set the letter aside and stood. She didn’t want the money. She wanted answers about her father and why he was dead.

      She stared at the letter, unsure of how to proceed. Nothing on the letter other than the employment clause contracts gave any indications of where it had come from. Whoever had written it must have been confident that those identifiers, in and of themselves, wouldn’t help her track them down.

      “No.” Mia straightened up. “It doesn’t end here. Not like that. Not without the truth.” Her gaze dipped to the blood on the envelope. “I don’t know who you people are, but this isn’t over. Too bad for you, I have an idea.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      The datachip felt so light in Mia’s hand. That felt wrong, given the gravity of its contents.

      Pondering this, she twirled the chip in her fingers, changing directions and speeding up and slowing down. Her father had given her exercises like that to work on her manual dexterity. She’d never questioned them. She’d never questioned anything he ever had her do.

      Mia regretted her lack of curiosity. She should have pushed more. Her father might have told her something, anything, a small truth that would have left her satisfied after his death.

      There were too many things she never questioned. Now the truth lay shrouded in mysteries. In the weeks since Sheila’s arrival had destroyed Mia’s world, the only new information that had come to light was on that chip.

      Mia tossed the chip onto her desk. The only reason she’d even relied on physical media was to avoid anyone tracking what she’d been doing. That was also why she’d relied on her savings, collected from years of odd jobs and the incentive rewards from her father when she exceeded his expectations during training.

      She scoffed. Her seventeen years of saving wasn’t much, especially compared to the millions waiting for her. A lifetime of savings sounded impressive until her youth and narrow work window were taken into account.

      Shelia had called Mia a young woman. That wasn’t wrong. Mia didn’t always think about the fact she wasn’t even eighteen yet, but her inexperience with the world was now weighing down on her. Not every problem could be handled with her tactical skills.

      Mia glanced at the bloodied envelope that had held the letter that smothered her happiness. Attacking Shelia to gain physical evidence hadn’t been part of Mia’s strategy, but that didn’t make it luck. Her father had told her this many times.

      Conditions change during battle. Always seek to exploit newly arising tactical opportunities. That could be the difference between completing a mission and death.

      Shelia was Mia’s only real link to the hidden truth. And the blood provided a link to the woman. Mia wasn’t naive enough to believe Sheila had used her real name.

      Immediately withdrawing the millions would have alerted anyone watching Mia’s accounts that she was on the move. She would have to proceed with her plan to track down her father’s employers while also probing their intelligence-gathering efforts. Expending time and resources on extra caution in the beginning could pay off if she identified holes in the enemy’s defenses.

      While she had no reason to believe Sheila’s employers were true enemies, they were keeping the truth from Mia. That meant they were opponents, enemies.

      Withdrawing varied and modest amounts of money every few days stretched the process over weeks until she’d pulled out most of her savings. The enemy might have assumed she was panicked or afraid. The collected money was collated and paid directly to a geosniffer agency focused on finding deadbeat parents.

      She smiled at the chip. Sheila and her employers had underestimated Mia, and that was pathetic. They, of all people, understood who her father was. After what Mia had done that day, they should have known her father had trained her well.

      Even using the agency was a probe of the enemy’s ability. Mia had given the agency the blood sample and waited at home, keeping an eye out for anyone else to show up and shut down her investigation. Five days had passed, though, and no sinister team had come for her after the sniffers had given her an address and a name.

      Mia reached into her desk and pulled out an encrypted datapad. She licked her lips. She’d never thought that she’d need the device.

      Her father had told her that should anything happen to him, she could make use of a secure, anonymous account he’d set up. The datapad held the encryption keys. Copying them would erase them, meaning she could move the keys around but have only one copy.

      Mia took a deep breath and glanced at the datachip.

      She scoffed at the chip. “They don’t care about you, Miss Kalan.”

      Valerie Kalan. That was Sheila’s real name. Mia had Kalan’s address in the city of Felsk.

      Plan carefully. Consider all possibilities, but once committed to action, move with purpose and focus.

      “Yes, Dad,” Mia muttered. “I’ll succeed at my mission.”

      Her enemy had been quiet. She didn’t know if they were paying attention, but if they were, transferring too much of her father’s policy money might get their notice. But there was no choice left.

      Her gaze drifted to the pistol sitting on her bed. It was time to pack for a trip to the city.
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        * * *

      

      Mia leaned her head against the hoverbus window. The slight vibration was a constant reminder she wasn’t on a true antigrav vehicle. She could have afforded more luxurious transportation with her new money, but she didn’t feel the need. Wasting resources for no tactical advantage was foolish, especially when she wasn’t sure when this would all be over.

      Passengers were sparse the entire trip. There had been few pickups in the Wilderlands, and most people were sleeping. She’d sat away from anyone else, not wanting to deal with the annoyance of conversation.

      There were benefits to a slower, less comfortable trip that escaped her at the moment. The plains on either side stretched out in the vast distance, dotted with trees and the occasional comms tower. The territory of Cycovich was unique on the planet of Kordell. Wilderness preserves or rural homesteads covered most of the territory. That was surprising, given that Kordell was one of the most culturally and financially significant planets in the KCAP, falling only behind Kerrick II and Kerrick III.

      Mia hadn’t been to another planet, but she’d always appreciated the wilderness of her home world. Cities made people soft, and she didn’t want to be soft. Her father wouldn’t have spent all the time making her better if he wanted her to be soft. She couldn’t betray his memory.

      Antigrav cars zoomed by the bus going in the opposite direction. There was more traffic as they closed in on Felsk, one of the three bustling metropolises nestled among the three main mountains dominating the territory.

      She turned her head. The sparseness of the wilderness with the lightest touch of humanity gave way quickly. Even at a distance, the gleam of the massive buildings covering the mountain shone. Aircraft cut through the air, high in the skies, like giant metal bugs asking to be swatted down. Or blown away by anti-aircraft artillery.

      The presence of the city of Felsk atop a jagged peak was a testament to humanity’s power. They’d carved out a space on the side of what could have been a foreboding home of ancient gods.

      Felsk’s start as a mining camp explained why they’d chosen to grow a city there. It didn’t explain why they decided to maintain it—that was sheer stubborn audacity. The other mountain cities of Jovu and Lifkem offered similar stories, though Felsk was the largest of the three.

      Mia pulled out her datapad and brought up a map of the city. She’d studied it for hours before her trip, since she had never been to Felsk. It hadn’t interested her, and her father hadn’t insisted that she go.

      Cities were much like venomous insects. They were interesting and possessed traits she could admire, but she preferred to keep her distance.

      She tapped on a section of the map to magnify it and applied her careful attention to the connections of streets and buildings, taking note of narrow alleys and roads that might prove useful should a tactical situation arise.

      Cities were also like insects in that Mia didn’t fear the city or any man or woman living within. Her father had trained her too well to fear such soft people. Security and criminal forces living in the city were still constrained by the luxury surrounding them. That luxury weakened and removed them from the day-to-day struggle of living. Sheila’s guards’ pathetic performance proved that.

      Mia’s attention stopped on a building on the map. Alliance Liquors. She frowned. Luxury provided distractions, and distractions dulled one’s edge. Booze. Sex. Drugs. Music. Shopping. They did nothing but distract people.

      She scoffed. A ‘young woman of her age’ was supposed to be interested in such things. That’s what all the flashing holograms and merchants hawking their wares in the cities had demonstrated when she’d traveled to Jovu before.

      But she didn’t care. They held no allure. One day, when she’d trained herself to her father’s level, she could think about relaxing and exploring distractions. Now, though, she didn’t have time for anything or anyone who didn’t make her stronger.

      Another passenger, a bleary-eyed man, stopped in the row next to her. She’d bought the seats around her to ensure she wouldn’t have to deal with or talk to anyone else, but she’d forgotten to consider bathroom traffic.

      The man’s gaze dipped to her datapad, and he grinned. “If you’re looking for good booze, I can recommend a couple of places.”

      Mia turned off the datapad and spoke without looking at the man. “I don’t drink.”

      “You don’t drink, or you haven’t?” He chuckled. “Never too late—or too early—to start.”

      “Why would anyone drink?” Mia asked. “It’s nothing but poison.”

      “If you have to ask that, it’s obvious you’ve never drank.” The man tapped his forehead. “It’s fun.” He leaned over her seat. “You want to know why?”

      “I’m curious.”

      “It helps you forget the bad things. And it kills your inhibitions. Makes it easier to do fun things. Doesn’t that all sound great?” He moved closer.

      Mia narrowed her eyes. She reached up and shoved the man back with her palm. He grimaced and caught himself before falling.

      “I don’t see the fun in imbibing copious amounts of intoxicants until I’m near senseless while groping or being groped by random idiots,” Mia offered in an icy voice.

      The man scoffed and rolled his eyes. He stomped back up the row, muttering under his breath. “Stupid Wilderbitch.”

      Mia didn’t respond. He was nothing more than another urban distraction.

      She possessed something that weak, soft creatures like him would never understand: A true purpose, a mission, and a direction. Anything pushing her away from that course was a mistake, no matter what momentary pleasure she might derive from it.

      Helps you forget the bad things.

      Her father’s death still ached. She went to sleep thinking about it and woke with it as her first thought. Her entire life was focused on learning why and how he’d died.

      Leaving that all behind would be easy, and safer. No one wanted her to look into things. No one wanted her to ask questions and stir up memories of the great man who had fallen.

      What other people wanted didn’t matter, though. She didn’t want to forget, not for a day, minute, not even a second. Anything that might make her forget went beyond distraction. It was a betrayal.

      She needed that memory, that emotion. Her pain would provide the fuel and focus she needed to drive her mission forward.

      “Embrace the pain,” Mia whispered, quoting her father. “Learn to love the hardship, the frustration, the hurt. Take it and use it. Because it’s coming for you either way. Might as well be useful.”

      Mia reached into her jacket, resting her hand on the grip of a pistol. Her backpack sitting beside her contained other weapons, including her field-stripped rifle. All she had to do was find Valerie Kalan in Felsk and persuade her to give up more information.

      They didn’t care enough about you, Sheila, Mia thought. If they did, they would have discovered I’m tracking you down. This time, our conversation is going to go very differently.
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        * * *

      

      In the Wilderlands, Mia had never been sure what was hiding in the brush. Letting her guard down might give an animal or a raider an opening to ambush her. Situational awareness kept her alive.

      Felsk wasn’t that different. Instead of dangerous beasts, there were rivers of people walking or traveling in their vehicles. The dense and tall buildings offered their own cover for sinister two-legged beasts to ambush her. It was an urban forest filled with unpredictable predators.

      Mia chuckled under her breath, staring through a window. She had a direct line of sight on an office building half a block down from her preferred seat in the café.

      No one questioned the young woman coming in to scan the news on her datapad and gaze out the window. She blended in among the other people doing their best to stare at their datapads and not one another.

      The irony wasn’t lost on her. The city’s main offering over the Wilderlands was people, and many of those people acted as if they never wanted to see or talk to another living being.

      Mia didn’t care. People avoiding her allowed her to keep watch on her target.

      An antigrav sedan pulled up in front of the office building, and Sheila stepped through the doors less than thirty seconds later and approached the car, just as she had the last four days. Mia’s target was a creature of habit.

      While that made Mia’s mission easier, it also surprised her. She’d assumed Valerie Kalan would have varied her routine, perhaps worried Mia would come looking for her. Instead, the woman went about her day, spending most of it at the high-end law firm she worked at before she was driven to and from restaurants, shops, and her expensive apartment in a ritzier part of the city.

      Mia had been forced to keep her distance from the apartment. Security improved with wealth. She could take down any of Valerie Kalan’s guards but didn’t want to risk alerting her enemy to her presence.

      Four days of reconnaissance had netted minimal useful new intelligence about Valerie’s true backers. Her cursory inspections in disguise at public terminals didn’t point to the law firm having any clear connection to the government. Rumors about a client list as lofty as it was restricted floated around, but Mia had no way of accessing that information without interrogating an employee or raiding the facility.

      Electronic warfare and systems intrusion weren’t her strongest skills. The best strategy was to interrogate Valerie/Sheila directly, the way she’d planned from the beginning.

      Mia narrowed her eyes as Valerie slipped into the sedan. From the office to the apartment to a restaurant lunch meeting with a high-end local bank official, Mia’s target carried herself with confidence and purpose.

      Mia barely cared what the woman did. She was far more interested in watching how Valerie conducted herself.

      Her father had taught her that words were nothing more than sounds and that lies were deadly weapons in plentiful supply. But it was hard to hide the truth in one’s movements, the truths that pushed out with every step. The body had trouble lying like the mind.

      Valerie’s movements told Mia that she was convinced of her safety. She followed an obvious routine and bolstered her confidence by frequenting places close to her work and apartment.

      The sedan pulled away from the building and disappeared down a road leading away from Valerie Kalan’s apartment.

      Mia glanced down at her half-eaten sandwich as she stood and pushed in her chair. Earlier, she’d assured the waiter she didn’t need any other food and had paid her bill, so now she hurried toward the exit.

      It didn’t matter that Valerie had driven out of sight. She wasn’t heading home, and she’d taken a turn that suggested a destination Mia had spotted her at more than once.

      The best ambushes relied on careful choice of time and place. Her father had drilled that into her with many surprise attacks throughout her childhood.

      Mia had done her best over the years not to make it easy for him. Valerie wasn’t so careful.

      The familiar and comforting weight of Mia’s holstered sidearm rested against her body. All her careful observation didn’t establish what might happen when she confronted Valerie. Preparation for any scenario would ensure Mia left the confrontation alive.

      She stepped out of the restaurant and took a deep breath. Her heart kicked up. That was good. Low-level excitement would improve her reaction times. It was another weapon she could use for the mission.

      Confidence kept a soldier alive. Arrogance relaxed a soldier, and relaxation killed.

      Mia strode down the street. Based on previous observations, she had an hour for her ambush. All she needed was for her target to continue cooperating.
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        * * *

      

      Mia forced a light smile as she stepped into the dimly lit bistro. She’d long since learned that her default frown earned scowls and stares in establishments like this. She didn’t care about people’s opinions, but she did care about their attention.

      Every infiltration and situation called for its own stealth and camouflage techniques. She could apply what she’d learned at home in the new setting. She fixed her smile firmly on her face

      Mia slowed as she stepped into the dining room and scanned the area for hostiles. Well-dressed men and women, mostly young professionals of means, filled the restaurant. No one paid her special attention despite her more modest clothing. No one’s hands twitched closer to their jackets or pockets.

      She glided through the area with ease, having memorized the layout of the place after Valerie’s first trip. The restaurant eschewed obvious cameras as part of its atmosphere, though Mia had counted at least three different surveillance cameras during her initial inspections.

      There were no uniformed security guards, either for the restaurant or Valerie. That was consistent with Valerie’s previous visits. She was making it too easy.

      Mia turned toward a table in the corner. Valerie always preferred the same table. At first, Mia had thought the woman chose the location because of the lack of nearby windows and the ability to take in a good portion of the dining room from the location with her back to the wall, but instead, Valerie tended to sit with her back to the room, making her an easy target. It also made it easy for Mia to walk right up to her table.

      Valerie sipped her wine and spoke without looking up at Mia. “You came back sooner than I planned. Then again, I do order the same thing every time.” She laughed quietly.

      Mia circled the table with a deliberate pace. The woman’s eyes widened when she saw who it was, and Mia sat across from her and offered her a thin smile.

      “It’s true.” Mia unfolded a napkin holding silverware. She laid it in her lap and let her hand rest next to the steak knife. A quick throw would put an attacker off balance without the chaos opening fire might bring. “You eat at the same places. You order the same things. You drink the same wine. You’re a predictable woman. That makes it easy to track you.”

      Valerie set her glass down, her hand shaking. “You shouldn’t be here. Not this restaurant. Not this city.”

      “But I am here.” Mia plastered on another forced smile as the waiter returned. “I’ll have the carbonara with the house sauce. Just water to drink, please.”

      The waiter nodded slowly with a dubious look. “Of course, miss.” He glanced at Valerie. “And you the same? Though with more wine?”

      Valerie nodded, a hint of panic in her eyes, Mia’s invocation of her standard order seemed more unnerving than her simple presence. The only thing Mia had left out was the wine. There was no reason to risk drawing attention to her age.

      The waiter cast another glance at Mia before striding away. She knew what the problem was. Her current mission uniform was based on casual clothing for a girl her age, as determined by searching local trends on her datapad. The clothing stuck out among the more expensive outfits worn by the bistro’s customers. The other customers might not have cared, but the snooty waiter did.

      She hated making mistakes in missions, but it was a necessary sacrifice given the time constraints of the mission. She’d also chosen pants and a top that would grant her maximum mobility in the case of an engagement.

      Mia watched Valerie, keeping track of her hands and eyes and looking for any signal that she was calling for help. Neither woman spoke until the waiter returned with Mia’s glass of water.

      “Thank you,” Mia offered.

      The waiter disappeared after a curt nod.

      “The average time between order and receipt of your dish is around ten minutes,” Mia explained, keeping her voice low. “Especially with this level of customers. Add five to ten minutes when they’re full.”

      The general din of the dining room and the music pushed back any attempts at silence and made it easy to talk to Valerie without being overheard.

      “You’ve watched me for a while, haven’t you?” Valerie shuddered.

      “Assume what you want. But know that there’s nowhere you could run where I can’t find you. The only question I had today was whether we were going to have this discussion outside your office, in your apartment, here, or that place in the Frian District you love so much.”

      Valerie stared at Mia. “This is insane. You do realize that, don’t you? You’re wealthy now. You have no reason to come looking for me.”

      “Insulting me is not conducive to an efficient conversation.” Mia picked up her water with her left hand and took a sip, keeping her right hand on the knife. “This can all be over before your pasta arrives. You understand, Miss Kalan, what I’m capable of. You’ve seen it first-hand. That was me restraining myself.”

      Valerie gulped down wine before she asked, “You know my real name?” She scoffed. “Of course you know my name. You know where and what I eat. I shouldn’t be surprised.”

      “Tell me the name of the private foundation my father worked for and what he was doing that got him killed. After that, you don’t have to see me ever again. Reconnoitering your activities is not all that enjoyable. Though I’m happy to gain practical urban experience, the overall training value is low.”

      Valerie frowned. “Reconnoitering my activities? You’re an even stranger girl than I thought when we first met. But, unfortunately, despite your enthusiasm for stalking, this has been a waste of time. I don’t have any details to give you. I was hired as an in-between with little knowledge of the particulars of this matter. Given what you’ve been doing, you know where I work. That sort of task, being handed documents and being sent to deliver them with no questions asked, is something I often do. You’ve wasted your time.”

      Mia took a deep breath. Her father hadn’t trained her directly in interrogation. He’d trained her in resisting interrogation, though, and that would have to be enough. Every tactic and technique he’d used, she’d followed. She’d taken note when he’d emphasized that subtle terror left the mind intact. She wouldn’t get useful intelligence from a gibbering woman cowering in a fetal position. Ramping up pressure with deliberate and careful planning was the best strategy.

      “No.” Mia persisted. “You know more than that.”

      “Young lady, no offense, but you grew up in the Wilderlands. I don’t think you appreciate how things work here in civilization.”

      Mia waved this off. “People lie and cheat all the time in the Wilderlands. You’re no different than a brush raider using a disguised vehicle to trick passing travelers or escape. Your lie is camouflage.”

      Valerie sighed and rolled her eyes. She picked up her glass again, and her hand no longer shook. Confidence had returned to her face with a smirk. “What are you doing? Hmm? You going to break my arm here? Shoot me in a restaurant filled with people?”

      “A knife strike directly through your eyeball would be an effective way to kill you,” Mia suggested. “The lack of a loud noise would slow enemy reaction times and give me a large enough window for escape.”

      Valerie’s eyes widened, and Mia’s jaw clenched. She’d screwed up and escalated too quickly and now was committed to a high-tempo interrogation. That hadn’t been the plan.

      “W-what?” Valerie blinked.

      Mia did her best to keep her expression neutral as she tapped her steak knife. “Even if you screamed, you’d be dead within seconds, and I’ll still be able to escape. Remember, you’ve seen what I’m capable of when I’m outnumbered.”

      Killing an unarmed woman in a restaurant was the last thing Mia would do, but Valerie’s assumption about Wilderlands living might work to Mia’s advantage. City people thought rural citizens were rubes at best, with most being one step above savages.

      “That’s insane.” Valerie let out a strangled laugh. “You’re not… This place is filled with people, including my security guards. New ones, not the fools you embarrassed at your home.”

      “No.” Mia shot back. “You don’t normally travel with any security. Your driver is with your vehicle. Given your distance from the front door, I’d be able to take you out and escape before he could do anything. Not only that, but he’s unlikely to engage me with a firearm in a crowded restaurant. He couldn’t guarantee you wouldn’t be lost in friendly fire. And that’s before accounting for the delay between him getting an alert and coming in here. Your hands are above the table, and you have no other obvious means of summoning help before I could kill you.”

      Valerie took a shuddering breath, her eyes darting back and forth. “I honestly don’t know anything. I wasn’t lying. There’s a reason people use my firm. We’re well-known for our discretion.”

      Mia cocked her head and glanced around, keeping Valerie in her peripheral vision. “There are always links, ways of finding out. You might not know, but your firm will have records connected to accounts. If you’re claiming you have no way of finding out, then you’re lying or an idiot. Would an idiot work at a place like your firm?” Her hand tightened around the knife handle. “And I have no use for liars or idiots.”

      She had to credit her father for that line. He’d said it once in a discussion of why he disliked the cities.

      “You foolish, stupid little girl,” Valerie spat out. “You don’t understand. And I’m not convinced you’re so ruthless. You had your chance to kill me at your home. You didn’t.”

      “Are you willing to test that theory?” Mia asked. “My father always said that once you commit to battle, you should take it seriously. Reconnaissance is the first step of battle.”

      “You’re insane.” Valerie polished off her wine. “Completely insane.”

      Mia didn’t respond. The waiter returned, appearing as if from nowhere with a wine bottle. Valerie offered him a polite nod but didn’t say anything. He filled Valerie’s glass and walked away with the same faint disdain in his eyes but no sign of concern.

      Valerie lifted her glass. Her hand resumed shaking once the waiter departed. “Even if I had the ability to do what you ask, it would accomplish nothing. This whole thing is pointless.”

      “How would learning additional intelligence on this matter accomplish nothing?”

      “Do you always talk like that? Like an obsessive soldier?”

      “Yes. Now answer the question. Why would it accomplish nothing?”

      “All you’re going to do is get us both killed,” Valerie insisted and sipped her wine. “I’ve done nothing to deserve that. All I did was deliver a letter. And to the best of my knowledge, other than breaking my nose, you’ve done nothing to deserve death. Most importantly, there’s nothing at the end of this for you, girl. Take the money and start a new life. Digging into this will bring nothing but pain.”

      Mia set the knife down. “You said you didn’t know who was behind all this. How do you know it’ll bring pain?”

      “I don’t know. Not exactly, but when you’ve been involved in my work for as long as I have, you learn to sense things, and I sense this is dangerous, far more dangerous than you realize. Think about the implications and what work your father did. I don’t know the particulars, only what they outlined for me to tell you, and that was enough. Some secrets are best left buried.” Valerie nodded toward the knife. “And it’s not like knowing the truth would bring your father back. Wouldn’t he want you to move on and be happy?”

      “It would bring me closure,” Mia maintained. “I’m not going to move on.”

      Valerie scoffed, though her hands were still shaking. “Then what? You’re going to kill me in public? We both know you’re not. Even if you do, it won’t get you closer to your goal. You’ll end up imprisoned or killed when the authorities find you. You’ll be no closer to learning the truth.”

      Mia resisted the urge to flash her sidearm. A chance glance from another table could complicate the interrogation. Valerie had called her bluff. There was more than one way to wage a full-out assault.

      “I’m rich now,” she said.

      “I’m well aware of your newfound wealth, Miss Verick,” Valerie reminded her. “After all, I’m the one who informed you of that.”

      “I’ve taken measures to secure that money.”

      “That’s responsible of you. I’m glad to hear it.”

      Valerie’s focus shifted to the waiter approaching with two plates on his tray. He smiled and set the plates in front of Mia and Valerie, and both offered shallow nods to his inquiries until he got the point and retreated from the table.

      Mia picked up her fork. Valerie tensed, only relaxing when Mia twirled pasta around the utensil.

      “I grew up in the Wilderlands with dangers all around. My father trained me to survive without luxuries.” Mia took a bite of the pasta. More flavorful than what she was used to, though not unwelcome. “That makes me stronger than you.”

      “When you get older, you’ll learn to appreciate those luxuries. You’ll learn that strength is overrated.” Valerie shook her fork. “Be happy that you won’t have to work to earn anything. It means you won’t have to compromise yourself.”

      Mia took a few more bites of her pasta before responding. “You don’t understand. I can make my way without that money. It’s a resource I can use, one that I can use up entirely if necessary for my mission.”

      Valerie set her fork down. “And what are you suggesting you’re going to use it for? If you planned to kill me, you’d do it yourself, not hire someone.”

      “I can use it to disrupt your firm,” Mia explained. “I’ve proven what dedication and money can do. I found you, didn’t I?”

      Valerie snorted. “You underestimate how powerful the firm is.”

      Mia shook her head. “No, I understand that. I also understand how much you want to keep your clients hidden. I’m sure there are legal reasons for that. I’m also sure there are reasons that clients don’t want their names coming out. I can spend every credit I have to expose the firm and the clients. Public attention will do the rest. Corruption offends people.”

      “You ungrateful little bitch.” Valerie’s face reddened. “You’ve been taken care of. Your father ensured you’ll never want for anything, and that’s not enough? Hurting other people won’t help you.”

      “I’m not asking for much. I don’t want to hurt anyone. All I want is the truth.”

      “And that’s why you’re a child pretending to be a woman.” Valerie sneered. “There’s no great glorious story at the end of this. There’s only pain, suffering, and embarrassment. You won’t—”

      “I have nothing left,” Mia snapped. “My father’s dead. My mission is to find out the truth behind it. Whatever insults you think you can use to convince me won’t work. I’ve come this far. I’ve tracked you. I don’t care if your firm is destroyed.” She leaned forward and lowered her voice. “I also don’t care how corrupt you or your firm is or what criminals and self-serving, worthless government officials you serve. I’m not here for justice. I’m here for the truth about who my father worked for. That’s it. Now you can take your chances with me coming after you and shining a light on your corrupt little hive, or you can help me find out who he worked for.”

      Valerie slumped in her chair. “You’re insane. Completely insane. I was hoping you were only a naive idiot, but you’re so much worse.”

      “Dedication isn’t insanity. I offered you a choice. Do we have a deal?”

      “All you want is to know who your father worked for? I might not be able to find out much more than that. I swear. I’m nothing more than what I claimed before, a simple intermediary.”

      Mia collected more pasta on her fork. “We can start with who he worked with.” She lifted the fork and stared at the sauce-covered noodles. “I’ve never had something like this before. I can see why you like it.”

      “I’ll try to see what I can dig up, but you can’t pull another stunt like this.” Valerie glared at her. “This isn’t about embarrassment. You might not care if you die, but I don’t deserve to.”

      “Does anyone?” Mia shrugged and swallowed more pasta.

      “Just promise me you’ll lie low. If you don’t care about me or your own life, think about your precious answers. I can’t help you if I’m dead.”

      Mia pondered in silence, downing more of the buttery pasta. Expanding the tactical and strategic risks in an operation was always ill-advised without a clear, immediate advantage.

      “You have a good point.” She set her fork down. “You have two days. I’ll contact you. I’ll expect something by then.”

      Valerie sighed in relief. “I’m glad you can be reasonable.”

      “Two days.” Mia surveyed the room for anyone paying attention. Satisfied she wasn’t going to be attacked, she stood and stepped away from the table. “And if you think you’ll run, just remember that I was able to find you once. I can find you again. We both know I have the dedication and resources.”

      Valerie flicked her wrist dismissively. “Just stay out of trouble until I can figure things out.”

      Mia backed away, keeping her attention on Valerie until she stepped around the corner. The mission had been a success. Now, she just needed to wait.
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        * * *

      

      Proper preparations laid the ground for all victories. The thought kept returning to Mia as she approached the bistro two days later, hands in her pockets and wearing a faint smile. In a span of modest weeks, she’d tracked down Valerie Kalan and soon would learn another vital clue about the truth behind her father.

      Illuminating his past wouldn’t bring him back, but she liked to believe her success would have impressed him. None of it would have been possible without his training.

      Mia picked up the pace, hurrying down the sidewalk without breaking into a run and attracting attention. In a message, Valerie had insisted she’d only wait one hour before leaving.

      Showing up at the woman’s apartment to deliver more threats might have worked, but the current situation suited Mia. A public meeting cut down on the risks. Hiding assassins in the apartment would be trivial, and Mia had minimal recon coverage of Valerie’s home.

      Mia slowed, her neck tensing, her heart kicking up. Something was wrong. She glanced at the vehicles in the distance. She took in the constant dull roar and cacophony that was the city’s audioscape.

      A scraping noise came from a nearby alleyway. It was quiet, almost imperceptible. A click followed. The noise was unmistakable, someone loading a magazine into a pistol.

      Assuming one’s enemy was cowed had led to countless reversals throughout history. Mia had time for that briefest of thoughts before throwing herself backward when heavy footsteps sounded from the alleyway.

      Three scowling men emerged holding guns. Two were familiar—Valerie Kalan’s guards when she had come to see Mia the first time.

      Now Mia understood what she was dealing with, and she sprinted forward, zigzagging during her quick approach. Her instant reaction took the men off-guard, and one whipped up his weapon.

      Mia jerked her head to the side as the whine of the rail pistol filled the air. Heat spread over Mia’s neck, and blood splattered on the ground.

      She didn’t have time to evaluate the wound fully, but the throbbing and modest blood, not to mention her continued ability to move, suggested it was a graze. Ignoring the pain, she closed the distance on her would-be assassins.

      They panicked, backpedaled, and spread out. Their fundamental mistake had been engagement distance. An ambush at twice the distance would have forced her into a gunfight with multiple targets and minimal cover. They could have finished her in thirty seconds with their pistols.

      Mia slammed her fist into the face of the assassin who’d just fired. She got a satisfying crunch, and he staggered back to smack his head against a wall. He grunted as his pistol flew away and skittered against the hard ground, and his eyes rolled up before he slumped to the ground.

      His stunned partners turned to her, and she smashed her elbow into the face of the closest one. Blood spurted from his nose as she throat-punched him, leaving him gasping, and grabbed his arm, put her foot against his chest, and twisted and dropped to the ground to toss him toward the other man.

      Another high-pitched whine announced a shot from the third assassin. Her motion saved her, and the round passed over and blasted dust from the new hole in the wall.

      Despite her surprise at him taking the shot with such risk to his partner, Mia didn’t panic. The shooter hesitated as his partner barreled toward him. He jumped out of the way with a grunt, giving Mia precious seconds to snatch up a fallen pistol and add a new hole in the man’s chest.

      She spun, ready to finish off the first man, but he’d hit his head hard on the concrete wall in the alley. His death stare into the sky marked his fate as blood pooled from the back of his head.

      The throbbing pain in Mia’s neck grew with each passing second. Her pulse pounded in her ears. Sharp, intense pain blossomed in her leg. She blinked and glanced at it.

      Mia gave a sharp laugh. The bastard she’d punched and thrown had managed to stab her in the process. She had to give him credit.

      But not her. Sloppy. She’d let her guard down and had taken too many wounds.

      A grunt from the wall alerted her. She turned toward the second man, the one she’d heaved at his partner. His gaze cut between her and the gun he’d dropped when she’d thrown him.

      With a yell, he threw himself at the gun. Mia put two rounds through him before he hit the ground, his fingers inches short of the pistol. A third shot to the head ended his life and the threat.

      She took a couple of deep breaths. Despite her mistakes, winning against superior numbers after an ambush would be worth a good score in a simulation.

      Mia was unsure of her next step. She’d have to handle her wounds before hunting down Valerie. There was no way the woman was waiting in the bistro.

      Valerie wouldn’t escape. Mia wouldn’t allow her. She’d tried to be reasonable, and Valerie tried to kill her. Now, it was time for a more extreme interrogation.

      Mia took more measured breaths. Her heart wasn’t the galloping mess it had been during the fight, but the return to normalcy allowed the pain to the forefront. Flashing lights popped around the corner from the police hover cruisers that whipped through the streets and stopped in front of the alleyway.

      She looked from vehicle to vehicle and counted the armored officers emerging with their rifles and pistols. They were much better equipped than the men she’d just killed.

      “Drop your weapons and get on the ground!” screamed an officer.

      After a moment of consideration, Mia tossed the rail pistol to the side. She made a show of dropping to her knees and lifting her arms. Moving to discard her holstered firearm might be misinterpreted.

      More shouts cut through the air. They were hard to make out in the cloud of pain and her pounding pulse. She awkwardly shuffled to lie face first on the ground, then put her hands behind her head.

      Winning battles was necessary to win a war, but not enough. Now she didn’t know if everything had been for nothing.
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      Mia sat at a black table in the interrogation room with her hands in her lap. She stared at the door, rethinking her every decision up to the battle. She held no regrets about the fight other than annoyance that she’d allowed herself to be surprised. Avoiding the police would have been easy if she had been the one to initiate the ambush.

      Sitting left her with time to reflect on those successes, as well as her wounds. Every beat of her heart made her wounds throb despite the analgesic in the QuickHeal patches applied by the EMTs. Pain had been part of her entire life. She didn’t fear injury, but she accepted that her wounds highlighted the failure of her mission.

      She was annoyed but not surprised. The on-scene police had wanted to take her straight to the hospital, but she’d refused, wanting to be processed. The quicker she got through the system, the sooner she could figure out how to return to her original mission.

      After administering first aid, the police took Mia to the station and took all her belongings, including her gun and knife, along with blood samples and pictures. That done, they’d escorted her through basic processing and into the interrogation room.

      Her only real surprise since her arrest was that they’d taken the cuffs off once they settled her in the interrogation room. She’d not made any attempt to escape. The police wouldn’t have been stupid enough to leave the door open and not watch her through a camera. There was no immediate benefit to antagonizing them either.

      They could have killed her already if they were working for her enemies. It was a good sign that they hadn’t, even if it didn’t guarantee they weren’t corrupt. She needed to be ready for any eventuality.

      Mia’s cool gaze surveyed the room, seeking any tactical asset. A casual push with her foot confirmed the table was secured to the floor, along with her chair and the one across the table. There was nothing she could use as a weapon.

      That wasn’t a major problem. She was confident she could take multiple opponents out in hand-to-hand combat. The small size of the room played to her advantage for the most likely ambush scenarios. She’d even practiced rapid response to attempted execution in an interrogation room as part of her training.

      The room lacked a clock, but that didn’t bother her. She had a good innate sense of the passage of time, a useful skill her father had nurtured.

      When you’re dropped onto a battlefield, you can’t always guarantee you’ll have all the gear you need or want.

      Mia hadn’t been waiting long when the door opened. A dark-suited man entered, a detective, she presumed. He nodded to someone hidden behind the wall and closed the door.

      “Hungry?” the man asked. “From what I’ve heard, you’ve only had water and an electrolyte infusion since you were arrested. Considering…” He motioned to her. “…the state you’re in, that’s not healthy.”

      “I’m fine,” Mia snapped. “Going a long time without food and water isn’t a problem for me. My injuries are under control. My life isn’t in immediate danger.”

      “Your life isn’t in immediate danger? That’s good to know.” He sat across her with an easy smile. “You haven’t said much since you were picked up.”

      “I don’t have any reason to say anything. I try not to talk when I don’t have anything to say.”

      “That’s a good strategy for life. Not so much when you’re being questioned by the police about three dead bodies.”

      Mia’s father had told her that if she ever got in trouble, she should not say anything of substance and not let anyone manipulate her emotions. There might come a day when she would have to use her skills to defend herself, and the authorities wouldn’t understand. So far, she saw no reason not to use her father’s preferred strategy.

      “I’m Detective Keller,” the man explained. “And all I want to do is help you out, but to help you out, you’re going to have to help me out, which means I need you to answer questions. The officers who processed you said you hadn’t told them anything but your name. That’s not being helpful. It makes us have to assume things, and when we find someone covered in blood over three dead bodies, those assumptions aren’t going to go in her favor.”

      Mia nodded. Hiding her name was pointless, considering she had a registered datapad on her, and they’d taken a blood sample.

      It had been part of her strategy. Giving up useless intelligence could increase the confidence of an enemy and make them more careless. She needed them to believe they had the upper hand at all times if she were to escape.

      The key was managing that intelligence. The less they knew about her, the less they could trap her.

      “I have nothing to say,” Mia offered. “I can’t be held responsible for erroneous assumptions you make.”

      “Yeah, yeah.” The detective leaned back in his chair and raised an eyebrow. “You say that, but most people would have more to say about three dead bodies, Miss Verick. Can I call you that? Or would you prefer Mia? I’d like us to be friends.”

      “Call me whatever you want. I doubt we’ll be friends.”

      “I’m sorry you feel that way.” He nodded. “But we’ll go with Mia.”

      Torture is ineffective if you want verifiable intel. The most effective interrogators will attempt to befriend you. Be wary of an enemy who acts friendly. No matter what he says, your first assumption should be that he’s trying to get you to lower your guard.

      Mia wondered if her father had ever been captured and interrogated. He never admitted it, but the way he talked made her think he had.

      She tensed as Detective Keller reached into his jacket. She spread her legs, ready to push away from the chair and dodge a gun, but the detective tugged a datapad from his pocket.

      Detective Keller typed for a moment before glancing back over at her. “I became a cop because I wanted to help people. I went for detective because I’ve always liked to solve mysteries.”

      “Then that’s a good fit,” Mia suggested.

      “Isn’t it, though? Though most crimes aren’t mysteries. Did you know that? People see the shows and movies, and they think we’re spending all our time doing low-level investigation. In the vast majority of cases, it’s straightforward. It’s just a matter of tracking people and things. Even homicides. Sure, you get a guy killed in a robbery gone bad, but for most people, when they get killed, it’s because they know the killer.” He snorted. “That doesn’t mean they are friends. Enforcers from opposing syndicates know each other, and they might kill each other. And even when we find bodies, it’s easy to figure out the overall nature of the case. Robbery, syndicate hit, crime of passion. Not real mysteries.”

      “I was wrong,” Mia answered. “Your job isn’t a good fit.”

      Detective Keller chuckled. “There’s that remaining ten percent still, Mia. Real mysteries where the obvious explanations don’t seem to fit, and I have to deal with real work.” He nodded toward the datapad. “And this case is a mystery. You’re a mystery, Mia. We’ve got a birth certificate here, and we’ve got your father listed on it, though I see that he’s recently deceased and was the licensed owner of the gun we found on you. That explains that, but not much else.”

      Mia nodded but didn’t add anything else. She wouldn’t give him any openings. He wouldn’t be talking to her if he knew anything.

      “Now, this is weird.” Detective Keller tapped the datapad. “Name of mother, redacted.”

      Total silence might let him think she was worried. It was more important that he understand he had nothing on her. “A redacted parental name on a birth certificate isn’t unique,” she countered. “Not everyone is interested in their children.”

      “No, you’re right,” Detective Keller conceded. “It’s not unique. But it’s unusual, especially in non-adoption cases, and even then, I’d say most of the time I’ve seen it, the father’s been the one taken off, not the mother. Your mother must have been a real piece of trash to not care about her own daughter.”

      The detective watched her intently. She didn’t give him the indignant reaction he craved.

      He leaned forward, resting his elbows on the table and threading his fingers together. “That makes me wonder. Did you know your mother?”

      “That’s none of your business.” Mia tried to keep her voice calm, though a faint tremor leaked through. She didn’t know anything about her mother. Whenever she’d asked her father, he deflected or told her the past wasn’t important. He’d given no indication her mother was a questionable person.

      She’d always believed him and accepted that it wasn’t important. Her father was the one training and taking care of her. There was no reason to care about a woman who wasn’t making her stronger. But now, with the death of her father, any piece of information about her past might prove vital to completing her own mission by solving his mystery.

      Detective Keller jammed the datapad back in a pocket. “I’m the investigating detective. Which means it’s my business.”

      Mia shrugged. “I have nothing to say to you.”

      “You need to give me something here, Mia,” Detective Keller pressed. “Because right now, we’ve got three dead bodies and a young woman who isn’t saying much. Triple homicide isn’t something they let you spend a couple of days in jail for. Do you understand that?” He looked her up and down. “Most people your age, man or woman, would be freaked by three dead bodies.”

      “I’m not like most people.”

      “I doubt the syndicates are hiring teen hitwomen.” He frowned, his features contorted by the building frustration. “I’m not an idiot. A pretty young thing like you? I’m thinking maybe these guys were drunk assholes who saw you and tried something they shouldn’t have. Maybe they pegged you for a Wilderlands bumpkin. Things got out of hand, you saw a knife, panicked, grabbed a gun, and sent ’em onto their just desserts. I get that. I’m not telling you it was wrong if that’s how things went down. But I need you to tell me if that’s true.” He shrugged. “If you explain what happened, we can make this all go away with a self-defense justification. Sitting here not giving up any info doesn’t accomplish anything but make you look like a cold-blooded killer.”

      Mia stared at him, trying to pick out any hint of deception. She had acted in self-defense. Trusting a local cop when she might be dealing with people who had deep and secret roots in the government wasn’t smart. Admitting to anything might end with her in a cell and unable to protect herself from an assassin. Her lack of knowledge about the local levels of corruption complicated things.

      She would have liked to trust him, but her instincts told her not to. There was something in his eyes that unsettled her.

      Her heart rate kicked up. She needed a real solution. Making a break for it when the door next opened might work. They hadn’t blindfolded her when they’d taken her to the interrogation room, and she’d paid attention to the route. There were no security checkpoints or doors between the interrogation room and the primary exit. Concentration on evasion rather than engagement would have her outside within minutes. But that wasn’t enough.

      While confident she could escape, rampaging through a police station presented its own difficulties. Despite her newfound wealth, she needed a low level of notoriety to complete her primary mission and investigate her father’s background. Having every police officer on the planet looking for her would slow her progress. She couldn’t engage with them at her full potential without clear proof they were corrupt enemies.

      “I’ve nothing to say to you,” Mia insisted, her voice quivering near the end.

      Detective Keller scowled and slammed his palm on the table. “Hey, I’m trying to help you out here. This could be open and shut.” He narrowed his eyes. “And now I’m finding myself wondering if this is a poor Wilderlands bumpkin girl getting set on by drunks or if there’s something way, way worse going on.”

      Mia shrugged. “Believe what you want.”

      “I don’t know what to believe because you don’t make sense to me.”

      “I’ve been clear.”

      “Your words, yes, everything else about you is as clear as a Wilderlands dust storm. Look at it from my perspective. Taking out three men like that?” Detective Keller whistled in amazement. “Sure, shoot a guy with a rail pistol in the right body part, and he’ll die, but you have to hit him. People who have never handled weapons and are panicking can’t aim for shit. I thought you got lucky. Now I’m not sure.”

      Mia didn’t react. She’d credit the detective for setting aside his biases and accepting her obvious lethality based on the available evidence.

      He retrieved the datapad and tapped in a couple of commands. An image of the alley popped up with the dead bodies. He shook the pad. “The last time I saw a self-defense case, it involved this skittish little banker who’d been threatened by an employee he fired. This other guy was being investigated for embezzlement and figures he’s got nothing to lose. He decides he’s going to take out the banker. He shows up at the guy’s home, even manages to surprise the bodyguard and put a bullet in his brain. The banker, though, he hears all this, gets the warning, calls the cops, and hides inside.”

      “The police should have had the shooter in holding,” Mia suggested. “If you had held the obvious criminal, then that bodyguard would be alive. It speaks to your failure.”

      Detective Keller snorted. “Don’t push me, Mia. And let me finish my story.”

      She stared at him, wondering if he’d ever been in a true firefight and how he’d react to pain. Many men thought they could handle pain because they’d stubbed a toe. They didn’t understand real agony.

      The detective continued. “Anyway, our skittish banker made sure he had a gun in case this exact situation happened. Our shooter comes in, and our banker unloads.” He laughed. “He empties the entire magazine, and he’s standing just a few yards away. Out of fourteen rounds, only one hits.” He tapped his forehead. “But it was a lucky single round.” He lowered his finger to point at her. “That’s how untrained people react to these types of situations. They don’t get their hands on their attacker’s weapons and kill them with a couple of well-placed shots like they’ve been training as elite marksmen for decades.” He nodded toward the datapad. “And they don’t crack the skulls of people on the ground.”

      “It’s surprisingly easy for a man to die when he hits his head on the ground,” Mia informed him calmly. “You should consult the relevant medical texts. The human skull is not meant to collide with modern building and surfacing materials.”

      “Sure. The guy happened to trip and kill himself.” Keller’s smile had vanished, replaced by a dark scowl. “The more you don’t give me, the more I think you have something dangerous to hide, which makes me think you’re not the innocent little girl I was hoping you were.” He clucked his tongue. “That could make things easier for me, but not for you.”

      Mia held his gaze. “That’s your problem, not mine.”

      “You think so? It seems to me it’s the exact opposite.” Keller gestured around the room. “In case you don’t understand what’s happening here, you’re being investigated for a triple homicide. It damned well is your problem. Even if this was self-defense, if you don’t start helping me now, you can still get charged with obstruction. I don’t have time for bullshit, little girl.” He glared at her. “You don’t start helping me soon, then I start thinking you’re on the payroll of someone dirty, and I stop being so nice.”

      Mia sighed, more annoyed than intimidated. “That’s your choice. Do what you feel is appropriate.”

      Keller stood and straightened his tie. He walked around the table, his eyes boring into her the entire time until he stopped and loomed over her. “No. It’s your choice. I’m not having my clearance numbers screwed over this month because a little bitch thinks she’s doing her syndicate boyfriend a favor by luring three guys into an alley to get whacked.”

      His theory amused Mia. It was less elaborate than the truth.

      “So you’re saying you’re not interested in helping me, only yourself?”

      Keller leaned over to whisper into her ear. “We’re all alone in here. You killed three guys.” He grabbed her arm and squeezed. “It would be easy to say you went after me. They’ll take my word for self-defense before a suspect tied to three bodies.”

      The threat insulted Mia. Did he think she didn’t know they were being filmed? Or was he trying to imply he could get rid of any footage? Corruption could run deeper in the city than she knew.

      Mia locked eyes with the detective. “That’s also your choice. You’d have to live with the consequences.”

      Keller squeezed her arm harder. She tried not to laugh. She’d been grazed by a rail pistol round and stabbed. His feeble attempts at hurting her barely registered. Her daily exercise routine hurt more.

      “I could slam your face into this table right now, you little syndicate bitch,” growled Keller. “Then I can let you stew in here for an hour before I send any medics in. They’d fix your nose, but it would be a long hour.”

      Mia glanced to her side. At this distance, a sharp elbow to his throat might kill him. She’d have to be careful to keep her strength in check and only disable him. Combining the move with a flying armbar would guarantee target neutralization.

      The problem was the door. Any plan that didn’t get her out of the room was doomed. Taking out the detective without an opening would only complicate the situation.

      Keller released her arm and moved his hand toward her patched stab wound. “I bet this still hurts.” His finger lingered over the wound. “It would be a shame if—”

      The door opened, and a uniformed officer stood there with his mouth twitching. Mia almost launched the first assault, only stopping because the new arrival was glaring at the detective and not her.

      Detective Keller growled and jerked upright. “What?”

      “The captain says he wants to see you,” the officer reported. “Now.”

      Keller narrowed his eyes. “And just when I was getting somewhere.” He shook his head at Mia. “This isn’t over, bitch.”

      Mia shrugged. “I’m not going anywhere. Take your time.”

      “Exactly. You aren’t going anywhere.” Keller stormed out of the room and slammed the door shut behind him.

      Mia folded her hands in her lap. She needed a better plan, and, for the moment, she had nothing better to do.
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        * * *

      

      When the door opened later, Mia expected Keller to swagger back in and make more threats. Instead, a large, weary-looking man in a rumpled suit all but staggered into the room before dropping into the open chair.

      “I’m Detective Howel,” he explained while scratching the side of his nose. “You won’t be seeing Keller again.”

      “Why?” Mia asked.

      “I can’t go into all of it. Let’s just say I have an interest in this case and can handle it more calmly. And I know you won’t believe this coming from me, but he’s a good cop. He just gets caught up in cases.”

      “I have nothing to say,” Mia insisted. “I also don’t care about your department.”

      Howel raised his palm. “Sure, sure. I get it. Keep quiet. You don’t know who to trust, but…” He ran a hand through his hair. “Look, I know you killed those men in self-defense.”

      “If you believe that, then why don’t you let me go? Why go through all this?”

      “Because I also know they were involved in shady shit, and I specialize in investigating shady shit. And that means you might be the only piece of evidence I have that can help me dig deeper.” Howel looked her up and down, frowning with obvious confusion. “Nobody likes a mystery, Miss Verick, and right now, this whole thing is one giant mystery with too many coincidences.”

      “I thought detectives liked mysteries,” Mia pointed out.

      “Detectives like helping people, but in a perfect world, there’d be no mysteries for us to solve. Which brings me back to the coincidences.”

      “Such as?”

      “All of those men had previous ties with one Valerie Kalan,” Detective Howel reported. “Does that name ring a bell?”

      Mia hesitated for a moment, almost tricked into answering. She was impressed that the detective had dug so close to the truth. That didn’t mean she would help him until she knew more about him.

      “Really?” Howel raised an eyebrow. “Because you see, we’ve got witnesses at that restaurant that saw you talking with Kalan a couple of days ago. And I have an officer who is contacting the restaurant about getting surveillance footage. So, let me ask you again, does the name Valerie Kalan ring any bells?”

      “Oh?” Mia frowned. “Oh! I see. That’s her name? She told me her name was Sheila.”

      If an interrogator trips you up, give them what they want. Give them the truth but give it to them on your terms. That’ll make it harder for them to catch you in a lie.

      “Interesting.” Howel folded his arms. “I don’t know what went down in that alley, but I’m convinced you’re the victim here, and that makes me worried, especially considering what happened to Valerie Kalan.”

      Mia almost wanted to ask him about surveillance cameras in the alley, but she didn’t need to bother. The original detective would have mentioned footage if they had any to use against her. She needed to correct one misapprehension first.

      “What are you talking about?” asked Mia. “Nothing happened to Sheila. She wasn’t even there. From what I’ve seen of her, she doesn’t strike me as a woman who’d have what it takes to shoot or stab someone.”

      “’Course not.” Howel stared at her for a moment as if judging her. “And you really don’t know, do you?”

      Mia cocked her head. “Without more information, I can’t answer that question.”

      “Kalan’s dead. An assistant at her firm found her dead. Initial workup points to an OD, but we have the coroner going over the test results.” He shook his head. “And here’s the thing that bothers me most. The timing of it all. Because you see, it turns out she’s been dead for a day, according to our guy, but the assistant just happened to find her body right after your little dance party in the alley. That’s mighty convenient.”

      “I’ve…” Mia began. “You think I poisoned her somehow, then assaulted her people? That would be impressive.”

      Howel shook his head. “Nothing like that. I believe you’re the victim. I can smell it on you. You’re wrapped up in something serious. I don’t think you want an easy way out, but it’s clear to me things are out of control.”

      Mia closed her eyes and sighed. She’d thought she’d been careful and precise. She’d tracked down Kalan and put the squeeze on her. Without the woman’s information, Mia had no way of continuing her search. Whoever was behind everything wanted her to go away.

      Changing battlefield conditions required tactical shifts. Howel had given her valuable intelligence unprompted. Unlike Keller, he came off as genuine, and her instincts told her he was trustworthy. Most importantly, Mia was out of options. It was time for a desperate gamble, the complete truth.

      “I haven’t been honest with you,” Mia explained.

      Howel chuckled. “You don’t say. You’ll forgive me for not acting surprised.”

      “I needed information from that woman,” Mia continued. “I never wanted her hurt, and when I last saw her, she was fine. My plan was to embarrass her into giving me what I needed.”

      “Now we’re getting somewhere.” Howel nodded. “And what did you need?”

      “First, I have to explain what happened a few weeks ago.”
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        * * *

      

      After a brief overview of her life with her father, Mia laid out her mission in broad strokes. Howel listened intently, stopping her on rare occasions to ask for clarification but never pushing her beyond her self-reported sequence of events that ended with her in the city investigating the doomed Valerie Kalan.

      “And I was heading to the bistro when I was ambushed by the men.” Mia punctuated her story with a shrug. “It was kill or be killed.”

      She wasn’t sure why she trusted Detective Howel. Something about his presence comforted her. Her gut told her he was on her side.

      “Sounds like it,” Howel allowed. “That’s a hell of a story.”

      “And you believe all of it?” Mia asked.

      “Why shouldn’t I? It’s the truth, isn’t it?”

      Mia frowned, true uncertainty sneaking into her mind for the first time in days. “I know I’m not like most girls my age. I know my upbringing was different. I know my father was different. The nature and mystery of his death are different.”

      “Sure. And that’s why you’re so interested in finding out what happened,” Howel reasoned. “This all makes more sense now.”

      She didn’t understand. It was almost as if he viewed her upbringing and father as nothing noteworthy. When she’d been laying out the details, the detective hadn’t once shown any surprise. Was he that good of an actor? Or did he not care because she wasn’t with a criminal organization or terrorist group?

      Howel yawned and stretched. “Sorry. Don’t take that personally. This was all interesting and informative. It also helps me settle on a plan to get you out of here. The thing is, it’s not as simple as just letting you go, especially with all the dead bodies around.”

      “I figured as much,” Mia admitted.

      “Do you trust me, Miss Verick?”

      “I have no choice but to trust you.”

      Howel stared at her for a moment with an odd look in his eyes. There was no anger there. Pity, maybe.

      “This is going to take a little while,” Howel explained. “In the meanwhile, I think the best bet is for you to be placed in protective custody in your own cell while I get it sorted out.”

      Mia snorted. “I’m not afraid of being around other prisoners. You don’t need to protect me.”

      Howel smiled. “You misunderstand, Miss Verick.”

      “What? I don’t believe that you’re attempting to threaten me like Keller.”

      “Yeah. Keller and I are different sorts of men.” Howel shrugged. “He means well, even if he takes it too far at times. The thing is, the cell isn’t about protecting you. It’s about protecting everyone else.” He gestured to one of her patches. “You took out three highly trained men who ambushed you, and you’re still walking around despite getting stabbed and shot. Idiot prisoners might think they could try something, and they’ll end up dead. And that means more paperwork for everyone.” He patted the table and stood. “I’ll have you transferred in a few minutes. Sit tight, kid. We’ll get this all sorted.”
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      Sitting on the edge of her bed with a tray in hand, Mia peered at the yellowish lumps in her spoon. The officer who’d delivered it claimed they were eggs. She’d never had eggs with that texture or flavor before, and that included eating dehydrated rations during a wilderness exercise led by her father.

      After a surprisingly restful night of sleep on her cot in the cell, her growling stomach had her looking forward to breakfast. Her first bite of the eggs reminded her more of insulation than food. She’d traveled around the tray in a pitiful attempt to locate a tiny portion of the breakfast that might elevate it. Instead, she found awful lukewarm lumps that may provide sustenance but not anything approaching satisfaction or happiness.

      She’d had bugs in field training that tasted better. She was half-convinced the police were trying to break her down.

      Over a painful twenty minutes, she downed the food. Tasty food was a luxury, and this wasn’t a time to worry about such things.

      Eat when you have the opportunity as long as it doesn’t give someone power over you. You never know when it might come again on a busy mission.

      Mia didn’t know what was coming her way. She couldn’t operate at maximum efficiency if half-starving. The next batch of assassins might prove more competent.

      That left her with nothing much else to do but lie on her cot and think. She’d thought about exercise, but she didn’t want to risk opening her wounds again until she was in a secure location.

      She reviewed everything that had happened since her arrival in the city, trying to identify places where she could have done better. Being more cautious about going to meet Valerie Kalan was the most obvious example. Success had fed her overconfidence. Now she had to plan for the future and not make the same mistakes.

      Mia couldn’t be sure about Howel. He’d be the key to her immediate response. The previous night, she’d wanted to believe him, if only so she didn’t feel so isolated and alone. Now that she’d had some sleep and her wounds ached less, she worried that she’d been played. A friendly cop following a terrible cop was a textbook manipulation technique.

      Her father’s interrogation training had been helpful, but it wasn’t anywhere near as extensive as her tactical skills. Getting captured was a failure.

      Something about Howel’s eyes made her doubt he was an enemy, though. He didn’t have the look of a man who’d been trying to trick her. She wanted to trust her instincts. No one had stormed into the room or cell later to formally charge her with a triple homicide. More importantly, no one had taken the opportunity to assassinate her in the middle of the night when she’d slept.

      All the competing theories and concerns swirled in her mind for hours until Detective Howel walked in front of the bars and stared down at her on her cot. She craned her neck backward, taking in the man upside down. She’d assumed his unkempt appearance at their first meeting reflected a busy day, but his suit didn’t look any better today.

      “Hello, Miss Verick,” he greeted her with a surprising undercurrent of jolliness in his voice.

      Mia sat up and swung her legs over the edge of the cot. The motion made her wounds ache more. “Did you know the food here is terrible? Or was I given bad food on purpose?”

      Howel laughed. “You’ve been given the same food as any other prisoner. I bet it is bad. Would you believe me if I told you that was more a budget thing than on purpose? I can talk to somebody. Maybe we could get something special set up if it’s that much of a problem. Claim a religious exemption or something like that.”

      “I’ll live.” Mia shrugged. “I don’t plan on staying here long enough for it to be a problem.”

      “That makes things easier, then.” Howel folded his arms. “I wanted to talk to you about the overall situation. We need to figure out where things are going to go from here.”

      “What’s to talk about?” Mia asked. “I told you what happened and how I ended up in this city looking for that woman. There’s nothing else relevant to tell you. I would tell you anything I believed useful for you to know.”

      The same unsettling look from last night appeared in his eyes. This time Mia was sure it was pity. Fear was fine. Anger, too. Not pity.

      “Why does it have to be you?” the detective asked.

      “Why does what have to be me? I didn’t go looking for a fight. That didn’t mean I was going to stand there and let those men kill me. If you want me to apologize or feel bad about it, I don’t. They clearly intended to ambush and murder me. If I’d felt they were attempting a simple kidnapping, I would have considered non-lethal force. The situation was such that I was left with little choice. They brought about their own deaths.”

      “No, I get it, and I understand,” Howel sympathized. “And I’d be lying if I said you hadn’t done this city a favor. With more digging, I’m sure I could link them to at least a couple of unsolved murders, if not more. These guys weren’t top-notch, law-abiding citizens. Not surprising, considering they’re trying to murder women.”

      “Then what do you want from me?” Mia allowed annoyance to creep into her voice.

      “I want clarity.”

      “On what?”

      “On why it has to be you, in particular, solving all this.” He patted his chest. “Instead of me or someone like me. Some people might look at your behavior and ask the question about who appointed you to do all of this, and more importantly, under whose authority are you operating?”

      “What authority?”

      Howel tilted his head. “You’re not law enforcement or military. You have no special right to investigate crimes or suspicions of crimes, and from what you told me, this isn’t about you thinking your father was murdered. That means you’re stirring up trouble with questionable authority.”

      Mia frowned. “My father appointed me.”

      “How? He’s dead.”

      “He trained me to look into suspicious matters. He wanted me to understand the truth.” Mia put her hand on her heart. “And my father taught me that those given the authority to decide things and risk conflict, including violence, need to have the commitment, power, and willingness to execute the decision of the Council.”

      Howel looked confused. “The Council? You didn’t mention a Council. Who are they?”

      Mia sighed and looked down. “With my dad gone. It’s just me. And that means I have complete authority.”

      “You?”

      “Yes, me. I am the Council.” Mia locked eyes with Howel. “You admit there’s something going on here. I’ve done nothing illegal. I’ve killed in self-defense, and I tracked down a woman who was using a false identity.” She frowned. “I’m not responsible for her death, and I went out of my way to threaten her only with social embarrassment, not violence. She, or the people she works for, are the ones who chose to escalate this matter and involve killers. I was more than happy to investigate this without hurting anyone. My dad always taught me to inflict as much damage as necessary for a mission, no more, no less.”

      Howel smiled. “If anyone else had given me a speech like that, I might have laughed at them and told them to enjoy their time in prison. When I look at you and see what you have accomplished, I know you’re deadly serious about every word and that I should believe what you’re saying.”

      “I am, and you should,” Mia confirmed. “If this is about making me give up on this, you’d have to kill me first, and you’ve seen what happens to people who try to kill me.”

      “Yes, I have.” Howel’s mouth twitched as if he was trying to hold back a laugh. “But let’s set that aside for the moment and get back to what you care about. Let me give you the lay of the land. You’re not going to be charged formally with a crime, but we can’t release you on your own recognizance either, given your age and the other complicating factors.”

      Mia jumped to her feet. “I’m seventeen. My family situation is irrelevant.”

      “I know how old you are. We do have your information from booking.”

      “Then what’s the problem? Even setting aside my age, I’ve been living on my own on and off since I was eight. I can cook for myself and handle myself.”

      Howel’s brow went up, one of the few occasions of genuine surprise he’d offered. “Really now? You’ve been taking care of yourself that much since you were that young?”

      Mia hadn’t meant to let that slip. But it was out. There was no reason to deny it. The truth only strengthened her case.

      “My dad had work,” she explained. “Jobs often took him away from home for a long time.”

      “Sure, that makes sense.” Howel cupped his chin. “I should have realized that before.”

      Mia waited for him to press more on her father. She’d only given the most basic details about her upbringing and had downplayed her theories about her father’s true job. The detective hadn’t dug the night before, but now that it was in his face, he had no choice. A man like him would want to know everything.

      “Okay, that’s all interesting,” Howel explained, “but it only supports what I’m saying. Here’s the deal: sure, you’re seventeen, and almost a legal adult, but I think you’ve been in the Wilderlands playing war games too long. You don’t get how things work in the city. Killing raiders out there is less complicated than killing people here, even people who have it coming.”

      “It doesn’t have to be complicated unless you make it complicated. I understand everything that’s important.”

      “Do you?” Howel asked. “Did you know that you could be ruled legally incompetent due to emotional disturbance and instability? If you told other people the story you told me, they’d be filling out the forms.”

      “That’s stupid. I’m not emotionally disturbed. Being sad about a parent dying doesn’t make someone emotionally disturbed. My actions have been rational and carefully planned.” Mia motioned to herself. “You’ve interviewed me. Do I seem emotionally disturbed?”

      “You’re in surprising control of yourself, given what’s happened,” Howel acknowledged. “But I can also guarantee that many other people looking at this situation will see nothing more than a strange girl raised in a weird way who’s first real act after her father passes away is to stalk the woman who delivered the message and ended up getting jumped because of it. That same girl then brutally kills three men and doesn’t act concerned that she did.”

      Mia approached the bars. “Those men are the ones who attacked me,” she offered, forcing a calm, neutral voice despite her pounding heart, just like her father had taught her. “Are city people so backward that they let people kill them where they stand?”

      No matter how angry you get, Mia. Don’t let others know. They can use that against you, friend or foe.

      Howel waved his hands. “Sure, sure. I get what you’re saying, and I believe you, but there are enough weird angles to this that you could easily end up in government custody for years while the case gets resolved. And I’d like to avoid that.” He held up a finger. “You need to think about it from an outside perspective. You basically don’t exist in government records. You’re very young, and yet you killed three trained professionals with only minor injuries. You need to understand there are people in this station and in certain government offices in the city that are honestly scared of you and what you represent. They’d like to see the problem go away by locking it deep in a closet somewhere in the sewer.”

      “And you?” Mia probed. “Are you scared of me? Do you want to lock me away?”

      “I wouldn’t want to get on your bad side.” Howel chuckled. “But I also get you don’t start things. You finish things. I can respect that. Sometimes the powers should be scared.”

      “If that’s all true, then why can’t you advocate on my behalf? You know the system better than I do.”

      Howel shrugged. “Believe it or not, I’m trying. The problem is you’re the ultimate example of the kind of problem that keeps the government people in charge up at night, all those people trying their best to maintain the status quo, whether it’s good or bad. Those people want to put a bell around your neck to keep you from upsetting the mango cart. Or whatever you guys say out there in the Wilderlands.”

      Mia frowned. The detective’s attempts at rural metaphors could use work, but she understood what he was getting at. Everything he said made sense, and he didn’t have to tell her any of that.

      She took a deep breath and crossed her arms. “You’re saying no matter what, there’s no way I’m getting out of here unless it’s under someone’s supervision?”

      “That’s the long and short of it, kid,” Howel insisted. “It’s not a bad deal. With my help, we can at least make sure you’re with someone who won’t screw you over the first chance they get.”

      “Not a bad deal?” Mia echoed. “That remains to be seen. If these powers-that-be who are supporting the status quo are so threatened by me, won’t they insist that a dangerous person watch me?”

      “They’d like to, but their options are limited by the same system that you’re upsetting.” Howel grinned. “And I’m nothing more than a simple detective, but that doesn’t mean I don’t know people with pull, people who owe me favors. The thing you didn’t learn growing up in the Wilderlands is how to work the system. When you’re dealing with people who do everything through the system, you can use that against them as the ultimate weapon.”

      “How so?” Mia leaned forward, genuinely curious. She was surprised to find there were gaps in her father’s training. What else had he neglected to tell her?

      “In this situation, it’s about putting you with someone they can’t complain about too much,” Howel explained. “Someone who is respectable and who they know isn’t going to leave the city anytime soon.”

      Mia raised an eyebrow. “And that person is you?”

      “Oh, no.” Howel shook his head. “Don’t feel bad. It’s not you, kid. It’s me. I’ve got enough baggage of my own before bringing somebody to my place. But I do have someone in mind that may be able to help. At least she can provide a place for you to stay until the heat dies down and everybody you’ve upset moves on to being angry about something more pressing.” He motioned around the cell. “Or you can stay here and continue eating those delicious jailhouse budget meals.”

      Mia’s stomach churned at the thought. “You’re not giving me much choice.”

      He grinned. “I could still see about food upgrades.”

      “That’s not what I’m saying.”

      “I am giving you a choice.” The detective shrugged. “What I’m not doing is giving you an order. You make the call, kid. It’s your future, not mine.”

      Mia sighed. “Fine. I’ll do it.”

      “Okay.” Howel nodded and turned to leave. “I’ll get the paperwork going. We should be able to get you out of here by early evening.” He took a few steps and stopped to look over his shoulder. “You get your datapad and coat back, but I can’t do anything about the gun or knife yet. Sorry. Stricter laws here than in the Wilderlands.”

      “It’s not like I needed them last time,” Mia reminded him. “I’ll be okay.”

      Howel snickered. “Yeah, not like you did. See you soon, kid. Stay out of trouble until then.”
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      Mia didn’t bother with chitchat on the ride from the police station to her new temporary home. Part of it was gratitude for being spared any more of the so-called jailhouse meals.

      She didn’t understand how they could be so awful. She had foraged in the Wilderlands during training with her father and eaten worms and insects that had tasted better.

      Her food preferences and related gratitude weren’t the only reason she’d kept quiet. She sensed that Detective Howel wasn’t planning to give her much information, and wasting too much time in pointless conversation would only annoy her.

      There was, however, one piece of information she deserved to know. She’d accepted that she’d lose her freedom for a while. That didn’t preclude her from doing everything she could to poke and pull at her restraints to expand her options.

      “Who will be holding my leash?” she asked. “I’m guessing they aren’t a police officer.”

      “Doctor Abigail M. Curie,” Howel supplied. “I think it’s best if I let her explain her own situation.”

      “I have no idea who that is,” Mia admitted. “Am I supposed to have heard of her before?”

      The detective shook his head. “No, and I didn’t think you would. Don’t worry. I can promise she won’t send three men to ambush you. That makes her better than the other woman from this city you met. It’ll be an adjustment for you, I’m sure, but not a dangerous one.”

      Mia laughed quietly. “A low bar. I’ll take it. I don’t feel the need to kill anyone who isn’t trying to kill me.”

      “That’s a good basic standard.”

      “Glad you agree.”

      They lapsed into silence, and tension flowed away from Mia’s neck and shoulders. She hadn’t even realized she was so tense. A small part of her mind must have been expecting another ambush, and every mile from the station calmed her.

      Thinking over the tumultuous last few weeks, Mia took in the flow of traffic and the layout of the tall buildings. She hadn’t totally shaken the sense of confinement that came with being in Felsk.

      She’d lived a life where seeing even three or four people together was unusual, and the constant presence of people and traffic in the city left her uneasy. The average building stood taller than the tallest trees in the Wilderlands.

      Missions were always in hostile environments. She’d treat the whole experience as another part of her training.

      After a while, the balanced ratio of hover to antigrav vehicles shifted toward the latter, and there seemed to be far fewer people wandering the streets. It was as if the wealthy couldn’t be bothered with something so banal as walking from place to place.

      Traffic lightened as they moved into an upscale neighborhood with expensive-looking, newer buildings and an almost oppressive amount of greenery and trees that somehow managed to feel more artificial than the buildings.

      The careful symmetry of everything didn’t help. Rural citizens trimmed trees and bushes on their land, but with a focus on function rather than aesthetics. No one had the time to worry about how pretty their plants looked in the Wilderlands.

      The trip came to an end in the parking garage of a glimmering spirelike apartment building. Mia said nothing as she followed the detective from his car to an elevator with no obvious lock, either electronic or physical. He typed something into his datapad and waited. A moment later, the doors opened, and he motioned her inside.

      “You can relax,” Howel explained. “You’re safe here.”

      “No one is safe anywhere,” Mia pointed out. “The enemy can always strike when you let your guard down.”

      “Fine. You’re safer here.”

      With a nod, Mia stepped inside. She didn’t like the confined space of the elevator, but there were no immediate threats besides the detective, and he’d passed up numerous opportunities to kill her, growing her implicit trust.

      The elevator rose silently with perfect smoothness. Mia wasn’t surprised when the doors opened to a luxurious hallway, laid with fine carpet and filled with pointless paintings she didn’t recognize or care about. Knowledge of art wasn’t useful in battle.

      That didn’t mean she ignored the floor layout. She counted the doors, and the low number confirmed what she’d expected. There were only a handful of apartments on this side of the floor, implying that each was large.

      Howel led her down the hallway, humming under his breath. She didn’t recognize the tune, but before she could ask him what it was, he stopped in front of an apartment.

      The door opened before he could press the intercom button. A short woman stood inside a foyer, her frosty stare locked on Mia. Her dark red hair stood out against her blue suit.

      “Hello, Abigail,” greeted Howel.

      She wrinkled her nose. “Detective.” Her gaze cut back to Mia. “And this is her?”

      “Yes,” he answered.

      Abigail crooked a finger and walked toward the living room. “I need to talk to you, Detective. The girl should stay there for a moment.”

      Howel stepped inside. “This won’t take long. Stay here, Mia.”

      “Is there a problem?” she asked.

      Howel shook his head. “Just stay here.”

      She didn’t like the dismissal. Abigail’s tone and frown pointed to a problem. Sharing space with someone other than her father would be hard enough, and she liked the idea of staying with someone who didn’t want her there even less.

      Howel closed in on Abigail, who inclined her head toward Mia and whispered. Mia concentrated on picking up what she could. Howel and Abigail should have walked farther if they wanted any hope of her not overhearing the conversation.

      “This is a bad idea,” Abigail insisted, folding her arms. “Why would you bring her here? To me? Are you insane?”

      “Because it makes the most sense,” Howel whispered back. “You make the most sense. The situation’s complicated. This is my way of making it less complicated and helping the girl out.”

      Abigail glared at him. “Can you wipe that smug look off your face? I’ve always disliked how self-righteous you can be.”

      “I don’t think I look all that smug, and self-righteous is a matter of opinion.”

      “This is my home, so it’s my opinion that matters,” Abigail answered. “I rule here.”

      Howel laughed. “Is that how it works? I’ll remember that the next time I get in an argument with somebody at my place.”

      Abigail pinched the bridge of her nose. “Why does she have to stay anywhere? Have you considered the other obvious option?”

      Howel’s mirthful expression disappeared. “And what do you think we should do? Send her back home? She’s not going to stay there. She’s not going to rest until she finds the answers. At least if she’s with you, I know someone I can trust is keeping an eye on her, and she’ll be less likely to end up jumped by three goons in an alley. She took those three out. But what about the next three? Or six?”

      Mia didn’t like Howel dismissing her abilities. She wouldn’t be taken by surprise the next time. The kills would be cleaner, even if the ratio was more lopsided.

      Abigail groaned and scrubbed a hand down her face. “But why should I agree? Give me a reason that’s not self-righteous twaddle.”

      “Because you owe Emery.” Howel offered the whisper with a hint of surprise. “There’s nothing else you can do for him now, but you can help watch his girl.”

      “How dare you. You’re throwing that back at me?” Abigail glared at him.

      “Yeah. Pretty much.” Howel shrugged, no contrition in his expression. “Call me a bastard. I play dirty.”

      Mia’s brow raised. The conversation had been revealing.

      Howel’s lack of interest in her unusual background had struck her at the station as odd. His casual use of her father’s name implied he knew him, and Abigail did, too. No wonder Howel had been so certain the apartment would be a good place to lie low.

      That changed the equation as it meant Abigail had intelligence useful to Mia’s mission. Her lack of interest in helping Abigail was less important.

      “Very well.” Abigail sucked in a breath. “I suppose I have no choice when you put it like that.”

      Howel glanced at Mia. “We always have a choice. It’s just not always the one we like.”

      Abigail frowned, raising her voice above a whisper for the first time in the conversation. “That doesn’t change how busy I am. What does she eat? What will she do all day while I work? Does she know how to clean up after herself?”

      Howel laughed. “Why don’t you ask her? Good God, Doc. She’s a kid, not a dog that needs to be housebroken. She’ll be fine.”

      Mia kept her expression neutral. This wasn’t the time for anger, not when she was closer to more answers. She could save her offense for later.

      Besides, the woman’s panic was amusing, if not downright useful. It meant she wasn’t confident in how to control Mia.

      Mia stepped into the foyer and closed the door, moving past Howel and Abigail into the huge living room, which could have almost held the entire first floor of Mia’s house. The size matched her impressions from the hallway.

      “Don’t break anything,” Abigail called out, shaking a finger. “This isn’t the Wilderlands.” She turned back to Howel. “Though some people act like it is.”

      Mia surveyed the room, surprised that despite the size and the occasional expensive-looking sculpture, empty space predominated. Datapads lay scattered around on an end table, each filled with complicated equations.

      An advanced holographic workstation caught Mia’s eye. She walked toward the device, ignoring the now more mundane conversation between Howel and Abigail. The latter was gesticulating wildly and running through more bizarre lists of concerns about what helping Mia would entail.

      Mia almost called out to reiterate she was potty-trained, but she let Howel handle the conversation.

      She cocked her head to the side and took in the different holographic images floating above the workstation. They were familiar.

      “Wait,” she murmured and reached toward a molecular bonding diagram. Her attention cut to a text display.

      From what she could tell, Abigail was evaluating a new polymer for use in spacecraft construction. Mia’s father had drilled astroengineering into her, with an emphasis on understanding parts and components to facilitate repair in tactical situations and get the most out of any fighter she piloted.

      It’s not enough to win the dogfight. A damaged craft can end up your coffin if you don’t know how to fix it. An optimized craft can save you from getting hit in the first place.

      Mia leaned over, glancing between the basic low-level molecular display and a macro-level layering diagram. Something was wrong. It took her a few looks to spot the problem, and then she reached toward the layering diagram to manipulate the hologram directly.

      “Warning,” came a clipped British-accented woman’s voice. “Unauthorized access. This workstation is being locked down until I can confirm with Dr. Curie that it’s appropriate for you to be examining it.”

      “It’s appropriate,” Mia insisted. “I know what this is.”

      “Unauthorized access,” repeated the voice.

      Mia rolled her eyes. She wouldn’t be stopped by a mindless security program. This wasn’t an infiltration of a secure military installation. She could figure it out.

      She looked at Howel and Abigail. The doctor’s wild pantomiming and hurried whispers contrasted with the relaxed smile of the detective.

      “If you weren’t a mindless program, you might see the obvious flaw in the design,” quipped Mia with a scoff. “All I’m trying to do is correct it.” She frowned. “Now, let’s adjust your access. Where is the secondary dataport?”

      “What flaw?” the machine asked.

      Mia’s eyebrow raised. She’d not expected a full AI. “You’re not a security program?”

      “Security is part of my purview,” the AI responded. “But it doesn’t constitute my complete purpose. Please return to the question of the flaw. You claim you’ve identified one. Please highlight the nature of the theoretical issue before attempting any bypassing of my security. I’m monitoring you and will shut down the entire station before I let you penetrate my security, so it’s to your advantage to focus only on the alleged flaw.”

      Mia gestured to the layering diagram, not caring if all it took was persuading the AI. “The new polymer’s cross section.” She jabbed her finger at a formula and numeric readouts over the workstation. “If this is accurate, that would mean any cross section of this material would have a tendency to shear in high-strain situations.” She stepped back. “I suppose if you lighten the frame of the ship using it, it would make a reliable material for slow, bulk transports. After all, things are fubar if a ship like that is dealing with that level of strain. But this is going to be useless for any combat ship. And if you’re going to use it for a transport, why pay extra for a lighter polymer when the mass reduction and accompanying fuel savings would be negligible given the cargo these transports haul? This isn’t useful.”

      “Please wait,” the AI responded. The seconds ticked away before it continued, “Additional calculations confirm your conclusions.”

      Abigail glanced to her side. A moment later, her eyes widened, and she charged toward the workstation, her arms up like she planned to tackle Mia. Howel laughed and shook his head before following.

      “I told you not to touch anything!” Abigail shouted, red-faced.

      Mia motioned to the workstation. “You said, ‘Don’t break anything.’ I’m not breaking anything. I’m fixing something.”

      “And what have you done to Debbie that she needs to be fixed?”

      “Debbie?”

      The AI answered. “And Deborah, a prophetess, the wife of Lapidoth, she judged Israel at that time. And she dwelled under the palm tree of Deborah between Ramah and Bethel in Mount Ephraim: and the children of Israel came up for judgment. Judges, Chapter 4, Verses 4 and 5, King James Translation of the Bible.”

      Mia glanced over at Abigail. “You didn’t strike me as the religious type.”

      “I’m not. But I can appreciate the accomplishments of women who were valued for their knowledge and wisdom.” She glared at Mia. “And you’ve not answered my question.”

      Howel wandered over to them. He folded his arms and watched with no concern on his face.

      “I didn’t hurt your AI,” Mia insisted. “And I’m saving you time.”

      “How so?” asked Abigail.

      New holograms and data windows appeared at the workstation. The formulas shifted.

      “She identified a flaw in the new compound,” Debbie explained. “It would render its usefulness as formulated questionable for the intended applications.”

      “Really?” Abigail glanced at Mia with a hint of approval in those stern eyes before she began manipulating the display. “Give me a moment. I need to review what you’ve discovered.”

      The scientist’s hands flew to different holograms and displays and her fingers dashed over buttons. Her speed was impressive. Numbers shifted, and additional formulas appeared. Variants of the layering diagram appeared next to the main one.

      Mia walked back over to Howel. “Is she always like this?”

      The detective nodded. “Yes, pretty much. Brilliant woman, though she needs to work on her social skills.” He grinned. “I have a feeling you can relate to that. She has her own mission.”

      “I have my reasons for agreeing to this,” Mia maintained. “Social skills aren’t critical for my mission.”

      “Oh, you’ll find the more time you spend out of the Wilderlands, the more that’s not true.”

      “This changes nothing. I’m waiting, but I’m not giving up on why I came to Felsk.”

      Abigail jerked her hands about, her eyes wide, muttering under her breath. She dismissed two alternative layering diagrams with a sweep of her hand.

      “Of course. I wouldn’t have it any other way.” Howel lowered his voice. “I think this could work out very well for you. You’re going to need to help the situation along for it to work.”

      “I’m not going to be difficult,” Mia declared. “It’s like you said. I’m not a dog.”

      “You heard all that? I thought we were being quiet.”

      Mia nodded. “You were. I still heard.”

      “A dog would be less trouble,” Howel suggested. “For now, you need to keep a low profile to keep unfriendly folks from sniffing around and causing trouble. We want to keep the body count down for now.”

      “I’ll try.” Mia frowned. “But it would be easier if everyone were honest with me.”

      “I’m trying to be. I haven’t lied to you that I can remember.”

      “You obviously knew my father. You both did.”

      Howel offered an easy smile. “You’re a smart kid, and tough. You’re right. And because of that, you need to be gentle with Abigail.”

      “I don’t understand. Why?”

      He inclined his head toward the scientist. She was frantically manipulating the holograms, twisting and turning polymer chains in a new combined layering diagram.

      “It’s like you said,” Howel continued. “I knew your father, and so did Abigail. She’s grieving in her own way over losing him.”

      Mia didn’t bother to respond. The phrasing struck her as odd. No one had her father to lose in the first place except her. Whatever contact he’d had with the scientist, they couldn’t have been that close. Mia would have met her or at least heard of her. She decided to let it go for now.

      “I’ll try my best to behave,” Mia offered. “That’s all I can promise.”

      Howel chuckled. “Fair enough.” He waved to Abigail. “I’ve things of my own to look into. You two play nicely.”

      Abigail offered a weak wave without taking her attention away from the workstation. She frowned and tapped numbers into a virtual keyboard.

      Howel backed away, his smile never faltering. He stepped out into the hallway with a silence that belied his size and closed the door behind him.

      Mia stared at the door, unsure of herself. She’d thought Valerie Kalan’s death had put an end to her search for information about her father, but now she was connected with people who had known him.

      They must have their reasons for keeping things to themselves. Pressing too hard, too fast wouldn’t yield results, but now she was living with someone who could tell her what she needed. They might not have answers about how he had died and who he was working for, but it was a start.

      All that was required was patience.

      A deep grumble from Mia’s stomach interrupted her thoughts. She should have forced herself to eat more of the disgusting jail food.

      “I suppose you’re hungry,” Abigail commented, her gaze never wavering from the workstation. “I can order something.”

      “Order something?” Mia echoed.

      “Yes. What kind of food do you like? You’ll find we have many more options than you might be used to.”

      “I don’t…” Mia sighed. “I don’t like to eat food not prepared or foraged by myself or my dad.”

      Abigail jerked her head toward Mia. “So you haven’t eaten in days? My understanding is that you’ve been in town for a while.”

      “I ate at restaurants, but that was necessary. That was my mission. And I ate at the jail to preserve my strength in case of another ambush.”

      “So you do eat food you don’t prepare otherwise?”

      Mia nodded. “I prefer not to.”

      Abigail wrinkled her nose. “And now it’s too much to have food delivered?”

      Mia looked around until she found the kitchen. The shiny equipment looked as if it’d never been touched. She headed that way.

      “I can make us something,” she volunteered. “I’m not trying to be difficult.”

      Abigail grimaced and followed Mia into the kitchen. “I don’t have much of anything here. I rarely cook for myself. My skills in that area are minimal.”

      Mia opened the refrigerator, pulling out drawers and inspecting the sparse ingredients available. “This isn’t as bad as I thought. I can work with this.”

      “You can?” Abigail sounded shocked.

      Mia held up an onion and nodded toward a loaf of bread. “There’s enough here for onion soup and toasted bread. Simple but tasty savory fare.”

      Abigail eyed the onion with suspicion. “I don’t even know why I bought those. I vaguely recall having a theory I wanted to test.”

      “Then we’ll consider ourselves lucky.” Mia pulled out more ingredients from the refrigerator. “This won’t take long.”
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        * * *

      

      She watched Abigail, waiting for her to sample the meal. This was their first test of life together.

      Abigail slipped her spoon into her mouth. Her cheeks puffed as she swished the soup around in her mouth, exploring the flavor. She swallowed, and her eyes widened.

      “This is surprising,” she declared. “This tastes good.”

      “Dad made sure I was able to produce quality food with minimal ingredients,” Mia shared. “Water, a heat source, and a handful of ingredients can keep one going in the field.”

      She decided not to highlight the value of edible insects and worms. Abigail didn’t seem like a woman who’d appreciate that.

      Abigail took another bite of soup. “Hmm. Yes. That all sounds painfully logical. You’re a young woman of many talents. Not that I’m surprised.”

      “Before, you were worried about my—”

      “Dismiss my earlier comments as blind panic,” Abigail proposed. “Keep cooking like this, and I’ll let you stay as long as you want.”

      “Even I can’t produce something from nothing,” Mia acknowledged. “We’ll need more ingredients.”

      “Debbie,” Abigail called out.

      “Yes, Dr. Curie?” The AI’s voice sounded close.

      At Mia’s look of surprise, Abigail smiled. “She’s connected to the entire house network, not only the workstation. Debbie, prep one of the datapads for Mia to use in picking out groceries. If she’s the one who’ll be cooking, she should make the decisions about what we’ll need.”

      “Of course, Dr. Curie.”

      “Your father was smart to teach you to cook,” Abigail said. “My parents should have done the same for me.”

      Mia nodded. “He taught me everything.” She sighed. “Everything.”

      “Is that a problem?” Abigail nodded toward the living room. “I didn’t anticipate you’d have that level of knowledge. That doesn’t mean I’m not happy about it.”

      “I don’t…” Mia closed her eyes. “I don’t know what to do without him. I’m in an odd spot now. He gave me direction, and now he’s dead. The only thing I can think of is to investigate why, but now I have to wait on even that because my link to the reason he died is dead herself.”

      Abigail stared at her, then blinked several times, confusing Mia until the tears welled up. Abigail stood and wiped her eyes.

      “Excuse me,” Abigail offered. “I apologize. Take your time.”

      Abigail hurried from the dining room, leaving Mia staring after her, unsure what to do. She hadn’t expected that reaction. There was nothing left to do but finish her meal and figure out the shopping list.

      “Debbie,” Mia called out. “show me where the datapad is.”
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        * * *

      

      Since Abigail didn’t specify any restrictions, Mia took her time and added everything she’d need to prepare a variety of meals for a couple of weeks. Everything she knew how to prepare was simple yet filling and nutritious. Despite her luxury apartment, Abigail had been satisfied with the simple soup. There was no reason to think she’d object to any of Mia’s other recipes.

      Right after Mia had added the last item to the list—carrots—Abigail stepped back into the room. Her eyes were puffy, but her bearing was more dignified.

      “I finished the list.” Mia held up the datapad.

      “Thank you for doing that,” Abigail replied. “I’ll have the groceries delivered tomorrow first thing. I’d rather no more visitors tonight.” She looked at Mia’s empty bowl. “If you’re finished, let me show you to your room. I’ll take care of the dishes.”

      Mia stood and followed Abigail through the apartment and across the living room into a simple yet comfortable guest room. With its bed, desk, and spacious closet, it was arguably better than her own room back home.

      For the first time since leaving the Wilderlands, homesickness twisted Mia’s stomach. Felsk might as well have been another planet. Everything was different and unfamiliar. A comfortable bed stood in front of her, and it remained foreign. The enormity of this mission threatened to crush her.

      Abigail stood near the door with a pained smile. She said nothing, and Mia was unsure what to say to her. Finally, the conversation at the table forced out a thought she’d been holding back, waiting for the right time.

      “You knew my father,” Mia stated.

      Abigail gasped. Her hand went to her chest. “Umm…well, yes.”

      “How?” Mia asked. “I told myself I’d wait to ask. I don’t see why I should, though. I deserve to know.”

      Abigail turned away. “That’s complicated. Everything always has been with your father.”

      “Why?” Mia cocked her head to the side. “Were you having sex with him?”

      Abigail winced. Her cheeks reddened. “What, uh, no…what? No, I was not!”

      Mia nodded slowly. “That’s too bad.”

      The panic vanished from Abigail’s face, replaced by an analytical curiosity. She took a slow, deep breath before asking her next question.

      “Why do you say that?” Abigail asked.

      Mia shrugged. “I guess I just hoped he was happy before he died, and if he was having sex with you, I figured he’d be happy.”

      “Okay. Well, that’s sweet of you in your own strange way, but… We both have a lot of things to think about, and I’d rather get rest, so goodnight.”

      She hurried from the room. Mia sat on the edge of the bed.

      Mia had thought she had everything under control. Now she wasn’t sure. Someone had tried to kill her, which meant that whatever her father was involved in was embarrassing or damaging to someone with enough pull to send killers after his daughter and liquidate the messenger.

      Mia looked at the door. It wouldn’t be as simple as asking Abigail, but that didn’t mean she wouldn’t press her more. This time she was the interrogator. She’d learned new information. Patience would bring victory.
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      A couple of days later, over omelets for breakfast, Abigail looked up from her meal and sighed. “You’ve never dealt with many people other than your father, have you?”

      They’d barely spoken since Mia had arrived. Abigail was busy working on projects, and Mia was doing her best to figure out her future. The best she could come up with was raiding Valerie Kalan’s firm, and that didn’t strike Mia as practical. Any information linked to her father would have been erased by the time she could infiltrate the building.

      She welcomed Abigail’s distraction.

      Mia swallowed her bite before nodding. “It’s not as if I never dealt with someone else for long periods of time. We didn’t have any close neighbors. But why do you ask? I’ve not been rude, to the best of my knowledge.”

      She thought it over for a second and couldn’t recall any threats or questionable statements.

      “You need to…” Abigail looked away. “Honesty is a useful thing to cultivate, but your bluntness can be too much. And you’re a blunt young woman.”

      “What bluntness?” Mia stabbed her fork into her omelet and took a bite of her latest deliciousness while she awaited a response. “Is it blunt to ask you what you want to eat for a meal? I thought that was being polite.”

      “Most people will be taken aback when a young girl asks them, for example, if they’re sleeping with her father,” suggested Abigail. “That’s the bluntness I’m referring to.”

      “I apologize if I offended you,” Mia offered. “But I’m not a young girl. I’m seventeen.”

      Abigail chuckled. “Oh, yes, you are, with all the confidence and wisdom of the teenagers who came before you. My point, Mia, is that most young people have issues understanding the world as it is, and despite the impressive training your father has given you, there are weaknesses in your abilities and major holes in your education, including your social skills.”

      Mia shrugged. “Social skills are unnecessary in most tactical situations. My infiltration techniques are based on military strategies, not psychological manipulation. I don’t believe I have a skills deficit. I was able to use psychological attacks on Valerie Kalan.”

      Abigail scoffed. “Far be it from me to say this, of all people, but still, all of life can’t be reduced to tactical situations. There is more to life than training and battle. That’s where social skills can be useful.”

      “I don’t even think what we’re discussing are true social skills,” Mia continued.

      “Oh? Why do you say that?”

      “They are pointless necessities designed to protect people’s feelings from truths that won’t hurt them in any lasting way. People would be better off learning to accept the truth without letting their emotions get the best of them.”

      “That’s certainly one way of thinking about it.” Abigail sighed and set her fork down. “And you might be right. That’s not, however, how the bulk of your fellow humans think.”

      “That’s their flaw. Not mine.”

      “I’m trying to help you understand you need additional flexibility in your thinking. As far as I know, you’re not returning to the Wilderlands anytime soon. That means you must remember that you’re in a different environment with different needs. Failure to adapt to a changing situation isn’t tactically advisable, I’d imagine.”

      Mia frowned, finding it hard to fault Abigail’s logic. She mulled it over.

      “Thank you,” she offered. “I will take that under advisement. You’ve given me a lot to think about.”

      Abigail gathered her dishes and stood. “I understand this is a difficult time for you. I don’t have that much I can share with you. My upbringing was different than yours, so my way of handling this type of tragedy is different. That doesn’t mean I don’t want to help you. Please remember that.”

      She went into the kitchen, leaving Mia alone with her thoughts.

      Mia had never spent any extended period in close quarters with anyone other than her father. On one level, it felt like Abigail was intruding on her life and stopping her from completing her mission.

      That was absurd, of course. Mia was staying at the woman’s apartment, eating food purchased with Abigail’s money. While Abigail was watching her, in a sense, it was Howel and the police that were keeping her in check. Whoever had hired Valerie Kalan’s firm was the true enemy.

      Mia wanted to follow up on Abigail’s relationship with her father but hadn’t found the right time. Her own burning desire to know was tempered by the memory of Abigail’s emotional display. For the first time in Mia’s life, she understood that someone other than her could care about her father as something other than a tool. Abigail might have loved Mia’s father.

      The realization affected her deeply. She wasn’t certain she was comfortable with it, but she’d meant what she’d told Abigail—she hoped her father was happy before he died.

      Mia’s curiosity lingered. She didn’t understand why her father hadn’t told her about people like Abigail or Detective Howel. That left her only with guesses.

      The most obvious answer was that her father was trying to protect her somehow. Howel and Abigail weren’t threats, though. Her father might have worried about an assassination attempt like she’d already provoked. He might have thought Mia poking around could bring killers to Abigail or to Mia.

      For now, though, without real information, Mia could do nothing but speculate and finish her breakfast.

      Filled with enough eggs, cheese, mushrooms, and peppers to fuel her for the day, Mia collected her own dishes and carried them to the kitchen. Abigail had put hers in the washer and gone into the living room for a workout.

      Mia might not have devoted her life to knowledge like Abigail had, but she appreciated that they shared attention to the importance of physical conditioning. Building off that commonality might help loosen Abigail’s tongue about Mia’s father.

      Abigail’s apartment lacked anything as comprehensive as the training facilities at Mia’s home, but her large exercise room was well-equipped with dynamic weights, holographic treadmill running courses, and even a sparring program utilizing a humanoid training bot disguised as a thug with the help of hologram projectors, though it was hard to ignore the cable running from the bot into the wall.

      The room didn’t support the range of motion Mia was used to, which meant it had limited utility for full-spectrum tactical training. That said, the equipment would allow most people to keep fit to a reasonable level, and a good workout was a nice distraction.

      Mia stood by the door, watching Abigail. The scientist was in the middle of a sparring program, ducking and blocking blows from her holographic thug. Each counterjab showed off her lithe and fit figure—there was more steel there than Mia had realized upon their first meeting. While the scientist might not be joining Mia in raiding any hidden syndicate offices in the future, she could take care of herself.

      Abigail delivered a solid hook into the thug’s head before quick footwork helped her avoid his blow. Her flurry of blows sent him stumbling back with a groan, and the holographic camouflage disappeared, replaced by workout statistics.

      “That’s impressive,” Mia offered. “If I’m reading those correctly, you’ve improved in the last month.”

      Abigail wiped sweat off her forehead. “So I have. And thank you. A disciplined mind follows from a disciplined body. I always try to find the time to exercise.”

      “That sounds like something my father would say. He would say it went in both directions.”

      Abigail nodded slowly. “Yes, I suppose it does, and he would.” She glanced between Mia and the training bot. “Would you care to try?” She eyed Mia. “Or are your injuries still bothering you?”

      “They’re mostly healed.” Mia cracked her knuckles. “I haven’t had a real workout for a week. I’ve been waiting for this chance.”

      “I just did a level five workout.” Abigail looked her over. “But for you, maybe we could do a level seven? Or is that too much?”

      “Do a ten,” Mia suggested.

      “This machine is tougher than it looks. And you’re not at your best.”

      “Ten,” Mia insisted. “I’m fine. Other than a little soreness, you wouldn’t have known I was in a fight.”

      Abigail sighed. “I’ll regret this. Very well. Debbie, configure a level ten dynamic sparring workout. Give her something less street and more…military.”

      “Yes, Dr. Curie,” the AI answered. “I’m preparing it based on your standard program.”

      New holographic camouflage covered the bot, replacing the dull gray of its true appearance with a green-brown uniform and face paint. A scowling soldier confronted Mia and raised his fists.

      She charged her fake enemy without further commentary, punching the side of his head. The dynamic adjusting surface of the bot underneath provided solid resistance and mimicked flesh and bone, but not enough. The feeling was off, but Mia didn’t let up.

      The soldier grunted and stumbled to the side, trying to whip a fist at her head. She ducked the blow like it had been thrown in slow motion before she snapped a kick into his chest. The soldier had no time to recover before she delivered a flurry of jabs and finished with an elbow strike that had the soldier up against the wall.

      “Warning,” Debbie announced. “Sparring system has sustained internal damage. Recommend cessation of program to prevent permanent and severe damage.”

      Mia jumped back with a growl, keeping her fists up in case this was a feint by the AI. The holographic camouflage vanished, revealing dents over the bot and leaking hydraulic fluid like a man bleeding out.

      “Sorry,” Mia offered, shaking out her fists. “I didn’t think it would break so easily.”

      “That’s…interesting,” Abigail commented before motioning to her treadmill. “Endurance is important, too. I’ll get the sparring system fixed soon enough.”

      Mia stepped away from the battered training bot and jumped onto the treadmill. She adjusted the settings, not caring about any holographic trickery. The belt whirred up and forced her into a good steady run. While she didn’t like running in place, sprinting around town might attract too much attention, and she doubted she could damage the treadmill by running too hard.

      Abigail stood beside the treadmill glancing between the settings screen and Mia. She watched intently with a cool detachment in her eyes.

      Mia ignored her, concentrating on her run and enjoying the cleansing power of a solid exercise session, despite the occasional ache from her recovering wounds. The training bot had been too easy to damage. At least the treadmill could offer her the speed she required to strain her muscles and force her to control her breathing.

      All her worries and concerns faded away as she became one with the rhythmic pounding of her shoes on the treadmill. This wasn’t a tactical training scenario or a sparring session. She didn’t have to pay close attention. She could let her body operate off pure muscle memory. She lost track of time and her surroundings until light clapping snapped her back into reality.

      Abigail smiled at Mia. “Interesting. You didn’t even notice when I left the room and came back, did you?”

      Mia hit the stop button, her sprint collapsing into a jog and then a stroll. The treadmill stopped, leaving her muscles sore but not too taxed.

      “It’s easy to lose yourself with this type of machine,” Mia observed. “I don’t know if that’s a good or bad thing.” She hopped off the treadmill and rotated her arms. “It was nice not to have to think about anything. And I don’t want to sit around for weeks doing nothing and losing muscle tone.”

      Abigail gestured toward the damaged sparring bot. “I knew you were strong and fast, but…damn. And you’re doing all this not that long after getting injured.”

      Mia smiled, but it quickly faded. “Well, I’m nothing compared to what my father could do. He would have destroyed that training bot far quicker and run faster and longer.”

      “Of course he would have.” Abigail frowned. “But you shouldn’t compare yourself to him.”

      “Why not? He’s my goal.”

      “Well, you do understand that Emery is…was…exceptional. I mean, I’m not sure you could find five men like him in the entirety of the KCAP. He’s…beyond a goal.”

      Mia wiped her brow. “Maybe, but I’m his daughter, so I’ve got no excuse not to try to match him.”

      “I’m not sure that’s how it works. I’m curious. I told you why I exercise. It’s about keeping my mind at peak shape for my scientific endeavors.” She offered Mia a towel.

      “That’s a useful reason,” Mia conceded as she accepted the towel. “My body is my chief tactical asset. Constant conditioning is necessary to ensure I’m operating at full capacity, regardless of the situation or current injuries.”

      “Is that all you think about?” Abigail asked. “The usefulness of your abilities and knowledge for fights? You all but said as much during our social skills conversation. I find it hard to believe. You don’t care about the joy of knowledge at all?”

      Mia shrugged. “Why should I? What use is the joy of knowledge in a fight?”

      “I can see I’m not going to persuade you the easy way.”

      “I’m happy with who I am.”

      “Your mind is as strong as your body.” Abigail inclined her head toward the living room. “Not training it is a ridiculous waste. The night we met, you identified a research flaw with almost no effort. Don’t you understand how impressive that was?”

      “I was trained in that area in case of space fight—”

      Abigail cut her off with a loud groan. “It’s not about why you knew. It’s about how quickly you identified the flaw and that you could identify it at all. You could be more than that. Don’t you understand? A mind like yours has greater potential than how you’re applying it. You need to train your mind to the same level as your body.”

      “I’m operating at peak efficiency,” Mia retorted. “My only real problem is that I don’t have the full tactical course available here.”

      Abigail shook her head. “No. I’m not going to stand here and let a wonderful opportunity pass me by. I’m going to broaden your education. To do otherwise would be an insult to everything I claim to believe.”

      “I don’t need a broader education,” Mia insisted, draping her towel around her neck. “My dad ensured that I learned everything I needed. I’m not staying with you for any other reason than to wait for the case to blow over. There’s no reason for you to worry about educating me. You don’t have to.”

      “You’re right. I don’t have to.” Abigail's mouth twitched into an unnervingly hungry grin. “That’s different than saying I won’t. Keep in mind, your presence here puts me at risk, and so I’m going to extract a price.”

      Mia frowned. Other than Abigail’s complaints on the first night, she hadn’t expressed any such concerns since then.

      “I have plenty of money,” Mia assured her.

      “I don’t need your money, girl,” Abigail snapped. “I need your mind.”

      Mia cocked her head. “I don’t understand.”

      “The price of staying at my apartment will be you engaging in courses and activities that will help enhance your formidable mind and skillset beyond those that will be immediately helpful in tactical situations.” Abigail scoffed and strode to Mia. “You might not appreciate it right away. You will eventually.”

      “I doubt that.”

      “Let me guess. You don’t know the first thing about economics, do you?”

      “Not much, no. Economics isn’t that relevant to what I should be doing.”

      “Says you. Clean up. We’re starting our first lesson in an hour.” Abigail held up a hand before Mia could protest. “And this isn’t a negotiation. It’s an order.”

      Mia folded her arms, annoyed. She was trapped. Defying Abigail might rob Mia of a place to lie low and ruin her chance of learning anything else about her father. There was only one option left.

      She would surrender to education.
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        * * *

      

      Mia glared at the datapad as if it had personally wronged her. She stared at the equation. “I don’t understand the importance of this.”

      “Of System Modified Gross Domestic Product?” Abigail asked. She gestured to the pad. “It builds on far older theories that were useful in the context of individual nation-states limited to single planets. Interplanetary and interstellar trade introduces complexities that aren’t represented well by classical equations. Once humanity settled the stars, they found that things didn’t always work out the way they’d been used to.”

      Mia huffed impatiently. “I understand that. I don’t understand the importance in that… Does it help me kill someone?”

      Abigail laughed. “Economies, maybe, but not people. Why would you even want that?”

      “Does it help me improve my reaction time? My dad had me training on quick equation mental solving. He said it was helpful in improving my piloting reaction times. Is economics something similar?”

      Abigail rolled her eyes. “How is that even an issue? I thought you understood this isn’t about violence. Learning what helps make the universe and society tick is an expression of human ascendancy over all other species.”

      “I see.” Mia stared at her. “And can I explode a planet by being ascendant?”

      Abigail facepalmed. “I don’t even want to know why you think that is a question worth asking. At this point, I shouldn’t be surprised you’re asking.”

      Mia gave a firm nod. “That’s not a no. You’re admitting it could help with that.”

      Abigail shrugged. “Knowledge, as the old saying goes, is power. The more people learn, the more tools they can employ, both destructive and otherwise. So, at the highest level, the answer to your question is yes, I suppose. With enough knowledge, you could eventually explode a planet.”

      Mia smiled. “All right. Tell me more.”
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        * * *

      

      Mia paced the living room, clenching and unclenching her hands. Her heart pounded in her chest. She’d had this problem the entire week since agreeing to Abigail’s proposal. Each day it became harder and harder to concentrate on her lessons.

      Improving her mind to increase her overall strategic options made sense. Economics, history, sociology, and psychology, among others, all held useful lessons, and she’d taken to the most obvious framing. Knowledge might not always benefit her in an individual tactical situation, but a larger strategic framework could help win a battle or war.

      Abigail looked at Mia from her seat at her workstation. “You’ve been doing that for an hour straight. And you keep twitching during your lessons. You can’t find them that boring. I watch you during those lessons, Mia. I see how your eyes light up when you learn something new. You care, despite how much you claim to only value killing ability.”

      Mia froze. She turned slowly to face Abigail. “I’m finding the lessons interesting and useful. I didn’t realize how weak my knowledge of psychological warfare was. That could be useful in the future in helping me refine my techniques when dealing with battle initiation.”

      Abigail gestured to the couch. “Have you always been this twitchy? I’ve been wondering if it had to do with not having friends around, but from what you’ve told me, you’re used to being alone.”

      Mia sat on the edge of the couch. “I don’t mind being alone.”

      “Then what’s the problem?”

      “I’m refining my mind, but not my body.”

      Abigail laughed. “You spend more time in my exercise room than I do. Yes, you’re off the sparring bot until we finish the repairs and upgrades, but you’re using the weights, reflex, and cardio equipment. You’re getting my money’s worth out of them. I’d never be able to use them at that level. It’s as if the universe itself was guiding me to buy that equipment with the idea you’d be coming to live with me someday.”

      “The bot. That’s it.” Mia jumped up. “I need to maintain my aggressive tactical edge. That can only be produced in scenarios involving sustained violent competition.” She glanced at the exercise room. “Firearms training would help, too. Exercise isn’t enough.”

      “Giving you a gun and taking you anywhere to use it would be problematic,” Abigail pointed out. “Especially given that the authorities are keeping an eye on you. But I understand your other concern. How do you deal with this back at your home?”

      “With my dad’s custom combatives course. A full course with holographic personnel simulators, including simulated firearms.” She motioned around. “The course itself was outdoors with different permanent structures. Holograms can’t do everything. There’s not enough space here.”

      “Yes, converting a single room wouldn’t be sufficient.” Abigail tapped her bottom lip. “But if shooting is enough, that suggests you don’t need a full course like you’re describing.”

      Mia started pacing again. “The firearms link to my other training, and I can compete against myself. The only other thing I can think of is the special simulator.”

      Abigail left her seat to sit on the couch. She grabbed Mia’s shoulder and sat the girl down gently. “What simulator?”

      Mia smiled wistfully. “It was the most extravagant and best birthday present my dad ever gave me. A dogfight simulator with full range of motion.”

      “I see.” Abigail smiled. “That’s more reasonable, trivial even. With Debbie’s help and equipment purchases, we can set up a virtual suite in the spare bedroom. Just tell me the parts you need, and I’ll have them here by tomorrow. I presume you have the basic knowledge necessary to set it up? Debbie can help, but if you’re clueless, that’ll complicate matters, and I have work tomorrow that will take most of my focus.”

      “I’ve been required to do all the maintenance on the simulator since my dad bought it.” Mia rubbed her hands. “Now this is something that will help me kill someone.”
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        * * *

      

      Her cockpit rattled as Mia flipped her fighter onto its belly, narrowly escaping the stream of rounds swarming the area from the enemy. She’d fragged half the enemy squadron, but they’d taken out her wingman during their initial volleys. That was what she got for setting the friendly pilot to a rookie skill level for a challenge.

      She glanced at the sensors before spinning the fighter and pulsing the main thrusters and lateral thrusters, sending the fighter into a sharp turn toward the enemies.

      Their lateral thrusters fired, and they spun toward her. She launched two missiles in rapid succession at the closest fighter, using quick bursts of her own lateral thrusters to shove her into an attack path toward the second enemy.

      The enemy pilots panicked, breaking formation to head in opposite directions while releasing a decoy pod. The missiles exploded, a brief flash in the darkness of deep space.

      Mia grinned. Her flight path now arced her to an intercept course with an enemy fighter. She blew him apart before spinning toward the second ship and firing her remaining missiles in a salvo spread toward his wingman.

      Another decoy pod and a steep dive saved him from the first three missiles, but the last missile exploded near the back of his fighter, shearing off his main thrusters. In a desperate move, he fired his lateral thrusters at full power, sending his tumbling fighter shooting away.

      It wasn’t enough. A final pass from Mia left a navigational hazard where an enemy had once been.

      She shouted in triumph as statistics popped up on her HUD. After a couple of weeks of the warm-up exercise, she’d improved her times.

      “You seem satisfied,” Abigail noted over her headset comms.

      “I improved my clearance time by eight percent since the start of last week,” reported Mia. “At this point, I think the wingmen are more of a hindrance.”

      “They very well might be. And I’m impressed.”

      “You’re impressed?” Mia laid her head back for a small break before her next exercise. “I’m impressed. This setup is better than the one my dad got for me. I can do the finer configuration of almost every element of the simulation with Debbie’s help combined with the flexibility of this equipment.”

      “I’m glad to be of service,” the AI acknowledged.

      “That’s helpful,” Abigail agreed. “And it’s stopped your incessant twitching and pacing. What I find interesting is how quickly you react. Your physical supremacy is obvious, and your keen mind, but it’s more than that.”

      “What do you mean?” Mia asked as she scanned through the second-by-second statistics.

      “It’s almost as if you can perform complex calculations and map complex spatial relationships subconsciously and react without having to think them through,” explained Abigail. “Like in that last maneuver. You didn’t use the nav computer for assistance.”

      Mia scoffed. “That would have taken too long. In battles, seconds matter. Hundredths of seconds. It’s the difference between life and death.”

      “Yes, I imagine it is, but the point is, you set yourself up with pinpoint accuracy without an active navigational aid.”

      “I’ve been doing this training for years. I don’t need to think about it anymore. My body knows what to do.”

      “Of course,” Abigail allowed. “Experience does help. Perhaps… Never mind. You should have your fun.”

      Mia grinned. “Let’s go again, Debbie. This time, same skill level of opponents and no wingman.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER EIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      Abigail tapped the datapad and rested her finger on top of the topology integral that Mia had been working on. Each word came out as a cutting accusation. “Wrong, wrong, wrong.”

      Mia looked between the woman and the datapad. “This isn’t… Oh.” She retraced the steps of the problem, realizing she’d reversed an earlier operation. “A minor mistake. You’re overreacting.”

      “A minor mistake that leads to a completely wrong answer,” Abigail shot back with a look of disgust. She pulled her hand back. “I’m surprised to hear you talk like that.”

      “Why?” Mia set down the datapad, finding a newfound distaste for advanced topology, which topped her previous distaste of the mathematics foisted on her by Abigail. “It’s a calculation. I can just do it again. I wasted time. That’s all.”

      Abigail folded her arms. “It’s not a minor mistake.”

      “I disagree.” Mia shrugged.

      “You’re free to do that. That doesn’t make me incorrect.” Abigail grabbed the datapad and pointed to the offending line of math. “And it’s important that you know how to do this. Automating it away later can only be trusted if you understand what is fundamentally happening. Otherwise, you’ll never be able to detect or fix a machine’s mistakes when they happen. Not everything’s always going to be as straightforward as it was with that polymer issue you identified.”

      Mia frowned. Abigail was being unreasonable. Esoteric math, like topology, was far from practical, even in a strategic sense. There was no way her mistake was that important.

      The scientist tossed the datapad back on the table. “Let me put it a different way. Is a mistake defined by its scope or its final consequences? Think carefully before you answer, Mia.”

      Mia pondered the question, irritated. Abigail was far too good at setting traps for her. The more annoying part was realizing her teacher was right.

      It was just like with her father. She might be stronger and faster than Abigail, but keeping up with her during their educational sessions was not easy.

      “The final consequences define the mistake,” admitted Mia. “And therefore, the final consequences also define the scope of the mistake’s importance.”

      Abigail nodded. “Exactly. To put it in terms you’ll better understand, leaving behind a single magazine before deployment might not appear to be important at first, but should you be ambushed and run out of ammo, the final consequences would put it to being a major mistake, if not a lethal one, for you and the soldiers around you.”

      “Messing up a topology problem isn’t going to get me killed,” argued Mia.

      “Depending on the application, it might get someone else killed. Setting that aside, discipline in one area filters into discipline in another. Laziness and sloppiness spread like the plague.” Abigail tapped her head. “Why do you think I bother with physical fitness when I’m a scientist?”

      Mia folded her arms. “I think you’re being unreasonable and…”

      Abigail smiled when Mia didn’t finish her sentence. “You were going to say unfair, weren’t you?” She motioned for her to continue. “Go ahead and tell me how unfair I’m being.”

      Mia looked away. “I said what I said.”

      “Redo the problem from the beginning,” Abigail ordered. “I’ll be assigning two more of greater complexity. Much like exercise, the only way to strengthen your math ability is to challenge yourself until you train yourself out of the laziness and lack of precision.”

      “Assigning me two extra problems isn’t about the challenge,” Mia protested. “It’s punishment. It’s nothing more than punitive busy work.” She stood and pushed her chair under the table. “You do this with everything. Even with the smallest problem, you give me busywork to punish me. I’m not going to claim that’s unfair. But is it useful?”

      Abigail’s smile turned cold. “Busywork implies that it doesn’t improve you. And that terminology implies it’s useless. Are you saying that you don’t understand the material better after I make you do something like that? Because if you can’t answer that question ‘no,’ then you’ve proven the usefulness of my strategy.”

      Mia frowned. Again, she’d been outmaneuvered. She opened her mouth to spit out another complaint before dropping back into the chair with a sigh.

      Life isn’t fair. The battlefield isn’t fair. But you can improve your chances by accepting that. Give up on fair and focus on how to thrive when things aren’t fair.

      Her father’s words stung. She wouldn’t have complained to him about his high standards or his reprimands when she’d failed in a training scenario or exercise. He would have drilled her relentlessly to exhaustion to ensure she mastered skills, just as Abigail was now doing.

      Abigail’s expression softened. “You need to understand and, more to the point, accept that on a fundamental level, you’re exceptional. And when you’re exceptional, that assigns more importance to casual mistakes. Everyone has higher expectations of exceptional people, and when you don’t live up to those, the impact is greater, as is the waste of resources and loss of confidence. I’m trying to help you avoid that in a more controlled environment before it becomes important or someone’s life is on the line.”

      Mia looked away. She had no idea how to respond to that. Her father wouldn’t have phrased it that way, but the sentiments were similar enough.

      She didn’t know what the future held. She hadn’t given up on her plan to uncover the truth of her father’s death. Living with someone who knew him could only help. That left what came after. It wouldn’t take years to solve the mystery, and she had the rest of her life ahead of her. Dealing with that and the weight of other people’s expectations confused her.

      Mia sighed. “I don’t know what to say to that.”

      “When you seem more than human to people, showing that you can fail just like they can shakes them to their core,” Abigail explained softly. “And I can see in your eyes you’re confused about your future. That doesn’t matter because I can guarantee you will live a life of major importance and impact. That’s why I’m so hard on you.”

      “What you’re describing about people is irrational. Everyone who is human makes mistakes. They can’t expect perfection from everyone else.”

      “Irrational?” Abigail gave a wry smile. “Yes, but regrettably, humans rarely are rational.” She gestured to the datapad. “Back to your problems. By my estimates, it should take you another hour if you focus.”
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        * * *

      

      Lying in bed days later, Mia stared up at the ceiling, unsure of what she was doing anymore. She’d lost focus on her original mission. Days at Abigail’s had become weeks. She’d let Abigail set the pace of her life and training.

      How long had it been since she’d last fired a real weapon? She drew some small comfort from her exercise and dogfighting training. Abigail had ordered stronger parts for the sparring equipment, though Mia found the simulator was the only competitive system that kept her calm.

      Dismissing her new life as the same as her old one should have been easy and comfortable. Abigail’s academic training replaced the combatives course and firearms practice, but otherwise, Mia spent her days in intense, focused training, much as she had her whole life. The rhythms were familiar despite the new subject matter emphasis.

      That didn’t quell her lingering frustration. Mia had come to Felsk to uncover the truth about her father, not learn about advanced topology, history, psychology, advanced chemistry, and all the other topics that Abigail was hellbent on forcing her to master.

      “Now two more” had become “now three more.” Abigail wouldn’t tolerate the simplest mistake. Mia couldn’t bring up any objections the woman couldn’t parry.

      Mia could run. She could take care of herself. In a few months, she would be eighteen, and she could return to investigate, now prepared with the understanding that someone was coming after her. With proper precautions, she could handle them and avoid the police. Watching the firm might help her, or she could try to trace the men she’d killed.

      That would require DNA samples. She sketched out a plan to raid the police station before discarding it. Taking on all of Felsk's authorities wasn’t practical.

      She rolled over toward her half-open window, and her face twitched into a scowl.

      Not only did the bright lights and dense buildings remind her she was in hostile territory, but their visibility itself pointed to something worse. She was losing her edge.

      The window should never be open. Enemy recon assets or spies might see her. A sniper could take her out through an open window. She’d die without knowing she was under attack.

      Mia opened her mouth to tell Debbie to close the blinds but didn’t issue the command.

      No. She wasn’t losing her edge. Her training was expanding her abilities and knowledge. That was always a net benefit.

      She wouldn’t fear the enemy. She also wouldn’t run from a challenge.

      “Abigail won’t understand it would be about the mission,” she whispered. “She’ll think I quit because it was too hard. I could leave a note. That wouldn’t change anything.”

      Mia closed her eyes. For the first time in her life, she cared what someone other than her father thought about her. It was both exciting and terrifying.
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        * * *

      

      Sitting with Abigail in the dining room in front of their roast chicken, Mia poked at her meal with her fork. The seasoning needed work.

      She hadn’t cared about advanced seasoning before. Simple cooking with a touch of salt and pepper had satisfied her. Now, she wanted to master the recipes and push them past the level of simple survival and basic rustic cooking. More proof, perhaps, that she was going soft.

      Abigail was half-eating, half-working, with a datapad in her left hand and her fork in the right. She glanced between the pad and Mia a couple of times before setting the former down with a concerned look.

      “What’s wrong?” she asked.

      “The seasoning is off,” Mia explained. “It needs more thyme. The acid balance is also off.”

      Abigail smiled. “The seasoning and the acid balance?”

      “It’s…” She shook her head. “You’re right. It’s not important. The nutrition is important. Seasoning is irrelevant. I’m sorry.”

      “There’s nothing wrong with wanting to improve things beyond baseline palatability,” Abigail assured her. “And I’d greatly prefer if you didn’t prepare me unseasoned food. I’m far more accustomed to things tasting good rather than trying to survive on field rations or their equivalents. And I’ll starve to death before I eat insects.”

      “I suppose.” Mia looked down, unsure what to say or how to express herself.

      “You’ve been living with me a while now. It’s only natural that you’d get used to having more access to ingredients than you were used to in that remote outpost you called home. That said, it’s important to eat.” Abigail shook her fork. “You’ve been skipping too many meals lately. It’s not hard to notice when you’re the one who makes them.”

      Mia shrugged. “I have too many things to do. Wasting less time on non-required meals is one way to find more time for training and study.”

      “I would have thought you, of all people, understood the importance of a healthy body, and that begins with proper nutrition. Putting your body through your constant level of training while starving it will harm your readiness in the long-term. To be clear, I have few complaints about your performance. You’re an excellent student in all areas. I also think you’re pushing yourself too hard and risking burnout.”

      “How can you say that? You’re the one training me.” Mia tried another bite of her chicken and chewed slowly, trying to identify further weaknesses before settling again on a thyme imbalance. “Doesn’t that mean you’re responsible?”

      “I also leave sufficient time in the schedule for training, both academic and simulator,” Abigail reminded her. “You’re the one choosing to double and triple up on exercise and simulation training. You’re fine, Mia, at your current level. No one is preparing to drop you into an insurgent enclave anytime soon or have you go after pirates. You don’t need to destroy yourself while you’re here.”

      Mia frowned. “That’s not true. I wasn’t able to beat most of my father’s records before, and that was before I let myself grow too lax. The only chance I have to pass him is to train harder.”

      Abigail laughed. “Lax? You accomplish more in one day than the average person does in a week.”

      “You told me a while ago that I’m exceptional.”

      “You are.” Abigail’s breath caught. “You don’t understand how much you are.”

      “Then shouldn’t I strive to always push past my limits? If I can do more, then I’m not living up to my ability.”

      “Yes, you should push yourself, but not at the risk of self-destruction. Being exceptional means you’re a rare resource. And it’s a sin to waste rare resources.” Abigail reached over the table and took Mia’s hand in hers with a warm smile. “I know this transition has been hard for you, Mia, but I want to see you prosper. You need to understand that.”

      Mia stared at her. “I’m doing my best to meet your expectations.”

      “Watching you destroy yourself to chase the ghost of your father doesn’t make me happy. It wouldn’t make him happy, either.” Abigail pulled her hand back. “Everything I’m doing, I’m doing to help you do better. I want to see you succeed. I…” She considered. “I know you often find me unreasonable, but you should understand I care about you and your future.”

      Mia wondered why Abigail cared so much. They hadn’t known each other that long. Was it nothing more than feeling a debt or connection to her father? Every time Mia tried to broach the question, Abigail evaded the question.

      Mia had stopped asking. Without leverage, there was no way she could get the answer.

      Abigail continued. “And part of caring about your future is making sure that you are as well-rounded as achievable, in addition to making sure you don’t go past your limits.”

      “I’m studying what you want.” Mia shrugged. “I’m not leaving.”

      Abigail looked closely at Mia. “It goes deeper than that. I’ll admit I’ve been myopic in my own way about this. I look at you and see an exceptional specimen of humanity, but I also forget that you’re a young woman. There are other things you should consider that might help you.”

      Mia tried to think of any avenues of training and education they’d been neglecting. Between her academic and simulator training, all relevant areas were covered. The only true deficit was, arguably, her recent lack of firearms practice. She doubted that’s what Abigail was talking about.

      “I don’t understand,” Mia admitted. She let her hopes become words. “You have a firearms range I can practice at?”

      “No.” Abigail laughed. “I’m talking about something else entirely. For example, recreation is important. Social interaction and social skills are important.”

      “I interact with you,” Mia pointed out. “And my social skills are improving.”

      “Yes, but…other people, closer to your age. That might be helpful. That’s what I’m getting at.”

      “Why?” Mia asked. “The average age of my enemies in the field will be higher. I don’t see how it would help missions. Strategic interactions don’t require many social skills as long as a clear chain of command has been established.”

      “Not everything is about the mission, Mia.” Abigail let out an exasperated sigh.

      “Then what?”

      “For example, are you interested in boys?”

      Mia was taken aback. “For what? The gender of my enemy is irrelevant.”

      Abigail chuckled. “I might be getting ahead of myself. If you don’t want to talk about it, or if you’re more interested in girls, I understand. Or if you’re not interested in anyone at all, that’s fine, too.”

      “What are you talking about?” Mia asked. “On average, men would represent a higher baseline threat in hand-to-hand combat, though training and equipment could equalize that. I know not to take any opponent lightly, regardless of their gender. Firearms and explosives can make gender meaningless, let alone heavy weapons or fighters.”

      Abigail stared at her with wide eyes. “Things are worse than I thought. This is terrible, and it’s not every day I feel that much better than someone in this area.”

      “I don’t understand. How are things terrible?”

      “I need to explain.”

      “Please do.”

      Abigail leaned back, watching Mia in silence for a long time before speaking. “I’d assumed, based on your blunt inquiries the night we met, that you weren’t so innocent in certain matters. My initial question would be more directly asked as, ‘Are you interested in a sexual relationship with boys?’ Does that make things clearer?”

      Mia frowned. “It would be more efficient to kill them without seduction. I don’t believe I can change myself enough for that to be a useful and practical strategy. Or are you talking about intelligence gathering?”

      Abigail grimaced. “No. Remember, we’ve talked about this. Not everything has to have an immediate tactical lethal utility.”

      “Oh.” Mia gave a quick nod. “You’re talking about long-term strategic goals.”

      Abigail’s brow went up. “I wouldn’t always say strategic goals, but I suppose long-term goals is part of it, and yes, then, depending on your goal, that could help.”

      Mia leaned forward, eyes bright with interest. “Tell me more.”

      Abigail laughed. “I should be afraid for the boys.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER NINE

          

        

      

    

    
      Mia’s stomach lurched as she spun her fighter, narrowly avoiding the missile that had been chasing her through space. The enemy fighter had relaxed after its initial barrage, overconfident that its projectile would finish the job. He turned in now, trying to line up his cannons with Mia’s fighter but hesitating because of a friendly going across his line of fire.

      Quick, abrupt maneuvers had brought her close to the enemy fighters, too close. They’d clipped her once. The risk had paid off by making it harder for them to fire blindly.

      Flying by herself made it easier. Her wingman had long since been blown to bits, despite the high skill setting—a natural result of being outnumbered.

      She ignored the closest enemy fighter and increased thrust to charge the would-be missile sniper. Spinning to her side, she opened up her cannon, and the rounds ripped through the fuselage of the enemy. His wingman lined up with her and launched a missile. She was committed now.

      The enemy fighter blew apart, and Mia continued her charge with a quick burst of lateral thrust to shove out of the way of the remnants of her foe. A small chunk scraped the bottom of her fighter. The shimmy worked her stomach before her correction.

      Another explosion shook her. The enemy missile had collided with the debris cloud, but the blast only did minor damage to her rear thrusters, adding red to her armor display along with the other earlier hits and scrapes.

      Damage that didn’t impair her fighter might as well not be damage. Her remaining enemy had failed to take her out and vaporized what was left of his ally.

      In a normal battle, that might have a major psychological impact. Mia didn’t want such variables in her training, so she’d never tried to program it in herself or ask Debbie to add it.

      In this case, the enemy fighter hadn’t corrected for the risk, which brought him far too close to the explosion. The secondary blast launched more debris in a large cloud, like an angry shotgun fired by a stellar giant. Chunks ripped through the surviving fighter, gouging the armor and shredding thrusters and cannons.

      Mia looped back toward him and aimed high. The enemy fighter survived his metal bath, although the damage left him clumsy and turning slowly, paddling through space with half the thrusters.

      She arced toward him and let her cannons finish what the debris cloud had started. Her rounds tore through the fighter, ripping him apart. Unlike him, she pulled away in time to avoid any more damage.

      Taking a deep breath, Mia glanced through her HUD status reports. Though she was out of missiles, her cannon ammo situation was fine. Minor damage to her thrusters and armor wouldn’t put her out of the fight. She hadn’t suffered any reactor damage. She’d even rerouted life support for more power. Her flight suit remained undamaged, along with her air supply.

      That amused her. She’d not expected Abigail to be so willing and able to get her a full-flight suit. Mia had prepared a long and detailed argument about how she should be training realistically and how it would move her dogfighting training beyond even her father’s system.

      Abigail hadn’t needed any convincing. A day after Mia asked, the flight suit and helmet arrived. Mia could have worn it in a real space fight and felt safe.

      Mia’s newfound satisfaction disappeared as she growled at new sensor contacts, a group of four fighters. She’d destroyed six fighters since the start of the fight and used up her missiles in the process. There’d been no reinforcements during that engagement. She’d let her guard down and assumed she’d cleared out the carrier. That assumption might cost her life.

      Her studies suggested a light carrier of that size typically carried eight to twelve fighters. She theoretically might have wiped out half the enemy's strength. But the simulation goals went far beyond that. Command needed the carrier neutralized before they could push through the sector. The mission briefing suggested only crippling the engines. No one expected a single pair of fighters to destroy an entire carrier. It would take a miracle.

      Mia scoffed, accelerating and curving toward the approaching enemy squadron. She’d always been surprised by the sophistication of the piloting techniques and tactics on display in the simulation. Debbie had done a great job. There was enough reaction and detail that Mia couldn’t exploit poor programming the way she had on lower-level simulations on her old system back at home. That verisimilitude eliminated the temptation of shortcuts.

      The enemy squadron broke apart into two groups that pushed away from each other. They’d telegraphed their flanking maneuver yet were still too cautious about thrust. A more aggressive tactic might have given them a chance.

      She knew why they were hesitating. They assumed she was closing in on them. Had they known her plan, they might have ignored her, thinking it was insane.

      Her heart pounded as she altered course. She fired her forward thrusters to decelerate as a barrage of missiles erupted from both enemy groups. Obnoxious warning beeps marked their advance, but she didn’t alter course, allowing the enemy fighters to overshoot her.

      Their wide, sluggish turn proved their arrogance, however simulated. She would feed into it. Their four missiles were more than enough to slag a normal fighter. Mia hadn’t released any decoy pods and still made no attempt to alter course.

      Another second, another beep. She shoved the thrusters to maximum, and now her fighter was shaking, and the g-forces flattened her against her seat. It wasn’t enough to outrun the missiles without special maneuvers. They were gaining on her fighter.

      She stayed on her course, heading directly toward the carrier, and her fingers tapped away at a control panel, adjusting the power balance of her ship. Her presets helped. Speed and maneuverability would be everything for the next minute.

      A faint glow surrounded the carrier. That, combined with her sensor readings, confirmed their shields were still up. There was no reason to risk dropping them to use antifighter batteries against a single charging fighter, especially one that had used up all its heavy ordnance and was being chased by four missiles.

      Mia angled her fighter down to continue her straight charge at the carrier. Her fighter wouldn’t survive a collision, nor would a direct collision against shields bring them down. The simulation had no reason to fear her tactics.

      The missile warning beeps continued unabated. She held her breath, her heart pounding, zooming toward the carrier. Her enemy tail slackened their pursuit, convinced she’d be dead one way or another soon enough and worried about being caught up in her blast.

      Mia counted down in her head. Her maneuver would take split-second precision, and she couldn’t trust her sensors. Ranging on shields was unreliable at close distances. That wasn’t a problem for most battles, but she’d need instinct and luck as much as skill for her next maneuver.

      Five, four, three, two…

      She yanked back on the control yoke and put her reserve power into the bottom thrusters. Her fighter’s nose raised as she barreled toward the carrier. Collision warnings flashed on her HUD.

      Mia cleared the top of the shield without ripping her ship apart. The next moments passed in a flash as she concentrated on keeping the fighter steady.

      All the missiles trailing Mia exploded against the shield in a bright flash. A fighter colliding with a shield wouldn’t take it down. A direct hit of four missiles in one area was different.

      The blast wave rattled the escaping fighter and added aft thruster damage warnings to Mia’s HUD. She spun her fighter and burned toward the new hole in the blue field in a gut-churning move. She ignored the surviving antifighter batteries that spun toward her and opened fire while she fed cannon fire directly into the rear engines.

      Her tight pass gave her only seconds, but that was enough. Her rounds dug deeply, blasting chunks from one engine that collided with the other. Secondary explosions and debris did the rest, leaving the carrier limping through space.

      The rest of the antifighter batteries near her opened fire, but she slipped through the curtain of death to fly away from the wounded carrier. Stray battery fire blew apart two of the pursuing fighters.

      Mia would need to stay near the carrier. The danger would be worth the risk until she cleared the enemy squad.

      Her HUD cleared. Statistics filled the screen.

      She’d forgotten her tactical objectives. Complete obliteration of the enemy forces hadn’t been a requirement—disabling the carrier had always been the goal. She would never know if she could have won against the rest of the enemy.

      Mia pulled off her helmet and wiped away sweat, smiling at her success. She wanted to pump her fist and cheer.

      She hadn’t been sure she could win. She’d instructed Debbie to generate a handful of ‘nearly impossible scenarios’ to push Mia to her limits. The faint hope of victory was supposed to grant purpose to the endeavor and provide a goal, much like in a real battle.

      Mia opened the simulator door and slipped out, beaming from ear to ear. She trembled from a combination of excitement and strain from the simulation.

      Abigail stood near the door to the room with a curious look on her face. “Interesting and unexpected. If you did that in a real battle, they might be half-convinced to put you in charge of an entire fleet.”

      “Did you monitor me?” asked Mia. “Did you see it was close to a simulated masterpiece of space combat?”

      “Yes, I suppose it was.” Abigail looked thoughtful. “And this masterpiece of space combat, as you said, only confirms it.”

      “What?”

      Abigail stared at the simulator. She had a distant look in her eyes. “Clean up, and then come to the living room. We’ll talk about it there. Congratulations on your victory.”
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        * * *

      

      Mia wasn’t sure what to expect when she sat across from Abigail on the couch. They’d settled into a routine in their weeks together. While Mia didn’t always appreciate Abigail’s teaching style, she couldn’t deny that she had learned a huge amount in a short time. And the simulator that Abigail had paid for had improved Mia’s piloting skills.

      “I’ve finally figured out what to do with you,” Abigail began. “That simulation success only confirms I have the right idea.”

      “I don’t understand,” Mia replied. “I’ve been studying different subjects. Do you want me to study more? Or do you want me to focus my training more on dogfighting and related areas?”

      Abigail nodded. “In a sense, but not exactly, not the way you’re thinking. I want to maximize your potential. I can’t do that here, with you hiding out in my apartment and using my AI assistant to do your simulations. No matter how sophisticated this equipment is, it won’t maximize your potential.”

      “You want me to leave?” Mia was more confused than hurt. She hadn’t expected any of this from Abigail after all their recent conversations.

      “I want to enroll you in the KCAP Top Gun program,” Abigail explained. “I presume you’re familiar with the program.”

      “Elite space fighter training program.” Even as Mia said it, it didn’t sink in. “You want to send me there?”

      “Not everyone can create a masterpiece of space combat. When one finds a prodigy, one does one’s best to bring out their full skill.” Abigail smiled. “And the best way for you to achieve that in real life is by joining the program. Real training from real military personnel, with better simulators, and, eventually, real craft.”

      Mia couldn’t deny that the idea appealed to her. She’d trained for years in simulators, enjoying every second but never considering that she might be able to fly a real space fighter and take on true enemies.

      Abigail said it would be a way to maximize her potential. The Top Gun program might be the first real opportunity Mia would have to finally beat her father at something.

      Her breath caught. Her father. Of course. In all the excitement, she’d let herself forget her true mission.

      She wasn’t staying at Abigail’s to wait for a future training opportunity. She was supposed to be waiting until the trouble died down and then following up on her father’s death.

      Mia looked away. “It does sound like a good opportunity. I don’t know if it’s the best thing for me at this time.”

      Abigail snorted. “Let me now demonstrate how well I know you, Mia.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “With your abilities, you’re a shoo-in for this program, and I can pull certain strings to help facilitate your acceptance despite, or perhaps because of, your unusual background,” Abigail claimed. “Many people in your position would do anything for this opportunity. I can see it in your face. You love the idea of doing something more than playing with programs and holograms. But I can see deeper than that. You’re thinking, ‘What about my father?’”

      Mia swallowed. “I came to Felsk to find the truth. I’m no closer to the truth than I was when I first arrived. The death of Valerie Kalan ended that, and you won’t tell me much.”

      “I have nothing I could share with you about the death of your father,” Abigail promised. “It came as much a surprise to me as you. So the question is, how are you going to find the truth now? Hmm?” She raised an eyebrow. “As you said, your one lead is dead. The connections you had to them are dead. The police aren’t going to let you stalk that law firm. You can wait six months, a year, and pick up your investigation the same way you did before. Next time, you’ll end up dead or in prison. I guarantee it.”

      Mia shot to her feet. “You don’t know that. I was close. I made a mistake in how I approached her. I won’t repeat that mistake.”

      “You were ambushed, and you have no leads,” Abigail reminded her calmly. “Returning to your investigation like before won’t lead to anything but your death.”

      “It’s my life to risk.”

      “Yes.” Abigail’s voice stayed calm, but a faint hurt lingered in her eyes. “But you shouldn’t throw it away for nothing.”

      Mia clenched her fists. “Are you telling me to give up on finding out the truth?”

      Abigail scoffed. “All those lessons and conversations we’ve had over these past weeks, and you still don’t get it, do you? Everything is always ‘How does this help me kill someone?’ You need to think longer-term, young lady, and I don’t mean in army or fleet terms. You want the truth about your father?”

      “Yes!” Mia shouted. “Do you know it?”

      “I’d tell you if I did.” Abigail sounded contrite now. “But I do know a way you can get it without getting yourself murdered in the meantime. Sometimes a young woman can have it all.”

      “By joining the Top Gun program? By joining the military?” Mia dropped onto the edge of the couch and stared at her hands. “I’d like it, but it can’t come at the cost of investigating my father.”

      “Elite military personnel aren’t like normal people,” Abigail stressed. “Participating in this program will open access to avenues of the military that would otherwise be unavailable to both of us. And that might give you a better chance of finding out what happened to your father.”

      Mia looked up. “You’re saying it had something to do with the military?”

      “Or at least military adjacent. He had a particular skillset, after all. You’ve acknowledged that yourself. Anyway, this is the best I can do for you. You deserve the full truth about what happened to your father, and this is the best way I can think to give it to you while also making sure I’m doing right by you.”

      “Two birds and one stone,” Mia whispered.

      “Why do you think I’ve been so focused on history, psychology, and that sort of material?” asked Abigail. “Why do you think I’ve been trying to train you past seeing everything as an immediate killing opportunity? This will be a different mission, Mia. You won’t be able to identify your targets and allies easily. You won’t be able to confront everyone openly. You’ll need a little sneaking around and skulduggery. Are you prepared for that?”

      Mia gave a firm nod. “I’ll do whatever it takes to find the truth. I’m ready.”

      “Then let’s get you into Top Gun.”
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      Abigail told Mia to concentrate on her training while she explored opportunities and the best strategies for getting Mia into Top Gun without alerting anyone dangerous. That made sense to Mia. Everyone had their own skillset, and her tactical abilities wouldn’t help her navigate the bureaucracy. That was one skill that she would have to develop with experience.

      Mia had just finished up a running session when Abigail stepped into the room, holding up a datapad.

      “I believe I’ve got a general plan,” Abigail proposed.

      Mia jumped off the treadmill. “Is it that complicated that you needed days to figure it out?”

      “Yes.” Abigail lowered her arm. “Your unusual background means directly joining the program isn’t possible, no matter how many strings I pull.”

      “What?” Mia frowned. “But what good does that do me? Why did you even bring it up, then?”

      “Patience, Mia.” Abigail chuckled quietly. “Didn’t your father teach that for sniping or anything similar?”

      “That’s different. And you told me you wanted me to join the Top Gun program, and now you’re saying I can’t. I thought you already had a plan.”

      “I do have a plan. And I didn’t say you couldn’t join. I said you couldn’t do it directly. That’s part of what I’ve been exploring these past few days. The traditional route is doomed by all the obstacles related to your lack of clear educational and training records. There is also the harsh reality of the legal issues hanging over your head.” She threw up a hand to preempt Mia’s complaint. “But I have figured out a workaround. It’ll get you into Top Gun, though not as quickly as I would have liked.”

      “What is it?” Mia asked, mollified. She had no better plan than trying to raid Valerie Kalan’s old office. She wasn’t in a position to complain.

      Abigail handed the datapad to Mia. Smiling young men and women in black uniforms stood in front of a bronze statue of a stern-looking soldier holding a rifle.

      “Talari Academy?” Mia read. She looked up. “Am I supposed to have heard of this place?”

      “No. It’s a private military academy whose administration owes me a few favors,” Abigail explained with a thin smile. “They also have connections with the KCAP military establishment. By going through this academy, I can get you into Top Gun.”

      “How long will I have to attend this school before joining Top Gun?”

      Abigail’s smile brightened. “And that’s where the plan and my efforts over the last few days come in. The whole point of this school is to teach young people military discipline, basic academics, and applied tactical skills, including piloting. Many of these so-called military elites started their proper training when they were young teenagers. You’ve been doing this since you were a tiny girl, and your baseline potential is far greater than theirs.”

      Mia glanced down at the pad. “Then I won’t have to spend much time at this academy? Spending years learning something I already know is pointless.”

      “I’ve already contacted them about having you test out of many of their requirements. They’ve been rather obstinate about the whole matter and are overconfident because they think I’m exaggerating your potential. Using that against them, I made a simple deal. As you’re an advanced student by skill level, you’ll test in their core areas. If you fail an exam, no matter by how much, you’re committing to the full set of coursework related to that subject, academic or practical.”

      “Aren’t you worried I won’t be able to pass?” Mia asked.

      Abigail scoffed. “Not for a second. All you need to do is what you’ve been doing your whole life for the skills exam.” She gestured to the datapad. “And you’ve been learning in your time with me. Fortunately for you, the academic subjects we’ve been covering completely overlap the required subjects at the academy, and it’s not as if you were completely ignorant before you came to me.”

      Mia stared at Abigail, a tension stiffening her neck. “You said you figured this all out in the last couple of days.”

      “Certain details, yes. What of it?”

      “You also said before you’d just figured out that Top Gun was the place for me.”

      Abigail nodded. “Also true. Why?”

      “It sounds like you’ve been planning this the entire time.”

      Mia didn’t know why that disturbed her so much. Her father had planned her entire life for her. Another person doing the same felt wrong.

      Abigail smiled. “I knew you’d need to do something more stimulating than hiding in my apartment. And I suspected it would likely be something related to your childhood training. Your father wasn’t training a musician.”

      “No. He wasn’t.”

      “To be clear, the particulars of my plan didn’t come into clarity until your masterpiece of space combat the other day,” Abigail emphasized. “As for the academic training, that was helpful, though not assigned as part of any grand plan. I was disgusted that such a fine mind was going to waste. Nothing more. If you were a fool, I wouldn’t have bothered.”

      Mia swiped through the pad, skimming the boilerplate statements about honor, discipline, and glory being inculcated at the academy. A section on famous alumni who’d passed into high positions in the government and military was prominent.

      Only the true elite are worthy to join us. Are you?

      She didn’t care about proving anything to anyone at the academy. Talari was nothing more than a stepping-stone to the Top Gun program. She couldn’t be afraid of their tests.

      “When do I start?” she asked.

      “In three weeks,” explained Abigail. “I want to ensure that you’re prepared for anything academic they throw at you, and that’ll align with seasonal testing they’re doing for their entire student body. They wouldn’t budge on that. They wanted to make sure you’re tested in the same environment as everyone else at their school.”

      “Three weeks? Good. I’ll go clean up, and we should start a lesson on whatever it is you think I’m weak in.” Mia headed toward the door.

      All the tension had drained from her body, and she felt buoyed by a lightness she hadn’t possessed since her father had died. Her messenger tracking plan had been born of grim necessity and didn’t fully play to her strengths.

      Abigail’s plan would be different. It would allow Mia to use all her skills to infiltrate the military and find the truth about her father’s death.

      She wasn’t just ready. She was looking forward to it.
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        * * *

      

      Mia leaped over a hurdle before continuing her sprint. The closest other student was so far behind she’d long since lost them out of her peripheral vision. She pumped her legs, disappointed that the overall physical training course was so short. She’d barely broken a sweat.

      She flew over another hurdle before a sharp turn toward the last portion of the course, a rope climbing wall. A quick jump and scramble sent her to the top and past the wide-eyed examiner who stared at her.

      “You…” he stammered. He almost dropped his datapad, juggling it a bit before it went flying.

      Mia snatched the device from the air and handed it to him. She surveyed the course from the top of the platform. Her closest competitor had just entered the hurdle section.

      “Yes?” she asked. “What is it, sir?”

      “You just destroyed the school record,” the examiner explained, entering data into his pad. “The all-time record, not just the current class record. If I hadn’t been monitoring this test, I wouldn’t have believed it.”

      “Oh.” Mia shrugged. “That wasn’t my best.”

      “It wasn’t?” The examiner stumbled backward. “How could that not be your best?”

      “I wasn’t familiar with this course,” explained Mia. “With practice, I could shave off time.”

      “That…isn’t necessary, Miss Verick.”

      “Oh. Very well, then.”
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        * * *

      

      Mia darted between the thick gray walls. Positioned between taller black and gray mounds, they didn’t stretch all the way from the floor to the roof but provided just enough cover for a crouching or prone student. She’d moved far ahead of the rest of her squad.

      The crack of rifles echoed from all around her. Her combat training suit didn’t buzz or shock her. No one had landed a hit.

      That wasn’t a surprise. The other students had demonstrated good accuracy on a static range, though inferior to her.

      Mia ducked low and darted out from her cover, whipping her rifle toward her left and firing. A burst to the right followed before she slid underneath a wall.

      Two names on the holographic scoreboard turned red. More kills to add to the four she’d already accomplished. She didn’t understand what the others on her team were doing. They had even team numbers. Everyone needed to take down one enemy before they were taken out, and they’d win.

      A squad from her team sprinted around a corner, sweat all over their red faces. Her squad leader frowned as he puffed, “I know…you’re a transfer student. But…you should…” He wiped away sweat and took a deep breath. “Don’t get too far ahead of us. Remember, the scenario includes jammed comms. We don’t have any way of communicating with you.”

      “With my other kills from earlier, the enemy team has been reduced by half,” Mia informed him. “Our other squads have managed a handful of kills. We now greatly outnumber the enemy. It’s time to press the attack. The longer we wait, the more chance they’ll have to consolidate in an ambush.”

      “You can’t be a one-woman show,” complained the squad leader. “We’re a team.”

      “Victory is the most important goal here,” Mia replied. “I’ve already calculated, based on your capabilities, that I can bring us victory with no casualties.”

      More enemy names turned red as shouts and gunshots echoed throughout the chamber.

      Mia inclined her head to the side. “Enemies are coming. We should get ready.”

      “That was from far away,” huffed the squad leader. “And this discussion isn’t over, Verick.” He motioned to the half-walls on either side of his position.

      The squad members spread out and knelt, resting their weapons on the wall. Mia did the same.

      The black of enemy uniforms broke through the background of the training course. She lined up a single headshot before going for a three-shot chest cluster on her second target.

      “What the hell are you doing!” shouted the squad leader. “You gave away our…” He stared at the scoreboard and the two new names that had disappeared. “That was luck. There’s no way you hit them at that distance. I could barely see them. Somebody else got them. And even if you could see them, that’s risky shooting at someone that far away. You could have killed someone with friendly fire.”

      “You can consult the post-exercise statistics after this is over,” Mia suggested while slapping in a fresh magazine. She appreciated that even though they weren’t firing real bullets, the training was reinforcing ammo discipline. “And I knew they were the enemy.”

      The last of the enemy names on the enemy team turned red. Mia’s team had annihilated them without suffering any casualties. Cheers erupted from around the chamber, but the squad leader shook his head.

      “You…”

      “Weakening the enemy formation ensured our victory,” Mia pointed out. “I followed the general strategy laid out in the pre-test briefing. Harassment followed by pressing the enemy formation.”

      “You couldn’t have…” The squad leader shook his head. “No one’s that good.”

      Mia flipped on her safety and shouldered her rifle. “We won. Why are you upset? It makes no sense. Did you want to fail?”

      “Because…I had the record for my class…” His shoulders slumped. “I had three kills in a previous test.”

      Mia didn’t want to admit that she’d been restraining herself. She didn’t know how much individual kills affected the student scoring, and she figured doing well without hogging all the kills would satisfy her goals without inconveniencing other students.

      “In battle, victory is always the most important thing,” Mia offered. “Not individual glory.”

      “Easy to say when you have the glory,” snapped the squad leader. “You shouldn’t have pushed ahead. That could have gone badly and left us undermanned.”

      “I wouldn’t have done that if I believed I was incapable of doing it and surviving. I never weakened the strength of the unit.” Mia shrugged. “This was an exercise that didn’t require total restraint. Therefore, I didn’t exercise it.”

      He scoffed. “We’ll see how you do in the piloting exam. I know a future ground pounder when I see one.”
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        * * *

      

      Mia finished typing her last answer into the datapad. She stood, ignoring the mix of confused and angry looks from the other students as she strode toward the front desk and the skeptical proctor. She held out her datapad.

      “I have completed the exam,” she stated. “Please note there was an error on Problem 3, Subsection C. You can’t calculate any of those answers based on the information provided. I had to perform secondary calculations to get the background values before solving the problem.”

      The proctor frowned and snatched her datapad away. “Quiet,” he whispered. “That’s part of the exam.”

      Mia cocked her head to the side. “But the question is based on incorrect data.”

      “The military doesn’t need people who can’t spot bad intel.” He scoffed and slid the datapad into a slot on his desk. “Don’t get so cocky. I’m sure you didn’t get it right anyway. There’s no way you do all those calculations that quickly. That’s impossible.”

      “What?” Mia asked.

      “A perfect score.” He blinked.

      “Isn’t that what you want?”

      “The test is designed to en…” He took a deep breath and nodded toward the door. “Leave. No one else is close to being finished. And you’re distracting the other students.”
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        * * *

      

      Mia tapped away at her command interface, glancing between the symbols marking the different military and civilian fleets. Dark red symbols marked enemy movement identified by recon elements, both active scout missions and passive detection through satellites and buoys.

      She didn’t enjoy this exercise much. The more abstract simulation only allowed her a small number of orders delivered to fleets before passing days between turns.

      While realistic in broad terms, as high-level commanders couldn’t micromanage every individual unit under their purview, it lacked the visceral excitement that came with a dogfight or tactical field simulation. Some people were meant for command, and some were meant to execute those commands by killing the enemy.

      After reviewing her moves, she committed her forces. Alerts popped up on the display along with a new major enemy force missed by her recon efforts. She considered her next moves before redeploying a modest number of ships near that area to intercept the newly arriving enemy force, then strengthened her forces on the opposite side of the system and committed. Her final orders included the mandatory evacuation of a civilian station closer to the front line.

      The enemy force moved closer, obliterating her interception fleet and the station.

      Her examiner’s voice came in over the intercom. “Do you care to explain that decision, Miss Verick?”

      “There’s nothing to explain.” She pressed different fleet symbols to bring up more detailed statistics and information before breaking apart her other fleets to blunt the enemy assault against her home world. “I would have pulled back more ships and asked for volunteers, but the simulation doesn’t allow it.”

      “You’re leaving a hole straight to your home world. That’s dangerous.”

      Mia didn’t see what that had to do with it. “It was necessary to force them to commit. The initial scenario had our supply line too weakened. If we spread out the enemy by pressing them all along their line, their raiders would have taken out too many of the rear supply transports. We wouldn’t have been able to reinforce the entirety of forward fleets, and the entire sector would have fallen within about two weeks.” She frowned. “The initial deployment of forces was subpar. No matter what I did, there were going to be losses. I prioritized minimizing those losses without giving up the entire sector.”

      The examiner cleared his throat. “Not every battle or war unfolds based on your preferences. War doesn’t set itself up for an easy win.”

      “If this were a real war, thousands of men would have died because of the incompetence of whoever was commanding the fleets before me. They should be punished because of their ineptitude.”

      The holographic displays disappeared. The door to the chamber opened to reveal the tight-jawed examiner.

      “Exercise complete, Miss Verick. You’ll receive your score at the end of the day.”
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        * * *

      

      Mia kept in tight formation with her squadron leader’s fighter until the squadron broke apart into groups of three to take on the spreading line of enemy fighters. The battle might be simulated, but all her opponents and wingmen were fellow students.

      She couldn’t take anything for granted. Humans would always be far more unpredictable than anything a simulator could come up with.

      “Alpha Three, prepare for sweeping flank,” ordered her squad leader with a hint of haughtiness in his voice. It was the student she’d dealt with in the field exercise earlier in the week. “Just survive for a minute while we get in position. I’m sure someone as good as you can do that, right?”

      “Without knowing the enemy’s pilot skill levels, I can’t be certain,” Mia replied. “Though I doubt it’ll be a problem.”

      The squad leader chuckled. “Then let’s see it, Alpha Three. Show us how good you are, just like you did in the tac room.”

      Mia adjusted the power balance of her reactor, life support, and thrusters. Her squad leader’s orders were an obvious attempt to use her as a decoy. She didn’t care about his reasoning, despite his obvious foolish emotionality. Obeying the squad leader was included in the scoring rubric for the exercise. Allowing her first strike would let her finish the exercise sooner, anyway.

      Her stomach lurched as her main thrusters kicked in, pushing faster and faster. The enemy fighters hesitated for a moment, unable to make sense of the sole fighter charging them without support. Suicide runs weren’t standard doctrine at the academy.

      Mia’s careful lateral burst shoved her fighter to the side and set her on a course between two enemies. The enemy’s wide formation held too many gaps.

      The three opponents closest to her woke up, accelerating while tightening their formation. She continued her hard acceleration, ignoring the churn in her stomach and the rattle of the simulator.

      Enemy missiles burst from the three fighters. They’d almost made it too easy by getting so close together before they fired. She flew right toward the deadly weapons.

      “What the hell are you doing, Alpha Three?” shouted her squadron leader. “You’re supposed to distract them, not get fragged upon contact. You need to last long enough for us to get into position.”

      The other friendly squadron was closing in on the rest of the enemy. They’d be in engagement range within ninety seconds.

      Mia charged right toward the missile cluster, watching them grow closer on her sensor readout. In the last blink of an eye, she put full power into her top thrusters, shoving the fighter from their path and popping off a decoy.

      She immediately spun her fighter toward the enemy squadron and released a barrage. The blast behind her shook her craft, and minor damage warnings filled the side of her HUD.

      The enemy fighters turned toward her with their cannons blazing. She zoomed past them, raking one fighter with cannon fire and launching a missile before her momentum ruined her angle.

      Her cannon fire ripped through the fuselage of the first enemy, leaving their lateral thrusters compromised. His friends couldn’t help—a split-second delay in decoy release allowed her missile to obliterate the second fighter, and the third enemy veered away, though they didn’t escape the explosion and debris.

      They’d gone from being too spread out to flying too close together. Clustered firing could be effective when the enemy wasn’t able to evade. They had the misfortune of a strong opponent who could get the most out of her fighter.

      Mia pulsed her thrusters with the coordination of a conductor directing a full orchestra. She gave up little overall speed as she swept behind the other enemy squadron that had broken apart to engage her ally’s flank and fired another barrage.

      Her squad leader and wingman finished off the wounded fighters from before. Panicked decoy releases saved the three remaining enemies from Mia’s missiles, but they couldn’t do much as she swept past and shredded them with her cannon fire, blowing two enemies apart and wounding the remaining fighter.

      It didn’t survive much longer. Converging cannon fire from her allies ripped the fighter apart.

      Mia sighed. “I was too sloppy.”

      “That’s you being sloppy?” The squadron leader sounded awed.

      “I should have finished off all three on the first pass,” Mia explained. “I’m less familiar with the fighter being simulated in this exercise.”

      “You just scored three kills and three assists. You can’t possibly… You know what? Never mind.”
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        * * *

      

      Mia yawned and stepped out of her latest test chamber. She didn’t understand how this was supposed to be an elite academy. The questions on their economics exam were pitiful compared to what Abigail had put her through, despite the attempt to introduce complexities related to military logistics.

      A tall woman in an elaborate white uniform stood outside the room with her arms crossed. Her nametape read Zhao.

      “Verick,” she barked. “Do you know who I am?”

      “Commandant Zhao,” replied Mia. “You run the academy.”

      Zhao crooked a finger. “Come with me. We need to talk in my office.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Mia stood at parade rest in front of the commandant’s desk, waiting for her to say something. Zhao had brought Mia to the room, sat, and spent minutes staring at her.

      With a sigh, Zhao gestured to the chair. “At ease. You may sit.”

      Mia lowered herself into the chair. “What is this about, ma’am?”

      “You are a very unusual girl, Miss Verick. I was annoyed when I was pressured to admit an advanced transfer student with a non-existent record. I figured this was some politician’s child wanting to earn points prior to joining the military, but you’ve smashed through every record we have at this academy.”

      Mia nodded. “I believe many of the tests are too easy.”

      Zhao’s brow went up. “Do you, now?”

      “In my opinion, ma’am, yes.”

      “That brings me to trying to understand you better. Most students come here with extensive records and letters of recommendation. We have a good grasp on them and their capabilities before they ever set foot in this academy. You came out of nowhere and…” She laughed and entered a command in her datapad. “I’m going to read something to you from one of my instructors. ‘This is like a bad dream.’”

      “A bad dream?” Mia asked. “I don’t understand how a student excelling would be a bad dream.”

      “Because the whole point of being an instructor is to impart something to a student,” the commandant shot back. “You are the single best student we’ve ever had go through this program. That makes me wonder about something more fundamental, as we do have at least information on your eventual goal. Top Gun, correct?”

      Mia nodded. “Yes.”

      “Clearly, you’ve been preparing for this for a long time. But you don’t seem to understand how special and unusual you are.”

      “I don’t see why that is a problem. Would you prefer I be incompetent or mediocre?”

      “Of course not, Miss Verick. But with the level of talent you’ve displayed, why this?”

      “I want to be the best.”

      “That seems self-explanatory, but what I’m interested in is why be best at this?”

      Mia frowned, having trouble following Commandant Zhao’s line of questioning. Abigail had been clear about her expectations.

      “I…I don’t think I understand,” Mia admitted.

      The commandant pinched the bridge of her nose and closed her eyes. “Miss Verick, when I say you’re special and unusual, I don’t say that lightly. Many highly decorated officers have entered the military via this academy, and I don’t believe any of them demonstrated your level of talent at this age and stage in their education. With your physical abilities and academic capabilities, you might be capable of being the best at almost anything you set your mind to. You could fulfill almost any military position exceptionally well, and, with more life experience, almost any job or position in the civilian world.”

      “My primary training is focused on tactical and strategic matters,” Mia stated.

      “Yet you destroyed our academic exams with ease,” countered the commandant.

      “I received tutoring prior to testing.”

      The commandant chuckled. “You say that as if anyone else could receive a little tutoring and do as well. You’re missing my point. You could be anything you want in the KCAP, and I mean anything, so why is being a pilot in the Top Gun program so important to you?”

      “Are you saying you don’t believe the KCAP needs good fighter pilots?”

      “No, I’m not saying that. But I want to know why you, in particular, are focused on that program as opposed to so many other options, even military options, such as more direct command track areas. The KCAP Navy might not be the best for your talents versus other branches.”

      Mia looked down as she considered her answer. Her main goal, infiltration of the military, wasn’t one she could share with anyone outside of Abigail. She couldn’t dismiss the question casually, though. Despite her exam scores, the commandant’s recommendation would play a large role in Mia’s immediate future.

      She took a deep breath. She’d practiced answering this question with Abigail several times. Even with the woman absent, Mia could feel Abigail’s anxiety over the matter. Abigail wanted Mia to find the truth about her father as much as Mia herself did.

      “I think…no…” Mia thought for a moment and started over. “I know it is in large part because of my father. He’s a big part of why I’m the person I am. He’s the one who trained me and pushed me into excellence. And he’s also the one who bought me my first dogfighting simulator. He was the one who recognized my piloting potential. So, I do this to honor that and him, to honor the wisdom that saw that truth, even with all the potential things I could have been. He always wanted the best for me, and so I don’t see a reason to turn my back on him now.”

      Commandant Zhao looked away for a moment and wiped her eyes with her sleeve. “I…I see. I suppose that’s about the best reason I can think of. That’s all for the day. We’ll let you know our final decision by tomorrow at noon. We’ll be sending the formal message to your guardian.”
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        * * *

      

      Abigail paced the living room, clenching and unclenching her hands. “This should work.”

      Mia watched her from the couch. Abigail had grown agitated with each passing hour as the clock moved closer to noon.

      “I had the top scores on every single objective exam,” Mia assured her.

      “Of course you did,” Abigail replied. “You do have a unique personality, but I’m hoping they’ll understand it makes you especially suited for the military life.”

      “You think they’ll reject me?”

      Abigail shook her head. “I don’t believe so. I’ve prepared other possibilities should that happen, but we should wait—” Her datapad beeped on the edge of the couch. She snatched it up and began reading. “Hmm. Hmm. Hmm.” She took a deep breath. “That should work.”

      “What does it say?” asked Mia.

      Abigail smiled. “It’s worked out better than I planned. They have agreed to accept your previous educational experience as transfer credits. Once the necessary paperwork is filled out, you will be eligible for your final year of training, which won’t be completed on this planet. After you complete that year, you will be transferred to the Top Gun program.”

      Mia took in the information, unsure how to deal with the competing emotions. “A year before I can join the Top Gun program?”

      “Yes, Mia. You’re not yet of age, and this will give you a year to work on your social skills and other areas, though I also feel this is your best opportunity. Staying here and trying something else won’t end like it did last time. Howel pulled a lot of strings to make sure you didn’t get in trouble. It comes down to whether or not you have the patience to find out what happened to your father.”

      “Yes,” Mia vowed. “And I wasn’t lying when I told the commandant how I wanted to honor my dad. I’ll become the best pilot in the KCAP, and I’ll find out what happened to him.”

      Abigail patted her shoulder. “I wasn’t sure about you when Howel dropped you off.”

      “I remember. You were worried if I was potty-trained.”

      Abigail laughed. “It’s embarrassing now that I think about it. I know now that he made the best choice, and you’ll succeed at everything. You’ll make your father proud.” She looked away, blinking back tears. “You’ll make me proud. You already do.”

      “Thank you, Abigail, for everything. I won’t let either of you down.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ELEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Mia tugged at the sleeves of her new uniform. She accepted the uniform for what it was: a symbol of her status as a matriculating cadet attending her final year of training in the Talari Academy Pilot Program. In a short span of months, she’d gone from spending most of her time alone to being surrounded by people closer to her age.

      Sometimes it was hard to take in. She didn’t know what to think about all of it. All she could do was continue training and earning the respect of those in the program and the military.

      She sat up in her seat and looked around. Other than a drink of water at the beginning of the flight, she’d not seen any staff. Most of her fellow students during the tests had not been in their final years, and other matriculating cadets had departed a week before. Her departure had been delayed because of her unusual situation.

      A whirlwind of meetings, signings, and oath swearing had passed between her tests and formal enrollment, with Mia trying to keep her focus. She was one step closer to becoming both a true pilot and gaining the influence she’d need to find out what happened to her father.

      When she had learned Valerie Kalan was dead, Mia had thought she’d never find the truth, but everything was on track again.

      “Is everything okay?” Debbie asked. Her English voice came from the datapad sitting in the seat next to Mia.

      Abigail had linked Debbie to the pad. Mia’s understanding was the main Debbie process would sync at intervals with the pad AI process, though the main Debbie wasn’t in the pad.

      “Yes,” answered Mia. “Why do you ask?”

      “Your expression has deviated from the baseline I observed during our time together. I have concerns you were upset.”

      “I see.” Mia smiled. “I’m not upset. I’m excited.”

      Mia might have been alone on the ship, but she wouldn’t be alone on the planet. Abigail had managed to secure a civilian contractor position on the planet in a small zone designated for non-military operations. She planned to use her contacts to help keep tabs on Mia.

      That also explained why Abigail had set up the complicated situation involving Debbie, though Mia wasn’t clear if she meant local syncing or delayed syncing all the way back to the apartment. With neither woman living in the apartment for the foreseeable future, it wasn’t like Debbie would have had anything to do.

      Everything made Mia wonder. She was grateful for Abigail’s help, but she still didn’t know much about the woman, despite living and training with her in close quarters for so long. She welcomed any aid, but relocating planets to help the daughter of a dead friend was extreme.

      “If I asked you anything about Abigail and my dad, would you answer?”

      “I don’t have information on that topic,” Debbie reported.

      “Of course you don’t.” Mia grabbed the datapad and brought up an image of the planet she was going to overlaid with colored zones marking different military training areas. Talari Academy was not the only institution with final-year programs on the planet. Everyone wanted their cadets and personnel to interact with their future military colleagues as much as possible.

      Top Gun was there, too. Would she see any of their pilots in passing when she arrived on the planet?
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        * * *

      

      “That’s her,” whispered a cadet from a gaggle standing near the front office. “Mia Verick.”

      “She looks so young,” whispered another.

      “I thought they never took late arrivals to Top Gun Prep,” murmured a third.

      Mia ignored them as she made her way to the front office. She was amused at the name. It wasn’t official, though most cadets who finished the program with high enough marks were shortlisted for the Top Gun program. Abigail’s plan was working.

      She stopped and looked around. Dozens of students stared at her. Plenty were glaring, too.

      A burly cadet walked up to her. Like most of the other students, he was easily three or four years older than her. His nametape read Stansford, which she matched mentally from the pilot register to Paul Stansford. “It must be nice to have rich, connected friends.”

      “Excuse me?” Mia asked.

      “Rumors travel fast here,” Stansford explained with a feral grin.

      “That has unfortunate implications for information security.”

      “They said someone with juice was pushing a kid through the system. You’re so special that you didn’t have to show up on time.”

      “I’m here because my skills and knowledge justify my presence,” Mia retorted, staring down at the cadet. “Age is irrelevant. Connections are irrelevant. My ability is such that the academy felt it advantageous to bring me here.”

      He sneered and brushed past her with a hard shoulder. “We’ll see about that, Verick.”

      Mia headed toward the office door. She had final in-processing to complete. She didn’t have time to worry about idiots.

      It was as she said. Everything came down to skill. She would earn other cadets’ respect, and they hers, by demonstrating skill and abilities in the program. Nothing else mattered.
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        * * *

      

      Mia hadn’t expected to attend any classes on her second day on arrival, but after the day of in-processing and a night alone in a temporary dorm room, she found herself dropped right into a squadron tactics lecture the following morning. Half the class, including the instructor, spent more time glaring at her than paying attention to the material.

      She didn’t care if they didn’t think she’d earned her place there. She’d prove them all wrong.

      Her gaze skipped around the room. She was wearing a uniform, but not the right uniform. She needed to move past this program and into the proper KCAP Navy.

      Instructor Westing, a short but intense man gesticulating wildly to complicated holographic displays combining carriers and fighters, finished a sentence and snapped his head in her direction. “Cadet Verick!”

      “Yes, sir?”

      Westing narrowed his eyes. “Did I give you permission to daydream in my class?”

      “No, sir, and I’m not daydreaming, sir.”

      His nostrils flared. “Then why are you looking off into space while I’m giving you vital information? You think because you passed some tests back home, that you don’t need to learn anything?”

      “I’ve been paying attention,” Mia protested.

      “Then what was I talking about?” His mouth curled up in a sneer. Judging by his expression and the eager looks of others nearby, everyone thought they’d caught the new arrival in a trap.

      “You stated there are three methods to cripple a capital ship with a fighter,” Mia recited.

      Westing looked disappointed. “Yes, I did.”

      “What I don’t understand is why you’re letting us off so easy.”

      Murmurs swept the classroom. A student rolled his eyes and shook his head.

      Westing's brows knitted closer together. “You think I’m letting you off easy?”

      Mia nodded. “I was thinking through all the methods I know how to cripple a capital ship and laying bets with myself over the three that you’re going to share.”

      Westing stared at her, his jaw tightening. “You’re saying you already know more than three ways to cripple a capital ship with a fighter?”

      “I know at least twenty that are practical under most circumstances,” Mia confirmed. “And a dozen more with basic modifications of the fighters. After that, the strategies become questionable as to their practicality. Though, I would argue that I know all the ways that would be used in a typical battle.”

      “And how many methods are you claiming to know?” asked Westing.

      “Forty-three, sir. Again, those are based on simply having fighters available and modifying them. If you take into account a battle taking place near a planet or star, I could come up with six more.”

      Westing narrowed his eyes. “Forty-nine ways…to take out a cap ship?”

      Mia frowned. “Yes, sir, though, to be honest, I thought the focus of the Top Gun program was fighter-to-fighter superiority with some secondary considerations. Because of that, I haven’t put as much thought into anti-capital ship operations as I have ship-to-ship combat. I could have easily missed something, and I’m eager to learn from you.”

      “Is she for real?” asked another cadet.

      Westing shook his head as if clearing it. “Why don’t you stand and explain these methods to us?”

      Mia stood at parade rest. “Yes, sir. First, and most obvious, though most difficult, would be direct destruction by targeting structural weak points. This requires you to get through the shields, which already makes it challenging, though that is a requirement for most of these strategies. This method also requires pinpoint accuracy and detailed knowledge of the layout of the class of ship. For example, for an Amethyst-Class Frigate, you need to consider the primary weapon stores are accessible from direct attacks on the port and starboard. The best play is to come in…”

      Mia went on to describe the methods she had in mind. When she got to her sixth tactic, Westing interrupted her. “Enough, Cadet Verick. You’ve covered the three main tactics I wanted to discuss today, and those five are more than enough for our purposes here. As you were.”
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        * * *

      

      Mia’s first week passed in a blur. She’d noted a drop in hostility toward her from her instructors, though not so much from the other cadets. Proving oneself was the best defense against accusations of unfairness. It was unfortunate the other cadets didn’t feel the same way.

      Those thoughts swirled in her head as she stepped into the mess for lunch. She grabbed a tray and got her soup and chicken from the line before moving toward a table in the corner.

      She was used to the glares and frowns whenever she entered a room. She took it as part of her training to learn to operate in a hostile environment.

      Stansford smiled at her from across the room, though there was nothing kind in the expression. He whispered to two other cadets beside him before heading her way, trailed by his cronies.

      Mia ignored him while she worked on her soup. All training, mental or physical, began with proper nutrition.

      “How are you liking it here, Verick?” Stansford sneered.

      “The food is decent. I prefer to make my own food, but I understand that’s not practical given our other requirements.”

      Stansford scoffed. “I’m not talking about the mess. I meant the program. Top Gun Prep.”

      “It is interesting so far,” Mia allowed. “I’m not used to this type of environment. It’s taking adjustment.”

      “Oh, you’re not used to it.” Stansford moved closer to loom over her.

      Mia continued eating her soup. When he made his move, she would defend herself. She couldn’t risk killing him, so a knee strike would be her opener. Every public room in the area was monitored with cameras, and she hoped to argue self-defense.

      Stansford leaned forward, resting on his arm he’d placed near her tray. “That’s the problem, Verick. Everyone else in here worked their asses off at different academies to get into this program. They earned their spot here, and you come waltzing here from nowhere.”

      “I spent my life training.” Mia set down her spoon. She didn’t want to risk a reflexive attack to his eyes with her utensil. “I have earned my spot here.”

      “Yeah, yeah, heard about it, a Wilderlands bumpkin.” He laughed. “Some brush raider scared you once, so you think you’re better than all of us? Living in a dusty shithole doesn’t make you worthy of this place, Verick.”

      “Simply living, no.” Mia pushed her tray forward. “All my training does.”

      The other cadets by Stansford backed away, shaking their heads at him.

      “It’s not worth it,” one said before they both hurried back to their table.

      Stansford looked down at his arm and yanked it back like he’d been burned. “Enjoy your soup, Verick.” He turned to leave.

      “Wait,” Mia called out.

      He turned with an annoyed look. “I’ve got lunch to eat.”

      “You came to me.” Mia shrugged. “I didn’t come to you.”

      “Well, you called me back, so I stopped. What is it?”

      “Something’s off,” Mia explained. “You don’t like me. You’ve made that clear from the day of my arrival. You went through the trouble of coming over here to harass me, and now you’re retreating without success.”

      Stansford’s mouth twitched. “Is that so?”

      Mia nodded. “It’s an obvious failure. Any psychological campaign that doesn’t affect the target runs the risk of demoralizing the instigators. Your lack of success isn’t surprising, given that you don’t know me well, but what I don’t understand is why you’re giving up so easily or why you haven’t progressed to active physical harassment.”

      Stansford cocked his head to the side like he was seeing a strange mutant in the flesh. “You want to know why I’m not messing with you more?”

      “Yes. I don’t understand, given your obvious hatred for me, why you wouldn’t escalate. At first, I assumed it was cameras, but I can think of different ways to initiate a minor attack where it would be less obvious.” Mia motioned to the tray. “Even something as simple as feigning tripping to spill my meal onto my uniform. It would be difficult to prove you did such a thing on purpose.”

      Stansford threw his head back and laughed. “Are you for real?”

      “Yes,” Mia answered. “I’m curious.”

      “Okay.” Stansford smirked. “You know what? I’ll give your reward, Verick, for having a backbone.” He patted his chest. “Everyone here is afraid of you. Even me.”

      “Because of my abilities?”

      He scoffed. “Nah. Every pilot cadet in this program knows you have someone powerful behind you. They shoved you through into Top Gun Prep when you didn’t put the work in. You don’t deserve to be here, but yeah, you got me, Verick. I can’t push too hard, because then you’ll call up the worst kind of favors and get me booted.”

      Mia pulled her tray back in front of her. She was still hungry and was now confident no one would attack her.

      “That scenario is unlikely, but I appreciate your honesty and practicality.” Mia grabbed her spoon and downed more soup.

      Stansford stomped back to his table, muttering profanities.

      Having people fear her because of alleged political connections had benefits and disadvantages. She didn’t want the other pilot cadets disrupting her training with harassment. At the same time, she didn’t understand why they didn’t accept her obvious skills. Spending arbitrary years at the other facility didn’t make sense when she had already exceeded their requirements.

      Mia finished her soup. No longer interested in the chicken, she disposed of her tray and left the mess.

      Abigail had warned her about social skills. That hadn’t been enough to prepare Mia for the complexities of dealing with the other cadets on a daily basis. She’d assumed they’d acknowledge her skills and move on accordingly.

      She sighed as she stepped into the hallway. Life was harder when you couldn’t handle all your problems by shooting or exploding them. At least she had her first simulator run coming up that afternoon after days of pretraining and related lectures.

      It was time to work out her stress.
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        * * *

      

      Mia would have preferred to fly a real fighter, but she understood they didn’t want to risk expensive spacecraft until the cadets had proven themselves. The advanced neural-linked simulators provided unprecedented realism.

      They’d explained in her lectures that some units had even started using neural-linked fighters where the pilot stayed on the carrier. The Top Gun program, being a darling of the KCAP old guard, had refused to implement that idea in their training, insisting that remote flying presented technological risks, including jamming. More fundamentally, they believed pilots needed to be in the thick of battle to operate at their best. Many officers even argued that a war fought without risk to the warfighters lends itself to easier atrocities.

      Mia tapped away at the controls to customize the simulated Porcupine-Class Fighter better to her preferences. She was one of three pilots running the latest scenario while others waited outside the simulator pods and observed.

      “Cadet Verick,” her instructor called. “Prepare to initiate scenario. You are to fly your fighter through the heavy debris field to rendezvous with your carrier before they depart. If you take too long, they’ll be forced to leave. This simulates a recon flight in hostile territory.”

      “And the other pilots?” she asked.

      “Don’t worry about them,” replied the instructor. “They have their own orders. Beginning scenario in ten, nine, eight, seven, six, five, four, three, two, one…”

      The cockpit display changed to deep space. Large chunks of destroyed ships floated around, the inevitable end of any major battle. Most citizens didn’t appreciate the massive cleanup required after a major space battle.

      A fleet could win a decisive victory only to be hamstrung by debris. Shields protected larger ships, but smaller vessels remained vulnerable.

      Mia nodded approvingly. A return from a recon run through a debris field was a realistic scenario. She could imagine having to go through something exactly like this in a war.

      She accelerated. The field density made navigation challenging but not impossible.

      Her Porcupine fighter was equipped with fewer missiles than the models she was used to. In lieu of replacement, it was armed with top and bottom area-denial torpedo launchers. That didn’t play to her preferred piloting style, but getting used to a variety of weapons platforms was a necessary part of her training.

      Her sensors flickered, which was another of the difficulties of debris fields. Residual radiation and other emissions from the gutted remains of spacecraft, combined with the sheer volume of material, complicated the detection of enemies.

      Mia weaved her fighter through the debris cloud. She had plenty of time to get to the carrier, and she needed to maintain her alertness. Crashing into the rear spinning engines of a dead destroyer would be an embarrassing way to go out.

      Her sensors flickered again. With a sigh, she flipped up her torpedo launcher arming controls and armed a torpedo in both launchers.

      Mia abruptly broke away from her course and headed toward the same spinning destroyer engines that had worried her earlier. Her sensors flickered a third time before two new contacts, both Valkyrie-Class fighters, emerged from behind the battered remnants of a heavy carrier.

      She scoffed. Both fighters were more maneuverable than her Porcupine. With eight missiles apiece, it would have been difficult to handle them in open space. Their perfect ambush location worked against them in this case.

      Already on her way to the engines, she accelerated. She had to wobble her fighter to avoid smaller streaming debris. The overeager enemies released a massive volley, draining half their missiles. Mia maintained her course toward the engines.

      A portion of the missile barrage exploded prematurely, a victim of the debris, but plenty remained to scream after her. The Valkyries broke formation, sweeping around wide to flank her, though even their superior handling didn’t mean they could ignore the navigational risks.

      Mia dove underneath the engines. The missiles trailing her slammed into the engine array in an impressive explosion. She fired torpedoes in opposite directions, nailing transport chunks nearby and feeding the burgeoning debris cloud.

      She spun the Porcupine with such force that her stomach churned, and thruster integrity warnings appeared on the HUD. She leveled out, all but scraping the fast-tumbling engine remnants with quick lateral thrusts and counterthrusts to avoid a collision.

      The Valkyries came in too wide and fast to finish her off. They clearly thought their initial missile barrage would have been enough. Mia’s early area denial had forced them away from a direct cannon run.

      One of the fighters headed toward Mia and the engines. She flew toward the darkened rotating husk of a battleship and pointed her nose right below the battleship, then spun her torpedo launchers to fire again. She smiled as the Valkyrie reacted exactly as she expected, attempting to increase its attack angle relative to the battleship and leaving the torpedo to explode harmlessly beneath the enemy fighter.

      His wingman swung in wide, heading toward Mia. They wanted to catch her in a pincer.

      Flying down the surface of the gutted battleship, Mia and the first Valkyrie traded cannon fire. Rounds flashed past with narrow misses. The Valkyrie launched another missile, and Mia let fly a torpedo before she dove away from the battleship and released a decoy.

      Her torpedo looked like it was going wide, and the Valkyrie overcompensated to avoid the blast radius.

      The enemy pilot hadn’t figured in the motion of the battleship, though, and the back end of the ship drifted in front of the fast-moving Valkyrie. The pilot’s last-minute lateral burst saved him from a head-on collision, but it wasn’t enough.

      The Valkyrie scraped across the battleship, and the uneven surface ripped the fighter apart. Secondary explosions shredded the craft.

      Mia smiled and broke away while accelerating. She danced between the larger debris chunks and ignored the minor armor warnings from smaller collisions. She pulled the fighter into another tight turn.

      The enemy wingman didn’t react right away. When he did, he fired off two missiles at the fleeing Mia. She launched another decoy before heading behind a cluster of destroyed transport chunks.

      Her opponent should have concentrated more on his own survival than getting revenge. Mia had worried about her timing in dealing with the pincer. Her worries melted away when the wingman’s abrupt course change barely saved him a collision.

      Mia shot from her cover and barreled toward the Valkyrie, whose belly was now exposed. Debris saved the enemy from her first bursts and gave him a chance to try to get away. He twisted the fighter, avoiding getting disemboweled, only for Mia’s withering fire to tear through his engines and leave him on a collision course with a dead capital ship.

      Huh, Mia thought. This gives me an idea about another method to take out capital ships. Not all that practical, though.

      After the wingman exploded, Mia adjusted her course to take her back to the carrier. She had plenty of time.

      The starfield disappeared.

      “That’s enough,” commanded the instructor. “All pilots exit the pods.”

      “But I—” Mia began.

      “Your performance in the scenario is considered passing, Cadet Verick,” the instructor interrupted her.

      Mia pulled off her helmet and pushed open the pod cockpit. Setting an ambush against two other cadet pilots where they were given superior fighters was an obvious attempt to humble her. She’d thought that the instructors had moved past that.

      When she stepped from the pod, other observing cadets, including Stansford, stood staring at her. Mia tucked her helmet underneath her arm and motioned to the simulator pod.

      “Next.”

      Stansford stepped forward and raised his hands. He started clapping.

      Mia froze, surprised. Stansford clapped harder. Other cadets joined in until everyone was clapping, even the two cadets exiting the other simulators.

      “Did you see that shit?” asked Stansford. “She took out two Valkyries in a Porcupine.”

      Mia smiled. For now, she’d earned a place among the pilot cadets.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWELVE

          

        

      

    

    
      “Lightning Two, do you need help?” Mia asked. Her attention darted between the enemy Valkyries converging on her position and her wingman taking fire. The scenario had turned hot quicker than she’d anticipated.

      Beyond proving herself, she understood she also needed to demonstrate that she could work with others. It was more difficult than she’d anticipated and required her to accept that the solution to every scenario wasn’t always to leave her wingman behind and take out the entire enemy by herself.

      The angry enemy chasing Lightning Two spat a steady stream of cannon fire. It was a bad habit to develop. The simulation enforced ammo limits, and it was a rare scenario that involved reloading.

      Although the attack lacked elegance, it pinned the target. Lightning Two dipped, bobbed, and weaved. Mia couldn’t fault him—his thruster control was exquisite.

      “I’m good,” Lightning Two replied. “Only minor hits. The plan’s working. They left the gate wide open for us to finish this off.”

      She was surprised, though she shouldn’t have been. Other cadets could fly fighters, too. Not everyone was incompetent. It was a simple and self-evident statement, but Mia didn’t always remember it. She was so used to judging everyone by her own spectacular standards.

      There were better methods of leveraging skill differentials during missions. She was exploring that in the current scenario. Lightning Two handling himself allowed Mia to close in on her three opponents and keep them busy.

      They were flying cautiously as they approached her. They hadn’t risked launching missiles, just as Lightning Two had predicted when he and Mia came up with their plan of attack.

      Half the simulator exercises weren’t briefed until the day of the exercise. The other half were briefed the night before, along with the teams, to allow them to plan. This was especially true of asymmetric scenarios like the current battle.

      This exercise called for the capture, not destruction, of an enemy satellite. Cadets were provided two means of accomplishing that: the use of a special EW warhead or the total annihilation of the opposing forces.

      Mia’s sensors lit up, showing her the enemy fighters spreading apart. She didn’t fire her missiles. That might persuade the enemies to keep theirs on standby, and she’d always win a close-in dogfight. While she could acknowledge that other cadets were skillful, she wasn’t going to pretend she wasn’t better than them, and it was easier to stay out of unnecessary fights.

      Lightning Two’s enemy tail refused to be shaken. The enemy now attacked in short bursts, no longer wasting ammo, only firing from good angles. His rounds streaked too close to the fighter.

      Mia arced toward the side of the incoming enemy formation. One of the fighters broke away while two moved to engage her. She turned back toward the singleton and kicked in max acceleration.

      The force flattened her against her seat. Some pilots disliked that sensation, but it always excited Mia. It wasn’t the speed so much as it was the implications of what was to come.

      The more cautious pair of enemy fighters tried their own turn-and-burn to intercept Mia. Their loose formation made sense under normal circumstances, but here it worked against them. By the time they’d lined up for a shot, she’d passed into firing range for their friend, who was making his desperate charge toward the satellite.

      She’d gotten used to this and exploited it as much as she could. Too many cadets underestimated the maximum engagement distance of different weapons systems, waiting until their shots were assured. They acknowledged her skill, but in the heat of battle, they forgot from how far away she could pick someone off.

      Mia squeezed the trigger and savored the slight rumble through the frame of the ship as her cannon burst ripped through space. The attack pushed her target out of complacency, and he rolled to his side and launched a decoy.

      She sent out another cannon burst, not wanting to waste missiles. Mia’s rounds flew through space. Her round pierced his reactor and blew him apart a moment after he had launched a missile at the satellite. While the explosion didn’t destroy the missile, the shockwave sent it tumbling off course, and its payload failed to deploy.

      “That must have been the EW warhead,” Mia reported. “Finish this for us before they decide to pull back and swarm us.”

      In that eventuality, Mia could win. She wasn’t so sure she could keep her wingman alive, though, and she wanted maximum points.

      “Roger,” Lightning Two answered. “I’m almost there.”

      She now understood that her training at home and at Abigail’s had been great for skills but had left her with poor tactical habits in her current environment. She’d gotten so used to throwaway system-controlled wingmen that she had to force herself to remember that her allies in the simulator weren’t disposable programs.

      The flaw wasn’t fatal for the moment, but she needed to make sure she’d purged it from her system before she strapped into the cockpit of a real fighter.

      A strong and controlled burst from Lightning Two’s thrusters spun him around, and he let his momentum carry him along his original course. With the enemy right on him, it was a risky move, and one he wouldn’t have tried had Mia not suggested it the night before.

      Cannon fire tore through space and clipped his fighter, but in the split second of forward alignment, Lightning Two launched a missile and spun back around to avoid the enemy fire.

      Mia grinned. He’d pulled off the timing almost as well as she had. She could respect a worthy foe.

      His opponent launched a decoy, but the aggressive pursuit posture and high speed made it pointless. Lightning Two’s missile blew him to pieces, leaving the enemy satellite undefended.

      The surviving enemy fighters realized their mistake. They streaked back toward their satellite, showing their tails to Mia and flying close together.

      Mia chased after them, and she was soon lining up and firing two missiles in rapid succession. She wasn’t surprised when they broke away from their flight paths and released decoys. Her missile rammed into the tiny devices, exploding far from their targets.

      At this distance and angle, it would be hard to take them out with a missile exchange. Mia didn’t care. Her bloodlust screamed at her while she focused on the mission objectives. Destroying every enemy was fun but not always necessary.

      Her wingman Lightning Two was far closer to their satellite. Her attack had guaranteed the enemy couldn’t intercept him in time.

      They weaved flight paths together during their advance for a repeating figure eight pattern. It was impressive flying, though it slowed their overall advance on Lightning Two.

      Mia launched her remaining missiles. The complicated defensive flying pattern made it easy for them to drop decoys with perfect spacing and timing. Explosions from the missile impacts rippled across space in a line.

      Lightning Two continued closing on the satellite, with the two fighters converging on him and Mia behind them. She was about ten seconds from cannon range when her wingman released his EW warhead.

      The only hope the opposition team could cling to was that he’d screwed up the missile prep, but it flew straight toward the satellite before the top of the missile opened and a small silvery spider-like device popped out. Secondary thrusters sent the rest of the missile careening away as the spider’s tiny attitude thrusters guided it to the surface of the satellite.

      “Simulation over,” declared the instructor. “The victors are Lightning One and Two. Good job, Verick and Stansford. You did well, despite being outnumbered. We’ll switch sides now. Haley will join Lightning squadron.”

      A cadet from the other team groaned over the radio. “We got our asses kicked when it was four on two, and now we have to go three on three?”

      “Fair is fair,” explained the instructor.

      “Nothing fair about this.”

      The instructor chuckled. “That’s true, and that’s also the point. There’s never a guarantee an enemy will be polite enough to match you force for force. Being able to win when the odds are even is the beginning of competence, not the end. Every cadet in this program needs to learn how to exploit superior numbers against the enemies deploying them.”

      “And if we can’t?” the cadet asked.

      “Then you need to get good enough that superior numbers don’t matter.”
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        * * *

      

      The satisfying results of the battle lingered in Mia’s mind as she lay on her bed days later. She still wasn’t sure if she was used to being in the program, but now she had a better understanding of what to expect on a day-to-day basis. That made it easier to cope with.

      Mental strain from unfamiliarity had been her greatest enemy since leaving home. Her education with Abigail, though more academically focused than her training with her father, wasn’t fundamentally different. In both, a brilliant instructor worked one-on-one with Mia to force the best out of her.

      Being in a more conventional training and educational setting left her uncomfortable. She couldn’t help but think everything was so inefficient.

      “It’s easier than I thought,” she remarked.

      “What is?” asked Debbie.

      Mia sat up. “The coursework. This is an elite program, so I expected the work to be challenging. I expected them to push me to my limits, like my dad and Abigail. But it’s not that hard. The academics are comparable to what Abigail had me do, and I’m having to learn to adjust to working with other pilots, but I routinely completed much more difficult scenarios in the simulator at Abigail’s place and mine at home.”

      A wave of wistful nostalgia passed through Mia. Her remote home lay on another planet, a transport away under normal reckoning. With everything that had happened, the only way she could truly return to that place and her old life was with a time machine.

      “Then it would seem Dr. Curie set you up for success,” suggested Debbie. “I would think that would make you happy. Your facial expressions and tone suggest that you aren’t. I understand that you seek a challenge. You should focus on what you can get out of this experience.”

      Mia wasn’t sure how much advice she should take from an AI, though she couldn’t fault the specific advice offered in this instance.

      “No one here is at my level.” Mia nodded. “But that doesn’t mean I can’t learn from them, especially in the simulators.”

      “You find them challenging? I’m confused. I thought you said the simulations were easy.”

      “I haven’t come close to losing in a simulation yet. And there’s not a single pilot here that’s at my level. Despite all that, several of the sessions have provided interesting challenges in the ways they approach the different scenarios. I can see the value in learning different perspectives. I have great abilities, but I’m one person, and I understand that once I’m in a real combat scenario, I can’t always guarantee I’ll be able to solve everything by myself. Those strategic tests on Kordell taught me that.” She frowned. “Wars aren’t won by individuals, no matter how talented. I can say the words. That’s not good enough. I need to carve them into my soul.”

      “I’m sure your time in this program will help with any such soul carving.”

      Mia lay back down. “It all makes me wonder if this is what he would have wanted for me. I never thought much about it until now. I was so focused on my primary mission that it was hard to let other thoughts like that in.”

      “Are you speaking of your father?” Debbie asked. “And his long-term goals for you?”

      “Yes. Exactly. I don’t know what to think. I’m excelling. I find it hard to believe that he didn’t want me to go into the military with all the military training he’d raised me with.” She sighed. “It’s strange. He’s dead, though I feel closer to him than I ever did, yet farther away.”

      “I can’t speak to human emotions,” Debbie offered. “Though I can note my review of the relevant databases suggests such complicated feelings are common when dealing with parent-child relations. It might be useful to consult Dr. Curie directly on this matter.”

      “I don’t need to bother her with every little thing,” Mia reasoned. “She’s got her own things going on.”

      Abigail hadn’t wanted Mia to stay with her that first night Howel had brought them together. Then she’d gone on to relocate, albeit temporarily, to another planet to help Mia.

      Mia wasn’t sure if that was because Abigail cared for her or out of duty to her father. Maybe it didn’t matter. She couldn’t be sure. That didn’t make her unsure about everything.

      “It’s good that I came here,” Mia conceded.

      “You’ve come to that conclusion?” Debbie asked.

      “Yes, it’s a good thing, even if it is easy and independent of my personal mission.”

      “I’d ask for clarification,” Debbie returned. “Your overall conversation implies you think much of this training is wasteful.”

      “Wasteful is too strong a word. Let’s go with inefficient. The thing is, efficiency isn’t everything. I can see now my training had grown static back home, and it wouldn’t have allowed me to reach my maximum potential.” She gestured toward the door. “Being here and around all these different cadets, each approaching things their own way, not only will I learn about different ways to tackle problems, but I’ll also learn better how pilots in the real military will work together. That’s not something I could have accomplished by myself, no matter how sophisticated the simulator or AI. No offense.”

      “None taken. The program appears to be accomplishing its intended mission.”

      Mia nodded slowly. “Yes, it is. Yes, it is. But I think it’s time to set up a conversation with Abigail. I know I said I didn’t want to waste her time, but there’s some other things I need to talk to her about, and I need to make sure I’m interpreting this all correctly.”

      A faint dagger of guilt struck Mia. She had to fight against her instinct to solve everything on her own.

      “Certain measures must be taken to ensure better privacy of the conversation,” Debbie suggested. “In addition to scheduling. I’ll contact her and arrange something. It might not be today. Please note she has repeatedly stressed that she has no problem with you contacting her. It is only the logistics of ensuring secure communication that limits your ability to contact her.”

      “That’s fine.” Mia shrugged. “For the first time in a long while, I’m not in a hurry.”
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        * * *

      

      “That’s all good to hear,” Abigail told Mia when they were able to arrange a call. “I harbored concerns over your ability to fit in, though I assumed a military training program would be one that would play to your strengths. I assumed correctly. Then again, I almost always do.”

      “Fitting in,” Mia echoed. She sucked in a breath. “I’m working on that.”

      “From what you described, you’re no longer being harassed.”

      “I’m not actively being harassed,” Mia agreed. “But there’s lingering resentment among many other cadets.”

      “Is this going to be a problem?” Abigail sounded concerned.

      “No. No one’s attempting anything I can’t handle. It’s not like they can surprise me with something physical, and without more aid from the instructors, they won’t be able to set up more wildly unbalanced training scenarios. Not that I couldn’t win those anyway.”

      “Good, good, good.” Abigail sighed. “This needs to go beyond you not being attacked or harassed. It has to be a positive experience. You need to understand how important it is that you develop these bonds.”

      “To learn new information for my primary mission?”

      Abigail had warned Mia against being too detailed, even using the custom datapad and privacy protections. They couldn’t be sure her room wasn’t bugged.

      “No, that’ll come later,” Abigail replied. “I don’t assume these cadets or the instructors have special insight into that particular situation. It’s more about preparing you for Top Gun itself. While you have your other personal goals, don’t lose sight of the main reason you’re in this program at this time.”

      Mia frowned. “But I don’t understand. I’ve proven myself to people through skill. The military is a meritocracy. It’s been stressed repeatedly. With my abilities, there should be no problem with earning a slot.”

      Abigail scoffed. “Never trust when an organization makes a show of talking about how much of a meritocracy they are. The truth is human organizations all share a major fatal flaw, the military as much as any.”

      “And what’s that?”

      “They all are run by humans, and our species is spectacularly illogical at times, Mia. The truth is the military is as much about who you know as what you know. Cultivating positive relationships with the instructors and fellow cadets could help make them useful assets in the future. That will, in turn, help with your personal mission. And it doesn’t hurt to have friends who support you during difficult times.”

      “I understand,” Mia relented. “I’ll do my best to develop my social skills to their maximum levels.”

      Abigail laughed. “Sorry. I can’t help but laugh when you say it that way.”
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        * * *

      

      At breakfast, Mia gathered her meal from the line before surveying the mess and looking for a useful target for her training. She spotted a smiling redheaded female cadet waving away a friend.

      It was Cadet Karin Haley. They’d flown together, both as wingmen and opposing forces, several times now. Karin wasn’t high on the simulator leaderboards, but from Mia’s observation, she was a careful, good pilot that would improve when she became more comfortable. She had the rare quality of knowing when to take a good risk.

      From what Mia had seen, she also had what most people would consider a pleasant and fun-loving personality. That made her the perfect target for Mia’s initial social skills engagement tests.

      Mia headed toward the table. “Mind if I join you, Haley?”

      Haley nodded to the table. “Go ahead, Verick.”

      “I’ve noticed you have a lot of friends around here.” Mia sat, trying to think ahead to possible responses to anything Haley might say.

      “You could say that.” Haley shrugged. “It’s less that I have a bunch of friends and more that I’m on good terms with everybody. I like to have a good time, and I don’t like to fight with people outside my fighter. Though, it’s been an adjustment.”

      “Not fighting with people?” Mia cocked her head to the side. She preferred fighting, though not the kind Haley was referencing.

      Haley shook her head. “No, the intensity of the program. I thought I was busy enough these last few years, but now they’re running us ragged, which means we don’t have that much time for anything other than training.”

      “Don’t you think focusing on training is a good thing?”

      “Sure. And we’re all here to get into Top Gun. Sometimes, though, a half-day here and there doesn’t feel like enough.”

      “I enjoy training,” Mia explained, digging into her quiche with her fork. “It makes me stronger and better. That calms me when I think about it that way.”

      “We all want to become better pilots,” Haley replied. She grabbed an apple slice from her plate and popped it into her mouth, chewing and swallowing before speaking again. “No wonder you’re good.”

      “What?”

      “It’s an advantage if you enjoy every grueling second of the training process. It’s like you were made for a place like this.” Haley shook a finger. “Talent or crazy preparation. In either case, I don’t think there’s another cadet in this program who has a prayer of challenging you. And I don’t say that lightly, Verick. I like to smile. I also like to win just as much. I know I’m never going to win going against you without the odds so stacked in my favor that it’s not really me doing the winning.”

      Mia tried to keep a smile despite a creeping panic. She was attempting to establish social bonds, not superiority over others because of the vast gulfs in their skills.

      Cadet Haley hadn’t been involved in any harassment either. It didn’t make sense. Mia had managed to establish a basic social relationship with Paul Stansford. Things should be easier with someone like Haley.

      Mia tried to think of the best way to move the conversation along before settling on the key to all social relationships: reciprocity, be it social, emotional, or intellectual. She didn’t have anything to offer the other cadets but her knowledge.

      Offering that without annoying them might be difficult. She’d worked so hard to earn their respect and didn’t want to return to either the students or instructors harassing her. She needed to graduate from the program with allies.

      No. Not allies. Friends.

      Beyond that, she needed to do everything she could for her own general improvement. Overcoming challenges was satisfying, but it didn’t always lead to efficient training. She needed to maximize the value of her year in the program.

      “In our training session with the Fox Class,” began Mia, “you heavily damaged my fighter with good mine placement. You should think more highly of yourself. That’s the closest I’ve come to being eliminated since coming here.”

      Haley laughed, shaking her red curls. “You still took me out and won the scenario. Haven’t you noticed that even the instructors are taking it into account? They’re not changing the scenarios exactly, but you can tell they’re placing you in asymmetric more often to try to make it not so one-sided.”

      Despite the earlier incident, Mia didn’t consider that harassment. At this point, everyone knew her capabilities. Trying to balance the scenarios against her was the only logical strategy.

      “I wouldn’t have thought to hide the mines where you did,” Mia persisted. “It was creative. I rely on more orthodox maneuvers.”

      “Some of those moves are in textbooks yet damned hard to pull off.” Haley smiled warmly. “But thanks. It’s nice to hear that even the Queen of Dogfighting has weaknesses, and us mere mortals have a chance if we put our minds to it.”

      “That mine placement proves you’ve been watching me,” Mia explained. “You understand the moves I make.”

      “That doesn’t mean I have the reaction time to do anything about it. Your skills are one thing, but your reaction times are something else, and even…” Haley shook her head. “I know they have safety limits, but you still pull Gs that many of us couldn’t handle.”

      “I want to be clear that if you used those mines on anyone else, you would have destroyed them,” Mia replied. “Especially if you’d spaced them out more.”

      Haley glanced around the mess with a wry smile. “I don’t know if a trick like that will work again. I’ve got a couple others in mind, and I will think about that in the future. Hey, we might slow you down, but would you consider joining my study group sometime? It’ll be nice to bounce ideas off each other, and we always joke about how you made Westing look like he should be taking notes from you when you first got here.”

      Mia couldn’t impart her muscle memory directly. Tactical knowledge was another matter.

      Mia smiled. “I think I’d like that.”
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        * * *

      

      Mia pushed through the crowd of chatting cadets clustered in the hallway. As usual, the cumulative score for the last week’s special training exercises had been posted on a large holographic leaderboard in front of the simulator bay. Everyone was eager to see where they stood, and the staff wanted everyone to know exactly where everyone else stood to stir up competitive spirit.

      Whatever else she had trouble understanding at school, that concept appealed. She needed to be better than everyone, not because she didn’t like them but because it meant her training was paying off. No matter how hot her competitive spirit burned, it always burned brightest when she fought herself.

      Stansford laughed when he saw Mia. “Why do you bother checking, Verick? You know you’re going to come in first. Month after month, you’re always at the top. They might as well put a bronze plaque up there at first place that says ‘Verick, M.A.’”

      “A military isn’t one woman,” Mia replied. “I like to see how everyone else is doing.”

      Stansford patted his chest. “I’ve moved up to number five from last month.” He learned closer to her. “Hey, thanks for the tip about the secondary reroutes. I don’t know why more pilots aren’t doing it. The way the instructors talked, you’d think it would fry out fighters.”

      Mia didn’t want to annoy Stansford by pointing out that he’d been able to draw her as a wingman more often last month than in previous months through the happenstance of converging scenario balance requirements along with the cumulative effects of illness and injuries. He’d performed well, but his current score might be more a reflection of her rather than his own abilities.

      Mia nodded. “Every extra bit of power you can pull in a given maneuver can help. Remember what I told you, though. Only use that technique when you have no reactor or power system damage. The instructors aren’t completely wrong. You attempt it with systems damage, and you might kill the power transfer from your reactor, and then you’re done.”

      “Of course.” Stansford grinned. “It’s weird.”

      “How so? The technique is based on basic understanding of the systems involved.”

      “Not that. It’s more… You do all these crazy maneuvers, and it’s easy to think you don’t have any fear. That’s not it, though. You’re more careful than you let on. Everything you do is methodical and thought out. You’re always thinking about how it might help you or screw you.”

      Mia nodded. “Isn’t that the case for everyone?”

      “Less than you’d think.” Stansford inclined his head toward the board. “Haley went from number twelve last month to number three.”

      Mia smiled. “She’s been training hard.”

      “And hanging out with you.”

      Mia found that ironic, given that Haley hadn’t had as many opportunities to partner with her during simulations. Advice from Mia helped, but Haley’s skill development was well-earned.

      “We study and eat together on occasion,” Mia replied. “I wasn’t aware that results in improved piloting. Don’t minimize her efforts.” She thought for a moment before adding, “Please.”

      “I’m not saying she’s cheating. Calm down.” Stansford clapped her on the shoulder. “And, sure, Verick. Let’s be real. Given how useful all your hints have been to me, I can only imagine the secrets you’re giving to her.” He dropped his hand. “We all get that you’re faster than anyone here, and that’s some of it, but we also get that’s not all of it. That’s all I’m saying. And I’m not complaining too much. You’ve been helping me and other people besides Haley. I’m trying to say thanks in my own roundabout way.”

      “Every cadet pilot benefits when we’re operating at our maximum efficiency,” Mia offered. “The harder we push one another, the more we’ll improve. We need to be stronger, better, faster.”

      “Sure, sure.” Stansford waved his hands at the group. “We all want to get into Top Gun. You have your slot all but guaranteed, but the rest of us still have to work.” He winked. “You could throw a scenario now and again. No one’s going to kick you out for having a bad day. The rest of us mere humans have them.”

      Mia frowned. “Going easy on someone when I know I can beat them is an insult to both them and me. Why would I do that?”

      Stansford rolled his eyes. “Come on, Verick. All I’m saying is you don’t always have to kick our asses.”

      “If I can kick your asses, a future enemy can kick your asses,” Mia pointed out. “The best way I can honor you is to ensure you can deal with more skilled enemies. Mercy can’t be expected on the battlefield. I will never willingly allow another person to beat me if I know I can win.”

      “That’s a fancy way of justifying being obsessed with winning. It was worth a shot.” He chuckled.

      “Of course she won’t throw a match,” Haley called from behind. “And she justified that without a single mention of the Code of Conduct. That’s impressive.” She stepped in front of Mia and waved. “And I don’t mind. It’s better you have a true and consistent standard than be flaky from day-to-day. I know when I do better against you that it means I’ve truly improved, and not that you’re letting me win.”

      Stansford groaned. “She could let us win for our birthdays?”

      “Get better, Stansford,” Haley ordered. “I’m kicking your ass now, and I’m not Verick.”

      Stansford grinned. “Fine, Haley. I’ll go through you, and then I’ll go through her. By the end, I’ll be number one.”

      “Be realistic.” Haley inclined her head toward Mia.

      “Okay, I’ll be number two.”

      Mia smiled at the exchange. Despite the harsh words, their tones remained light and jovial. Was this friendship?

      “Hey, Verick, I want to talk to you about something,” Haley said. “Not here, though.”

      “Don’t mind me,” offered Stansford. “I need time to plot against you both and earn my number two slot.”
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        * * *

      

      Mia had no idea what Haley wanted to talk about. She kept quiet until they’d returned to Mia’s room.

      “Laroni kept me after sim practice yesterday,” Haley explained, folding her arms. “He wanted me to file a complaint. I thought you should know.”

      “A complaint?” Mia frowned. “About what? And what does it have to do with me?”

      “He wanted me to file a formal complaint about student integrity and the Code of Conduct. Because he didn’t like how we defenders lost in our sim yesterday.”

      Mia thought back to her last simulation exercise. Her squadron had been assigned a transport assault role against a vastly superior force. She’d won the scenario by slamming her fighter into the engines of the transport after taking out the shields. Her wingmen finished picking it off.

      “I asked before we started the scenario if the entire squadron had to survive for maximum points,” recalled Mia. “Instructor Laroni said no. With that in mind, I came up with that strategy.”

      Haley laughed. “Sure, because it’s supposed to be a no-win. That’s why he didn’t require maximum survival. Seriously, four fighters taking on twenty-four? Even you couldn’t win with those odds in a straight-up fight.” She leaned against the wall, her arms still crossed. “Which is, of course, why you pulled that stunt.”

      “The victory conditions were spelled out,” Mia insisted. “The rules were established. I made sure of it. The most important thing was to win.”

      Haley sighed. “I don’t agree with him that it’s a type of cheating, but don’t you think that’s a bad training strategy?”

      “If it was a war and that important to take out that individual transport, it might be worth it,” Mia countered. “Every cadet should have to think about the possibility of when it might be worth it to exchange their life for the mission that way.”

      Haley sighed. “Sure. Anyway, I didn’t file the complaint. I thought it was crap. You won fair and square in my mind.”

      “I don’t understand why he’s not coming to me if he has a problem. He’s the instructor. If he felt I cheated, he could handle the matter without involving a code investigation.”

      “Remember all those big speeches you had to listen to during in-processing?” Haley asked. “The instructors here don’t want to micromanage too many things. They want us to be good little cadets, but they also want us to handle the little things ourselves. Sure, Laroni is the one with the issue, but I think he was trying to help the rest of us students, and I think this is less about him being genuinely worried that you’re cheating and more about being concerned other students will get pissed over it.”

      “Do you think they will?” Mia asked.

      Haley shrugged. “People bitch about you. They always do. They’re always going to find a reason. Some people can’t deal with people being better than them. Laroni should know that, which is why him trying to pull that stunt surprised me.”

      “Because, like Stansford, he doesn’t appreciate my mentality.”

      “We all want to get into Top Gun,” Haley stated. “And you’re not cheating. You’re just taking every advantage you can find. That’s what people do during war, so it’s not like I can fault you for doing it in training. I’m not going to pretend that every other cadet likes you or your attitude, but everyone who isn’t a complete asshole understands where you’re coming from.” She looked away and thought for a moment. “I do think you need to be careful of the instructors. Half of them are obsessed with you as the ultimate product of this program and the proof they haven’t wasted their lives, and the other half are annoyed that you play those kinds of games and would love to humiliate you.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind,” Mia promised. “I don’t intend to change how I approach this program, though.”

      “Don’t worry too much,” Haley replied. “I just thought you should be aware of it. You keep performing like you have, there’s nothing they can do but send you through to Top Gun. And I know I owe you for helping me move up the leaderboard.” She patted her chest. “It was a big adjustment coming here and having to get used to not always being at the top of everything. I’d started to lose confidence until you helped me these last few months and my scores started going up.”

      Mia held up her hands. “I offered advice, nothing more. Your improvement is the result of your own training and effort.”

      “Hey, accept the compliment, Verick. You’re close to a good-luck charm for me now.” She waved and turned to leave. “See you for the study session later?”

      “I was planning to do another session at the gym, but… Sure, I’ll see you there.”

      Haley stepped out of the room and closed the door behind her, leaving Mia alone with her thoughts.

      Every time Mia felt like she understood her new life, something complicated it. There was nothing shameful in seeking every advantage. Her father had encouraged her to do it and reinforced how that might be the only way to win in an otherwise helpless situation.

      But Abigail had insisted that developing connections was a major goal of Mia’s participation in the program. She needed to balance her thirst for victory with connecting with other cadets and instructors.

      Was a balance possible? She wasn’t sure. Or was it another unwinnable scenario?
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      Instructor Westing stood in front of the gathered cadets in the large lecture hall. Mia had grown fond of the stark gray place over her time in the program. There was a satisfying feeling coming there to interact with the instructors and the other cadets.

      It made her wonder if her father had made a mistake in not sending her to school. She might not have flourished at a conventional educational institution, but there had to be military-focused schools at lower levels she could have attended.

      That realization sent her off on a dangerous mental journey of an entire life where she’d trained as hard but with friends like Haley the entire time. She wouldn’t now have to be desperately trying to develop her social skills and at a fundamental disadvantage from everyone else in the program.

      Mia squashed the thought flat. Her father had made her what she was, and that was the best. Yes, she had weaknesses. She was also working to correct them.

      Complaining about his methods was an insult to his memory. She was in this program to get into Top Gun, and then she was going to use that influence to find out more about her father’s death because he was the man who made her what she was.

      Don’t worry about the past. It’s not like you can change it.

      Mia refocused. Westing had finished a long speech about how well all the cadets had faced the challenges that year. He tapped at a datapad. Holographic text materialized above him, and the message brought home the passage of time.

      While the dynamic nature of military training exercises kept Mia’s daily life full of surprises, the rigid schedule and few holidays had made the days flow quickly, and graduation approached. She’d not thought much about the next step, only concentrated on doing her best in her classes and sims.

      More holographic text appeared to the side of the first message. Excited murmurs mixed with fearful whispers as cadets motioned to the text.

      Instructor Westing watched them in silence, wearing a satisfied smile. He walked away from a lectern to stop at the front row and motioned to the ominously colored words that filled the air behind him.

      
        
        BASIC PILOTING.

        NAVAL LAW.

        KCAP MILITARY HISTORY.

        APPLIED SMALL GROUP TACTICAL PILOTING.

        EXTENDED SQUADRON TACTICS.

        BASIC AEROSPACE ENGINEERING.

        ADVANCED TACTICS.

      

      

      That covered just half the titles, which could have formed a book. Mia’s gaze lingered on one near the end:

      
        
        PSYCHOLOGICAL EVALUATION.

      

      

      “Do you know what these are?” asked Westing.

      “Final exam topics,” Haley ventured.

      “Yes, you’ve spent this last year training to become worthy of the Top Gun program,” Westing explained, motioning to the exams. “Your classes, exercises, and simulator work have prepared you to pass all these examinations. We need to ensure that every cadet who passes from this program and into the officer corps is physically, mentally, and emotionally ready for service in Top Gun.” He slammed his fist into his palm, earning a couple of gasps from the front row. “And we mean that. You’ve been training to become the elite of the elite. We can’t tolerate half-assed effort. Failure in any of these exams means you’re not getting into Top Gun. You can go find something less taxing to do in the military.” He surveyed with a hungry glare. “Any questions?”

      A cadet pointed to “Applied Small Group Tactical Piloting.” “That’s the real big one, isn’t it? It has that boring name, but that’s the true final exam.”

      Westing nodded. “Think of others as baselines you have to pass, but yes. The ASGTP Exam is the key determinant of whether you’ll earn a slot in the Top Gun program. Every experience you’ve had in a simulator here and at the main Talari Academy has led up to that exam. You’ll prove that you haven’t wasted your time and ours with your success there.”

      “And how will the exam be structured?” Mia asked.

      “You won’t know until the day of the exam. You don’t always get to prepare in a real war, but suffice to say, if you’ve been working and improving your skills, you should have no problem.”

      Westing turned away, smirking. Mia didn’t know how to interpret that.

      She couldn’t fault the instructors for not setting up an exam that people could drill relentlessly, but something about Westing’s attitude bothered her.

      For the moment, she needed to set that aside. It wasn’t the ASGTP Exam that worried her the most. She sighed and stared at the psychological examination level.

      All that training, and I’m screwed.
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        * * *

      

      Sitting at her desk, Mia frowned at her datapad. More specifically, she frowned at one listed test among the finals, the same test that had been bothering her since she’d seen it announced.

      She’d hoped that spending time away from the classroom would help that worry bleed away, but her concern had only grown.

      “This could be a problem,” she announced, shaking her head. “And I don’t have a good strategy I can think of to get me out of the situation.”

      “You’re talking about your final exams?” asked Debbie.

      “Yes. I knew they were coming. They still took me by surprise. Pathetic.”

      “I don’t understand why any of these examinations should present a problem,” Debbie suggested. “You’re at the top of your cadet grouping for every single measurable skill. It’s statistically unlikely you’d fail an exam even if you were ill or injured. Your success and graduation from this program are all but ensured.”

      “You just said I’m at the top for every single measurable skill.”

      “I fail to see why that’s a problem. You’ve not demonstrated any deficiencies in any of the specific skills considered by this training program.”

      “Because they care about many attributes, and not every attribute is as easily measurable as those specific skills you’ve mentioned.” Mia pointed at the offending label. Psychological Evaluation. “This isn’t about specific skills. I can’t just train away deficiencies. Damn it.” She ground her teeth. “The most annoying aspect of this is they mentioned it during in-processing. I didn’t care at the time because I didn’t think it was that important or relevant. I’d not spent enough time around the other students to understand why it might be.”

      “And do you think that, had you more time, you could prepare better?” Debbie asked.

      “I don’t know. I think both Abigail and I have wasted a year for nothing. It’s all my fault.”

      “I see why you might feel that way. There are measures to consider. It might be best to consult Dr. Curie on this matter. She’s far more qualified to offer advice on human psychological matters than I am.”

      Mia tossed her datapad on her desk. She stood and eyed the wall. Unleashing an angry flurry of blows might get out some of the tension. Then she imagined an examiner asking her if she was a woman who punched walls when she got angry.

      She grimaced and backed away. There had to be something she could do. She’d trained her mind and body through her intensive regime. She’d honed her discipline.

      No. This was it. There was nothing she could do. The academy had found her one weakness. The same training that had made her into their perfect candidate doomed her.

      “Okay.” Mia sighed. “Go ahead and schedule a call. She’s my last hope, just like she was before.”
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        * * *

      

      “You knew this was coming,” Abigail reminded Mia. The exasperation in her tone was clear over the call. “It was part of your in-processing, from what I recall. Why are you panicking now?”

      Mia grunted in frustration. “Yes, it was. I didn’t think it was that important.”

      “You didn’t think a psychological evaluation was important prior to an elite program enrollment?” Abigail laughed. “You’ve grown so much in a short time. I sometimes forget how sheltered you were before we met. The more you deal with the military, or any elite institution, the more you’ll come to understand that being skilled and intelligent is one piece of what anyone is looking for. Setting aside your exceptional background, think about a cadet who might be otherwise skillful but a coward deep down. That might not show up until their life was threatened. They could look good in simulators and classes up until the moment they crack in the first battle.”

      “I’ve fought,” Mia snapped. “I’ve killed.”

      “Calm down, Mia.” Abigail sounded annoyed. “I’m not talking about you. You are your father’s daughter. I’m not surprised that the only thing that has you frightened about this whole process is a test that dares to bare your soul to the world.”

      “I can’t stop now. You told me that this was the way to find out more about my dad. I’ve spent all this time working toward this. We should have done more to prepare for it.”

      “Why?” Abigail sounded confused. “Don’t you think you have been preparing for it your entire life? Why are you so convinced you’re going to fail this evaluation? You are the perfect soldier and pilot. You’ve been raised and conditioned to think as a warrior first and a citizen second. Bravery and self-sacrifice come second nature.”

      “Have you read the description of the evaluation?” Mia swept over it before tapping the “send text” button. “It’s not a bravery eval. It’s a psych eval. Emotional, psychological, and intellectual fitness.”

      “Yes, I’m aware of it. And I’ve had to take exams to earn clearances in the past for government contract work.”

      “Stability. Don’t you see?” Mia clenched her fists. “They might rule me unfit. Detective Howel said the police could have ruled me unfit. I was defending myself from killers, but the authorities could have said that it was wrong for a girl my age to think the way I do and locked me up.”

      “I see. You should have made it clear that’s what has you so worried.” Abigail sighed. “And that’s true. He was also trying to help you understand it was in your best interest to cooperate with him. Had you resisted the deal, he might not have been able to protect you from such a ruling, given the way you were talking and interacting with others.”

      Mia scoffed. “I should have stood there and let them kill me?”

      “No. I think you’re underestimating how combative and unusual you were. I had to convince you to study by linking it to planetary destruction, remember?”

      Mia grimaced. “You see? They’re going to think I’m unstable and that my background’s too weird.”

      “Admittedly, you have an…unusual background with unusual psychological influences. No one can deny that. And it’s true that unusual can be a problem in some cases. That doesn’t guarantee it’s a problem in all cases.”

      “All my superiority in skills and physical ability, and I might not make it because of an arbitrary claim about my stability.” She ran her hands through her hair. “This is the same as the police. They’re going to deny me what’s mine by making up an excuse and ignoring the greater situation.”

      Abigail laughed. “This is interesting. What am I hearing? Fear? No. Petulance. You think it’s not fair. I never thought you, of all people, would complain about something not being fair.” She snickered. “Most people, if you put up a wall in front of them and tell them to dig through it, they’d say, ‘Why can’t I walk around?’ You, on the other hand, are the woman who will not only blast through the wall, you’ll blow the whole thing up to ensure they can’t rebuild and block you a second time. And now you’re complaining about life being unfair.”

      “It’s not about fairness,” insisted Mia.

      “What’s it about, then?”

      “It’s about inefficiency and arbitrary standards not relating to the mission at hand.” Mia stomped to her bed and sat on the edge. It wasn’t like Abigail could see her. “They’re going to set aside a useful pilot over perceived psychological issues. They are going to waste a useful resource.”

      “Listen to yourself, Mia.” Abigail sounded exasperated. “You’ve convinced yourself you’re going to fail before facing anything. That’s not like you.”

      “Understanding the challenge and my limits is part of why I always win.”

      “There’s no guarantee of failure,” Abigail shot back. “And this isn’t about finding a secret strategy to beat the evaluation. It’s not a test. It’s a psych evaluation. You might consider not working yourself into a frenzy about a possibility until said possibility occurs.”

      “No!” Mia shouted. “The best way to survive any encounter is to ensure you’ve trained and prepared for it. And I haven’t done that for this.”

      “I don’t know if there’s an easy way to prepare and train for a psychological exam other than ensuring you’re living your life in such a way as to not exacerbate negative tendencies.”

      “Isn’t that what I’ve done by training the way I have?” asked Mia.

      “I think you’re forgetting that the Navy isn’t seeking the type of woman who’d feel comfortable sitting in an air-conditioned office in the heart of Felsk,” Abigail suggested. “Much of the formal training that you’ve bypassed to get to this point is about taking people and making them think more like you, not less.”

      “I’m not sure.” Mia glared at the datapad. “What I hate most about this is that it’s making me think bad things.”

      “What are you talking about?” Abigail’s voice filled with concern. “What sort of bad things? Don’t do anything foolish when everything has been going so well.”

      “My father did so much for me,” Mia admitted. “He made me strong and independent. All this time here with these other cadets. I see now how strange I am. All that training with my father crafted me into a perfect warrior, but what he didn’t do is make me normal.”

      Abigail scoffed. “And that’s what you want? To be normal?”

      “No, no. It’s not that I want to be normal. I was happy with my life, happy with the way I was raised. If he hadn’t died, I could have continued being happy.”

      “Then why are you bringing it up?”

      “Because I’m afraid my dad wasn’t normal, which means he couldn’t teach me to be normal.” Mia lay back on her bed with a sigh. “I’m not saying it’s wrong. I’m acknowledging the truth. You told me I was exceptional, and you said he was exceptional.”

      “Yes,” Abigail replied quietly. “You both are exceptional. So if this is what you’re getting at, you’re right. You’re not normal. But you have to understand he did love you, and he wanted the best for you in his own way. It was hard for him.”

      Mia stared at the ceiling. “When you’re immersed in something, you take it for granted. I never thought about it much. Growing up with harsh training every day, I didn’t need to think or worry about it. I knew what he told me about the city and everywhere else, and I concentrated on excelling during my training.” She closed her eyes. “The thing is, I’ve been talking to the other cadets. They’re older than me, but they’re also not that much older than me.”

      “And so you think you’ve learned what normal is?”

      “They’re not all the same,” Mia replied. “But I know they’re normal.”

      “And that’s where you’re wrong. Everyone in that program is an elite from special circumstances. Keep that in mind.”

      “That makes it worse, not better,” Mia insisted. “I’ve heard about what their early childhood experiences were like.” Mia opened her eyes so she wouldn’t have to visualize what was coming next. “Both the men and the women. But me…”

      “What?” Abigail prodded gently.

      “When I was young, very young, like five or six, I remember Dad taking me into the city. I don’t even remember what city it was. Knowing what I know now, I don’t think it was Felsk. I can’t be sure. All I remember about it was that I was scared and confused by it, since it was so much different than our home and the wilderness I grew up in.”

      “I can imagine. It’s not only you. A child who grew up in the city might be uncomfortable traveling to another part of the city she doesn’t recognize.”

      “But that’s not what’s bothering me now,” Mia clarified. “It feels silly now to have been scared of the city.”

      “What then?”

      “It was Dad,” Mia recalled. “He had business in the city, but he brought me with him, so he could take me to a park. I remember how he was trying to play with me.” She paused for a moment and thought about that day. “He’d take my hand and lead me around to the play equipment and say encouraging things. On the surface, it looked like any other father-daughter pair in that busy park.”

      “And this was a bad thing?”

      “That was only the surface,” Mia murmured. “It’s like I said. He was trying to play with me. I’ve always been attentive. I’ve always watched my environment closely. I saw what he was doing. He was watching the other parents around him and mimicking them. None of it was coming naturally. I understood that even at the time.”

      Abigail let out a long exhale. “Of course you did, Mia. You’re right. You’ve always been exceptional.”

      “That realization…scared me,” Mia admitted. “But it also made me feel sorry for him. I was so used to my dad being the best at everything. It was one of the few times I can remember growing up where he wasn’t the best. I’d never seen him act so awkwardly. I told him I’d rather go home and learn how to field strip firearms like I’d seen him do so many times.” She took a deep breath. “That marked the turning point, I think. That’s when my dad gave up on me being normal and instead did everything he could to pass on his skills to me. He wasn’t normal, so he had no chance of making me normal.”

      “And you resent him for it?”

      “No. I don’t resent him at all. He did the best he could. I wouldn’t have done better with a child. It’s just I can’t help but now wonder if I’m…incomplete. I’ve always thought I was perfect or near perfect. But I’m not.”

      Abigail chuckled bitterly. “Welcome to growing up, Mia. My upbringing was far more conventional than yours, but I can’t suggest that I’ve mastered every aspect of psychological and mental stability. An enlightened monk or priest sitting in a cave, maybe. The rest of us humans have to go about our lives with flaws.”

      Mia grunted, doing her best to tamp down her frustration. It wasn’t Abigail’s fault. That didn’t help what slipped out next.

      “You’re not being tested with your future and all your goals on the line. They’ll perform this examination and decide I’m abnormal. They’ll kick me out of the program. What then?”

      “Being normal isn’t mentioned in their description,” Abigail contended. “They mention stability, which doesn’t have to mean normal.”

      “The description is vague.” Mia jumped up. She wished she could jump in the simulator right then and there to work off her nervous energy. “But it stresses mental stability.”

      “You’re not normal, Mia, but you’re strong-willed and stable mentally. If you weren’t, losing your father like that would have destroyed you or, at the minimum, crippled you for months.”

      “But you’ve told me yourself that I need to develop social skills and be more like others.” Mia swallowed. “I thought coming here, everyone would be more like me. They are focused and determined, but they’re not like me. Everything’s not about maximizing their tactical capabilities.”

      “Then you have your answer,” Abigail responded cheerfully. “And I’m glad you’ve established friendships, or at least acquaintances with other cadets. You can use that as the basis. Keep in mind what I said before. Everyone in your program is exceptional. Normal people don’t yearn to be strapped into tiny amounts of metal to go hurtling through the coldness of space while weapons are exploding all around them. That, inherently, is off-putting to so-called normal and well-adjusted people. With that in mind, I suggest you deal with questions during your exam by focusing on those aspects that connect you to your friends there, rather than ‘How can I kill everything and blow up planets?’”

      Mia managed a chuckle. “I’m doing better about that. I understand now why that’s an odd question.”

      “Then you’re making progress, and you’ll be fine. Don’t fear the eval. Just view it as another challenge to overcome. You haven’t shrunk from any challenge yet. There’s no reason to start now.”

      “You’re right,” Mia proclaimed firmly. “And I won’t.”
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        * * *

      

      Mia tried to relax as she sat in the chair. She’d been expecting one of her instructors, but instead, a bored-looking older woman sat behind the desk. Dr. Ward. The psych consulted myriad dynamic graphs on a datapad with enviable focus.

      Dr. Ward had placed small sensor pads on Mia’s wrists and temples but refused to explain what exactly she was monitoring. Mia presumed they’d be able to tell if she were lying, so she committed to the truth, though not all the details of the truth. It was the best strategy she could come up with besides trusting in her experiences with the new friends she’d made since leaving home.

      After five minutes of questions about Mia’s general life, home, and other minor biographical details, Dr. Ward fell silent and tapped furiously away on her datapad.

      “When are we going to begin?” asked Mia. She hadn’t expected to sit there for minutes in silence. Normally, she could handle that fine, though the stress of the eval challenged her patience.

      “I’m calibrating my instruments,” Dr. Ward explained, not looking up. “I don’t have a proper baseline for you. That complicates things and is making this take far longer than it normally would.”

      Mia frowned. “I don’t understand. Isn’t establishing a baseline why you asked me all those questions at the beginning?”

      “That’s part of it, but you’re not a typical case. Most of the cadets I’ve evaluated are those who I, or someone with similar training, previously evaluated during their initial enrollment at Talari Academy or similar institutions. We have a fundamental and more thorough baseline for our final evaluation. Your unusual admission process and history have made things different and, frankly, more difficult.”

      Mia took slow, even breaths and committed to focusing on the doctor and not the graphs. She lacked the context and knowledge to interpret anything she could see, anyway. Worry over transient changes might doom her for all she knew. The Navy didn’t need pilots who lost their composure over basic psych evaluations.

      “Just relax, Cadet Verick,” advised the doctor, though her sterile tone was far from soothing. “This isn’t an inquisition. I’m not here to catch you in a lie or get you. We just need to make sure you have the necessary stability before we send you off to pilot a dangerous piece of machinery. It’s rare that someone makes it this far in training and has a problem.”

      Mia almost laughed at that. The doctor had just talked about how different Mia’s background was. She decided to focus on something else.

      “My instructors didn’t explain what this entails. I prefer to know what’s coming.”

      Dr. Ward looked up. “Interesting. Do you have friends in the program?”

      “Yes. I think so.” Mia shrugged. “I can’t read their minds. I have people that I think consider me a friend, and those that I consider friends. I’m aware that studies indicate such feelings aren’t always reciprocal.”

      “I’m not trying to get you to understand the complexities of social relationships,” Dr. Ward stated, raising an eyebrow. “I was asking, if you have friends, why didn’t you think to ask them about their previous experiences with this type of examination?”

      Mia looked away, now feeling sheepish. The idea was obvious now that Dr. Ward had voiced it. Haley would have been happy to share the general details.

      “Why didn’t you ask one of your friends?” probed the doctor.

      “Because…” Mia sighed.

      “Answer the question, Cadet. This is part of the evaluation now.”

      “Because I stand out enough as is,” Mia admitted. “I didn’t want them to know more about my background. They’ve accepted me without pushing that much. On some level, I don’t want to add more walls after breaking through the earlier ones.”

      Dr. Ward scanned the graphs before responding. “And why would they need to know about your background to answer your questions about the evaluation?”

      Mia considered this. “They wouldn’t have needed to know, I suppose. I could have asked them. I didn’t. And I made unnecessary stress for myself.”

      “You were that worried about appearing strange?”

      “Partially, but it’s more about looking weak.”

      Dr. Ward’s attention lingered on the graphs. “And why is looking weak bad?”

      “I’m attempting to join the KCAP military. They don’t need weak pilots.”

      “And you think asking your friends for aid would make you weak?” Dr. Ward raised her head, her harsh gaze unsettling Mia. Her tone remained detached and clinical, lacking the warmth that even Debbie could bring.

      “I don’t like asking people for help,” Mia disclosed. “This type of friendship is new to me. I grew up isolated.”

      She tensed, wondering if admitting she had no real friends before was wise. She doubted elite military units wanted lifelong loners.

      “From my understanding of your background, you were raised by your father alone, and he focused on training you like a soldier from a young age.”

      Mia nodded. “That’s accurate.”

      “And how did that make you feel?” Dr. Ward’s piercing gaze returned to the graphs.

      “He wanted me to be stronger and better. It gave me a clear goal. It was tough, and not always fun, but I was satisfied and happy.”

      “Satisfied and happy with a man directing your life like that?”

      That perplexed Mia. “Isn’t that the case with all parents? I’m younger than the other cadets in this program. That doesn’t mean that their parents didn’t play a major role in their upbringing. Everything I’ve heard and read says they did.”

      “Let’s go back to your father,” Dr. Ward suggested. “I’m less interested in the other cadets.”

      “What about him?” Mia asked.

      “Many people have issues with their parents’ expectations,” explained Dr. Ward. She tapped a graph on the datapad with a slight frown. “But being steered to a career path isn’t the same as being trained from a young age to all but copy a man’s life. He wasn’t raising a child as much as was imprinting a clone who happened to be a little girl.”

      Mia frowned. “Aren’t you supposed to be objective?”

      “My objectivity is irrelevant,” Dr. Ward retorted. “I’m not the one being evaluated. According to my records, your father’s exact profession wasn’t known to you.”

      “I don’t know exactly what he did, only that it had something to do with work involving tactical skills. I’m assuming he was military special forces or a related type of contractor.”

      Discussing the specific revelations from Valerie Kalan was unnecessary. Mia wasn’t lying. She’d always known her father was doing such work.

      “I see,” Dr. Ward answered. “And not knowing doesn’t bother you? It’s like he had a whole other life without you.”

      A flash of Abigail crying passed through Mia’s mind. Her father did have an entire life without her.

      She didn’t resent him for that. All parents led dual lives, one for themselves and one for their children. It was as she told Abigail all those months ago. She only hoped he was happy before he died.

      “I’d be lying if I said not knowing didn’t bother me,” Mia conceded. “But only that.”

      Dr. Ward stared at her datapad, narrowing her eyes. Mia’s heart kicked up. She hadn’t lied, but she couldn’t suppress the emotion she felt concerning her mission to discover the truth or the other memories that had surfaced.

      “Do you think that by following in his footsteps, you’ll learn more about him?” pressed the psychiatrist. “Is that what’s motivating you? Or are you going to tell me you’re doing this out of blind patriotism and love of the KCAP?”

      Mia took a moment to process the question, unsure if the whole thing had become a trap to get her to admit her real goals. She remained committed to not lying in the eval, and at this point, she could honestly say that she wanted to be Top Gun independent of solving the mystery of her father’s death.

      Then again, Dr. Ward’s wording had been specific. She wasn’t asking about Mia’s plan or investigation, only her motivation.

      “I think, given my preferences and my skills and my background, moving on to the Top Gun program would be the best fit,” Mia reasoned. Her heart slowed. “I hope that being involved with it will help me learn more about him on some level and bring me closure, too.”

      Mia’s fear gave way to so much self-satisfaction that her smile risked becoming a smirk. She’d offered the truth without sounding suspicious.

      “You want to beat him, don’t you?” guessed Dr. Ward.

      “What?”

      “You don’t know what he did, so you can’t know how to beat him at his own game, so to speak. Your only parent, your only teacher for most of your life, a man who turned your childhood into nothing more than a training session. He was better than you, wasn’t he? And it burns you up inside. He died and never gave you the chance to surpass him.”

      “I…” Mia looked away. “Yes, he was better than me. Yes, I want to do better than him. I think I can do that at Top Gun. And I know what you’re thinking.”

      “Do you?” Dr. Ward raised an eyebrow in challenge.

      “It sounds awful when you describe in the abstract,” Mia allowed. “People assume he was a dick or terrible for the way I was raised. But that’s not true. I was happy and satisfied until the day I found out he had died. He was always trying to be the best father he could.” She took a deep breath. “And I understood that early on. Let me tell you a story about one time he took me to a park…”
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        * * *

      

      Mia waited in a chair outside the office, doing her best not to tap her foot or twitch. The examination had continued for a full half-hour after she related the park story, going off on random tangents based on Dr. Ward’s questions, though always ending up back at Mia’s father. She had no idea if she’d passed or failed.

      Dr. Ward had told her to sit outside while she consulted the instructors on a call. Each passing second convinced Mia she’d screwed up and wasted a year.

      “Defeat” wasn’t supposed to be in her vocabulary. But this was one enemy she couldn’t fight with mere tenacity and a good ambush.

      Dr. Ward opened the door and motioned for Mia to enter. “Please join me, Cadet Verick.”

      Mia was glad Dr. Ward had removed the sensors. Her heart thundered in her chest. Her entire future rested on the next few minutes. She sat, waiting for the doctor to speak.

      “I’ve consulted your records, spoken with your instructors, and examined the results of your test in conjunction with your instructors,” Dr. Ward began. “To reiterate what I said in the beginning, this isn’t like your other exams. There’s no sliding scale, no score. It’s a pass/fail system that takes into account numerous complicated variables. I can only offer my recommendation, and in most cases, my recommendation is followed unless there are exceptional mitigating circumstances.”

      Mia nodded. “I understand.”

      “I score you as a pass for this evaluation,” Dr. Ward explained. “My only follow-up recommendation is that you need to work on being more emotionally open. Otherwise, you’ll continue to have difficulty establishing long-term social relationships with people other than your father. That will hamper your career in the long run. If you have any intention of becoming a flag officer, it’s best that you correct these deficits while you’re young.”

      “That’s it?” Mia looked around, almost expecting an ambush.

      Dr. Ward kept the same cold tone she had the entire examination. “Yes, Cadet Verick. That’s it. You may go.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOURTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      “At least packing is easy,” Mia mused as she surveyed her room.

      Besides the psychological eval, her remaining academic exams had come and gone. With all the stress that had gone into the psych eval, the basic act of packing for a vacation was a welcome relief. With everything but the ASGTP Exam finished, the cadets were to be given a brief respite in a vacation in celebration of Confederation Day.

      Haley laughed from Mia’s desk. “You take living a spartan lifestyle to new heights, Verick. You’ve been here only a little while shorter than the rest of us, but nobody would know it from the total lack of decoration. What’s the point of an empty room? This is depressing.”

      “Decoration is a distraction,” Mia claimed.

      “Yes, I agree.” Haley grinned. “No one can be on duty twenty-four/seven. It wouldn’t bring down the KCAP for you to have pictures or something like that.”

      “I don’t need pictures,” Mia replied. “I have a good memory.”

      That wasn’t true. She had pictures of her father back home and had taken pictures together with Abigail. She even had them with her, but she hadn’t put them up.

      She wasn’t sure why, other than understanding on a deep level that her time in that room was temporary. This wasn’t a home for her. It wasn’t part of the KCAP Navy or linked to her future.

      It was nothing more than a place to sleep at night and shower. A rest stop, not a home. Saying all of that to Haley might be too off-putting, so she decided on a true response, though without excess detail.

      “And it makes it easier not to break rules when you aren’t worrying about changing things.”

      “Says the girl who loves bending the rules.” Haley didn’t look convinced.

      “I impressed some instructors.” Mia frowned. “Others still don’t like me. There was no reason to make it easy for them to punish me. We’ve both seen cadets who thought they were within the regulations but were still punished.”

      Haley shrugged. “You could survive any punishment they dare dish out.”

      “Punishments would affect my training. And as for you claiming I like to bend the rules…”

      Haley rolled her eyes. “Oh, come on. When you say I’m claiming it, that makes it sound like it isn’t the truth. You’re famous for it, especially during simulator runs. I always found it funny, though I don’t get why someone as good as you would care. You could have earned max points in any of your scenarios without finding ways to twist the rules.”

      Mia patted her chest. “I maximize my chance for victory in circumstances that allow it. That’s not the same thing as loving bending the rules. That is why you’ve seen that behavior more often in the simulator runs than anywhere else.”

      Haley winked. “Sure, sure. Whatever lies you need to tell yourself that let you sleep at night, Verick.”

      Mia opened her mouth to challenge the statement before deciding to let it slide. She wasn’t lying, though she also wasn’t sure how serious Haley was.

      In any event, it didn’t matter. It was far too late for Mia to change her basic personality. She remained unconvinced that flexibility and lateral thinking were weaknesses.

      Haley changed the subject. “By the way, have you had time to consider my offer? I know I’ve slid down the rankings these last couple of months, but my overall rank wasn’t too bad. I’ve had to focus more on academics to keep them up. That’s cost me in the simulator room.”

      After finishing their other exams, the instructors had offered additional information on the ASGTP Exam. While the exact scenario remained secret, they had informed the cadets that the exam would involve three-person flights. The cadets were to choose their own groups.

      Mia hadn’t put any thought yet into who she might join in her flight. She was more eager to visit Abigail to discuss their next moves in their plan. With her on the planet, it was far less complicated than for most of the cadets.

      Haley’s question about the exam complicated matters. Mia had hoped to not pick her flight until she returned from vacation.

      Mia looked away. She’d also been dreading any of her friends coming to ask about this. All her hard work and establishing connections might be washed away in a cloud of misunderstanding. Though she didn’t know exactly who she wanted to fly with her, she had developed a basic plan.

      “You’re an excellent pilot,” Mia stated carefully. “And I don’t think your current rankings reflect your true potential. However, I think it’s best if we don’t do the exam together.”

      “Really?” Haley’s cocked her head. “You’re saying you don’t want me in your flight.”

      “I think it’s best if you found other wingmen.”

      Mia’s heart pounded. While Mia was on friendly terms with many cadets, Karin Haley was the only one she would claim as a true friend. She might have thrown everything away because of her own needs for the exam.

      Haley grinned. “Want to see my new superpower?”

      Mia looked back at her, surprised at the grin and the jovial tone. She’d expected accusations of betrayal and elitism. She’d gotten used to the latter over the past year from other cadets.

      “What superpower are you talking about?” Mia asked.

      “Yours, and I don’t mean your ridiculous fitness or your godlike piloting abilities.” Haley snickered. “I’ll prove that I’m better than Cadet Mia Verick by reading her mind.” She pointed at Mia. “All those skills, and you can’t read minds, can you?”

      Mia shook her head. “I’m not always good at knowing what other people are thinking unless I’ve had extensive recon of them before.”

      “That sounds… You know what, forget it. Let’s stay focused. Back to my telepathy.” Haley rubbed her temples and closed her eyes. “My great and awesome power tells me that you don’t want to partner with me because you don’t think it would be enough of a challenge if we fly together. That despite all that wanting to do anything to win, when it comes to this examination, you want to handicap yourself to prove yourself to all the assholes who doubted you, but more importantly to yourself. Because of all that, you’re not going to partner with anyone too good. I’m guessing no top-ten pilots. Maybe not even top fifteen. You’re going to seek out the lowest-scoring sim students, if they’ll have you.”

      Mia stared at Haley, shocked for a moment before she started chuckling. “Am I that easy to see through?”

      “When someone knows the real you, sure.”

      Mia wasn’t sure about that. She didn’t know who the real Mia was anymore. She didn’t feel like she was deceiving herself or any other cadet. At the same time, she didn’t feel comfortable talking about her plan with anyone other than Abigail.

      “You act like you’re dark and mysterious.” Haley patted Mia on the shoulder. “But you’re like the rest of us. You’re an elite cadet who wants to live up to your full potential. Yours just happens to be set a little higher than the rest of us.”

      “And you’re not mad?” Mia asked. “I’m not trying to be arrogant when I say that anyone flying with me will have a better chance of passing the exam.”

      “It might be arrogant.” Haley shrugged. “It’s also true. I don’t take it personally, and I get where you’re coming from. We’re not here for fun. We’re here to get into Top Gun, and that means proving we’re the best. If you think about it, your attitude is the better one, rather than trying to game the system to slide through. It’s not as if getting into Top Gun guarantees we won’t wash out. The more we push ourselves now, the better it is later.”

      Mia let out a sigh of relief. “I’m glad you understand. I wasn’t sure you would.”

      “I’m sure people will understand. The ones who aren’t self-absorbed assholes, anyway.” Haley waved a hand. “Don’t worry about it. Go home, have fun, or whatever passes for fun for you, then come back here and do what you’re meant to do. Destroy your enemies in a fighter.”

      “Thanks,” Mia replied. She wasn’t going to explain that she wasn’t leaving the planet when she went to visit Abigail. That would raise too many questions. There was no reason to endanger her friend by getting her involved in those troubles.

      “No problem. That’s what friends are for.”

      “Yes.” Mia smiled. “I suppose they are.”
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        * * *

      

      The current number two on the leaderboards, Cadet Tal Mallan, dropped into a seat across from Mia during dinner. He’d been one of the cadets involved in the simulator ambush attempt earlier in the year. They hadn’t interacted much outside of being forced wingmen during simulators.

      She’d give him his due. He was a good pilot and remained consistently strong throughout the year. He wasn’t as good as her, but he did force her to try harder every time they faced off against one another.

      Mia had hoped she could escape to Abigail’s place without having another conversation about the final exam. She’d considered her own possible candidates, including Paul Stansford. His rankings had dropped a lot in recent months. She thought he was a better pilot than he was demonstrating in simulations, but his failures had compounded after his initial improvement earlier in the year.

      She waffled between seeking the weakest partners to challenge herself and lower-ranked partners who at least had potential. Using other cadets as props for glory didn’t sit right with her. At the same time, she refused to stack her flight to her own advantage.

      Mia considered Haley a friend. Stansford, she wasn’t sure about, but at least they weren’t enemies. She couldn’t be sure about everyone else, especially cadets like Mallan, who had worked hard to improve and maintain their standings. Mallan always glared at her whenever they checked leaderboards around the same time.

      “Hey, Verick,” Mallan said now. “Going home soon?”

      “I’m leaving tonight,” Mia replied. “You?”

      “I’m sticking around one more day. I think most people are, if only because of the transport situation.”

      He frowned as if he was working out the reality of Mia’s home visit.

      “I’m leaving a couple hours from now,” Mia clarified.

      “That’s damned quick. I’m glad I caught you then.” Mallan offered a forced smile. “I heard that you turned down Karin Haley for your final exam flight.”

      Mia nodded. “Yes. What about it?”

      “I was certain you’d pick your best friend.”

      Best friends? When he put it that way, she couldn’t say he was wrong. The only other candidate she could come up with for “friend” was Stansford. She’d been uncertain about him, though now that she was confronted about it, she realized she spent more time talking to him on friendly terms outside the context of training than any other cadet except Haley.

      “I had my reasons,” Mia offered. “This final exam is about our capabilities, not our friendships. She understood.”

      “That was a good call,” Mallan allowed. “She’s slipped. She isn’t as hungry as she should be. Extend this training for months, and she’d head to the bottom.”

      “I don’t think that’s true. Everyone excels in different scenarios. I don’t believe her current scores reflect her true abilities, and I’m confident she’ll pass the exam with the help of other wingmen.”

      Mallan scoffed. “In a war, you can’t whine about things seeming unfair. And if it’s all about scenarios, then that means I’m good at every scenario because I perform consistently better than every cadet.”

      “Except me,” Mia noted.

      “Yes.” Mallan’s lips quivered. “Except you. But you’re…different.”

      “You’re skilled.” Mia set her fork down. She doubted she’d get many bites in until Mallan left. “No one who has seen you fly could claim otherwise without being a liar. Your flights and squadrons have presented the greatest challenges to me during my time here.”

      Mallan’s chest puffed out. For a man who acted so confident, a simple compliment energized him quite a bit.

      “Then this is easy,” Mallan proposed. “You get that the elites need to stick together.” He gestured to her and then to him. “You’re number one. I’m number two. We’re the elites.”

      “That’s one way to look at it.”

      “We should join forces,” Mallan insisted. “I’m sure if both of us team up, we can get number three or four. With a flight of heavy hitters like that, it doesn’t matter what they throw at us. There is no way we can lose.”

      Mia frowned. “That’s dangerous.”

      “What is?”

      “You can’t assume you can win no matter what.”

      Mallan scoffed. “Are you shitting me now, Verick? Are you saying you’re convinced you’re not always going to win every time you slip into that simulator pod?”

      Mia shook her head. “I trust in my skills, and I do my best. But it’s because I know I’m not guaranteed victory that I always work harder and harder to push myself to my limits. Once a pilot becomes convinced she can never lose, she will.”

      “Okay, okay.” Mallan rolled his eyes. “We work together, we have a better chance at victory. Better? I’m trying to help both of us get the future we deserve.”

      “Deserve?” That surprised Mia. “That’s an interesting word. It’s not about that.”

      Mallan’s face twitched. “Excuse me? You going to waste time with another philosophical tangent.”

      “No. I don’t want to waste my time or your time, so I’ll be clear. I don’t want to be in a flight with you.”

      “Are you shitting me?” Mallan growled. He shot up so fast his knee hit the table and rattled Mia’s tray. “Are you saying you don’t believe that I’m better than Haley?” He scoffed. “I’ve destroyed her one-on-one tons of times.”

      “This isn’t about your relative skills,” Mia explained. “Objectively speaking, you are currently a better pilot than Haley, though I believe when she’s operating at her maximum potential, you’re equal.”

      Mallan threw up his hands. “Did you sneak alcohol in here and get wasted? That’s the only thing I can think to explain this garbage.”

      She didn’t know what to say, especially since she hadn’t worked out her exact position other than not wanting to stack her team with elites. Being completely honest might lower her risk of offense with Mallan but anger other students. She wasn’t so lacking in self-awareness that she didn’t understand the implication of telling someone to join their flight so she could demonstrate her abilities in an exam while aiding weaker pilots.

      “You do understand this final exam will be in actual fighters and not simulators?” Mallan asked.

      Mia nodded. “I know. I don’t see how that changes anything. The simulators here give the full experience, including Gs. The instructors feel that we’re ready. I have no reason to doubt their judgment.”

      “Oh, come on, Verick. You need the best of the best. Simulator jockeys who are having trouble when they’re not in real space are going to fall apart up there. They’ll look out that cockpit and freak out, realizing they’re in space. They’ll understand they could get hurt. Your best chance is with me. I might not have flown a fighter before, but my family owns a private yacht. I’ve been at the controls. I know what it’s like to control a spacecraft in its true environment.”

      Mia wanted to point out the vast differences between flying a fighter in a combat scenario and piloting a space yacht, but Mallan was trembling and red-faced as it was, and she didn’t want to push him past his breaking point.

      “I stand by my decision,” she stated. “We won’t be partners.”

      Mallan backed away from the table. “I get what this is.”

      “You don’t. Trust me.”

      “You think you’re so much better than me, don’t you?” His voice became a snarl. “You think everyone’s going to hold you back. They’re not going to let you take the exam by yourself, Verick.”

      Mia held her tongue again. He’d admitted himself she was better than him. Pointing it out wouldn’t help.

      “I think you should leave,” she suggested.

      “You’ve been waiting for your chance to humiliate me. This is revenge for me doing a favor for the instructors.” Mallan slapped the table loudly enough that it echoed through the mess, drawing curious looks from all over. “It wasn’t bad enough you humiliated me at the beginning of the term? You made me look like a little bitch. But that wasn’t satisfying enough. You been planning this all along? Shit. Did you and Haley plan together, knowing that word would get around that you said no, and I’d come asking?”

      Mia held her hands up. “You’re misunderstanding—”

      “Fuck you, Verick. I don’t need you. Nobody but Haley and Stansford likes you anyway. I can get the best flight together without you.”

      Mia sighed as he stomped off. Murmurs filled the mess as cadets gestured toward her and the departing Mallan. She needed to finish her meal. She wasn’t sure she’d feel up to cooking by the time she got to Abigail’s place.
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        * * *

      

      Mia settled on the edge of Abigail’s couch. She was surprised.

      She’d been expecting a much smaller place than Abigail’s apartment in Felsk, and while this was not nearly as nice as that place, it was only missing the expansive foyer. For a civilian place on a military planet, it was impressive. Applied research paid well.

      “You had to expect reactions like that,” Abigail commented. They’d been discussing the final exam before the segue into the confrontation with Tal Mallan. “And I’ll give you another important lesson in social relations. Despite what some people will tell you, it’s impossible to maintain positive relationships with everyone, and pointless. A handful of enemies are inevitable. That’s not a problem as long as you have allies and friends, too. For every person who exists, there is someone out there who hates them, and not necessarily for a good reason.”

      “That’s rather cynical.”

      Abigail smirked. “Consider it hard-earned experience rather than cynicism.”

      “Mallan is doing well,” Mia answered. “There’s a good chance he’ll end up in Top Gun. He didn’t need me. I didn’t know what to do.”

      “From what you’ve said, he disliked you before the conversation. That means his new offense doesn’t change anything. You just need to do what you always do.” Abigail shrugged. “The military is a competitive place, but I can’t imagine you losing to someone like that.”

      Mia nodded. “Do you think my strategy for the exam is wrong?”

      Abigail thought about it. “Depending on how you do, it might even be a good way to impress people who might give you a chance to learn about your father, especially if you plan this correctly. Offering a spectacular performance with weaker flight members will only highlight your value, in any event. It’ll be difficult, though, because you’ll have to thread a very fine needle with this one.”

      “For my father, I’ll thread a needle while going max sublight.”

      Abigail chuckled. “I should have known you’d say that.”

      “But I don’t understand,” Mia pressed. “Are you saying I can impress people, and that means I’ll find people who might tell me more about my dad?”

      “It’s more involved than that. And as much as I’d prefer to let you relax during your break, this is a good time to plan how we can use your final exam to the best benefit of your true mission. Because I’ve come across an opportunity that, if it pans out, means we can learn more about your father far sooner than either of us ever planned.”

      Mia leaned forward. “I don’t need to sleep. Just tell me what I need to do.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIFTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Mia had worried that time away from the program and direct training would weaken her. She returned to school with more focus, though a familiar jumpiness settled over her. Abigail’s new place lacked a simulator for Mia to vent her energy, and the days away left her eager to return to blowing away enemy fighters and destroying targets.

      That jumpiness came despite the time Abigail and Mia spent together planning for her final exam. Armed with a clear strategy for success and to enhance her education, Mia felt in greater control of her future than she had in a long time.

      She accepted that she had never been in control of her life. Despite spending so much time at home training herself, she’d been following her father’s plan. His death had forced her, for the first time, to make true decisions for herself. Not all of them had been great, but with Abigail and others’ help, she’d settled into a reasonable path that would highlight her best talents while also honoring her father.

      Mia wasn’t naive. She understood every problem wouldn’t solve itself. That included getting a flight together for the final exam, which is why she smiled when she approached her dorm room door, her suitcase in hand.

      She didn’t place much stock in the will of the universe or divine plans for individuals, though she did enjoy the irony of Stansford waiting in front of her door. Apparently, some problems did solve themselves.

      “Did you need something?” She knew the answer before she asked the question but didn’t want to come off presumptuous.

      “Have a good break?” Stansford asked.

      “You could say that. I relaxed. I’m not sure if that’s a good thing with the exam coming up. What about you?”

      He shrugged. “It was okay. My family is one of those where everybody loves each other but does better when they’re far apart. At least a continent, if not a planet.” He chuckled. “I don’t get along much with my father, and I don’t think I’ll ever live up to his expectations even if I do get into Top Gun, which is looking less and less likely with the ways things are going. I’m not going to pretend loud words weren’t exchanged over all that when I went back.”

      “You do have potential,” Mia noted. “And the skills are there. You just have problems with concentration and tactical discipline. That’s why your scores have slipped so much since the start of the year.”

      “Yeah, I know. And you’re telling me in a much nicer way than the instructors.” Stansford looked away. “But there’s not enough time to come back.”

      “The exam isn’t based on cumulative scores,” Mia noted.

      “True.”

      “That means there is time to come back.”

      Stansford took a deep breath and nodded. “Yeah, and so… I’ve got no right to ask you this, but that’s not going to stop me. I like to think we’re friends, but I also know I was an asshole to you when you first got here, yet you’ve given me tips here and there, and… Verick, this final exam is my last chance to prove myself and have any real chance at getting into the Top Gun program. I could concentrate more on myself if I knew the other pilots in my flight were good and I didn’t have to worry about at least one of them. Flying alongside the best pilot in the program means I have my best chance to shine and score well.”

      “There’s logic to your position.” Mia had considered rejecting him, because she didn’t want to get too comfortable with friends on her wings. On the other hand, he’d slipped so far in the rankings that he met her criteria for testing herself, and as someone operating far below his high potential, he offered other opportunities.

      “I’ve heard you’ve turned down people, including Mallan.” Stansford grimaced. “I thought I didn’t have a chance if you’re turning down someone like that, but Mallan also hasn’t been that great to you. With our mixed history together, I didn’t know how things would play out. And then everyone’s saying you turned down Haley. I don’t know what to think. I know her scores have been lower lately, but she’s a good pilot and your best friend. It makes it hard to figure out what you’re looking for in a flight. You know what I want. You know I need it.” He looked away and took a deep breath. “Shit. We all need it, and we all want it. I also know that’s not enough. I still want to take the exam with you.”

      Mia assumed he’d asked others and been rejected out of turn. Everyone wanted the best partners or at least someone they thought had positive momentum, not someone who had peaked and now fallen to near the bottom of the class.

      Many people had shunned him throughout the year because of his initial behavior toward Mia, even though they’d agreed with it at the time. It was cowardly behavior. At least Stansford acknowledged he’d been in the wrong and didn’t pretend it was all someone else’s fault.

      She considered his request. There was straightforwardness to his flying style that held merit. Nurtured with proper direct training, he could grow into a far better pilot. The instructors had failed to maximize his potential with their often superficial focus on execution of their standard tactical doctrines.

      That was something she’d been butting up against her entire time there. Everyone was dedicated and disciplined, yet everyone failed to see how being too rigid would fail them in battle.

      Conditions change during battle. Always seek to exploit newly arising tactical opportunities.

      From what Mia had seen, that was true of most of her fellow cadets. Standardized training had its merits, though it was never going to produce the best of the best without taking into account individual talents and nurturing them to be able to respond to any and all situations.

      “Verick?” Stansford was staring at her. “You got real quiet.”

      “I was thinking things over,” Mia admitted.

      “And what did you come up with?” He shrugged. “Look, if you want to say no, no hard feelings. If I were in your place, I’d say no. It’s not your job to look out for me.”

      “Okay,” Mia announced. “I’ll be in your flight.”

      “That’s unde… Wait. You will?” Stansford grinned. “Seriously?”

      Mia glanced up and down the hallway to see if the universe was willing to deliver again. “We still need a third. My only condition is that I’m allowed to recruit the third wingman.”

      “You go ahead,” Stansford replied. “You’re the natural flight leader for this, and thanks, Verick. You’re a lifesaver.”

      “You are responsible for your own performance in the exam,” Mia reminded him. “I can’t fly your fighter for you. I can offer no guarantees other than I’ll fly my best during the exam.”

      Stansford pumped his fist. “I won’t let you down. Just you see. We’ll come in first.”
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        * * *

      

      Datapad in hand, Mia wandered down the hallway of the dorm. More cadets hadn’t finalized their exam flights than Mia had expected, both the higher scorers and those closer to the bottom of the leaderboard. With Stansford secured, Mia obsessed over who should be their third. She revisited the idea of recruiting Haley before deciding it would be insulting to them both.

      With practice sessions coming up within days, Mia needed to hurry. She, like every other cadet, was engaged in a sophisticated game of trying to grab the best people for her needs, though unlike most of the others, her strategy wasn’t about recruiting the best pilots.

      Mia slowed as two cadets walked by, whispering back and forth over candidates for their own flight. She ignored them, trying to think over what she wanted.

      First of all, she needed a candidate similar to Stansford, someone who hadn’t been scoring well but who had potential. That whittled the number down, as many of the cadets closer to the bottom of the leaderboard either lacked fundamental talent or had given up and were only going through the motions. Dropping out of the program this far in was too much for many of them, given their family connections, so they were trying to tread water until they could escape.

      Mia brought up the weekly leaderboards for the last two months on her datapad and scanned the names. She’d all but memorized this information before, but she hoped looking at it again would inspire her.

      Her gaze froze on a name near the bottom. “Maybe. Just maybe.”
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        * * *

      

      Mia found her target sitting outside on the fountain. The dark-haired beauty was skimming messages on her datapad and didn’t look up as Mia approached.

      Cadet Ryoko Ueda blended into the background so much that had Mia not been actively searching for her, she might have missed her entirely. Ueda only spoke when spoken to and always ate alone.

      That had only caught Mia’s attention when she’d started trying to use visual recon during meals in the mess to identify the main social groups in the program. Many of the newer cadets started the year eating alone. Since then, everybody else, including Mia, had found at least one person to share meals with, except for Ryoko Ueda.

      The cadet performed well academically. That academic performance didn’t translate into simulator scores. She routinely placed near the bottom, and arguably wasn’t sitting in last place only because of the occasional talented team member, including cadets like Mia and Tal Mallan.

      When reviewing the simulator records available to the cadets over the last few months, Mia had noticed one surprising fact that Ueda’s low overall score obscured: exceptional accuracy.

      Ueda used minimal ammo for maximum damage at range. Her tentative flying had doomed her in most simulation scenarios, leading to her current low standings.

      When a wingman could cover for her, she became a sniper with her cannon, but the dynamic and high-paced rhythm of a dogfight rarely allowed her the luxury of her cannon sniping.

      Mia waited for Ueda to look up. When she didn’t, Mia cleared her throat loudly. “Cadet Ueda?”

      Ueda looked up from her pad. Her face scrunched up in confusion. “Cadet Verick?”

      “I noticed you don’t have a flight for the final exam yet,” Mia replied.

      “No, I don’t.” Ueda shrugged. “Lots of people don’t, but I’d be lying if I said I’ve tried that hard.”

      Mia sat beside her. “Why haven’t you tried hard?”

      Ueda offered a pained smile. “I’m not like you, Verick. You’re a prodigy.”

      “You made it this far,” Mia countered. “You wouldn’t have been able to do that if you weren’t skilled.”

      Ueda’s shoulders slumped. “I’ve worked hard, very hard, for a long time. I come from a long line of pilots. My mother went through the Top Gun program. It’s…hard to explain. Before I could walk, they were planning for me to be a fighter pilot. I know everyone’s parents plan things out for them, but most people don’t know what it’s like to be guided on that tight of a path.”

      Mia smiled. “I can relate.”

      “I’ve worked twice as hard to keep my place,” Ueda went on. “But I wonder now if I’m at my limit, that there are things that talent can’t overcome.”

      Mia shrugged. “Talent is important. Discipline and effort are, too. I’ve always understood that I’m gifted. That doesn’t mean I didn’t work every day. It also doesn’t mean that someone who isn’t gifted can’t be an elite. Think about how many people you beat to get here and now. Are you ready to give up? Do you want to tell your parents you gave up?”

      “No. I’m not giving up. I’ve been putting in more simulator time, as much as they’ll allow. I don’t know if it’ll be enough before the final exam. I know it’s not the end of the world if I don’t get into Top Gun, but it will be the end of a dream, and I can’t stand the idea of disappointing my parents.”

      Mia hadn’t been sure about Ueda before. She didn’t want to work with anyone who’d give up the fight and was waiting for failure. She didn’t want to shine by standing over corpses.

      “Why don’t you join my flight?” suggested Mia.

      “What?” Ueda blinked. “For the final?”

      Mia nodded. “Yes. I’ve already recruited Paul Stansford.”

      Ueda blinked. “You want…me? I’m one of the worst pilots in our group.”

      Mia shook her head. “I know you have potential, and I can help you become a more aggressive pilot so you can make better use of your marksmanship.” She looked around before leaning in and lowering her voice. “The instructors haven’t done their best at drawing out what’s there. You keep working as hard as you have been, and we can do well in the final.”

      “I…are you sure?” Ueda stared at Mia wide-eyed as if afraid she’d blink and the answer to her prayers would disappear. “Won’t I hold you and Stansford back? We don’t know what we’ll have to do on the final exam. It might not play to my strengths.”

      “I doubt it’ll play to anyone’s strengths,” Mia replied. “It’s going to force everyone outside of their comfort zone.”

      Ueda looked down at the ground. “I don’t know.”

      “You’ll be fine,” Mia replied. “Unless you don’t want to be in my flight. I’m not going to force anyone. You would be helping me out. I could stop worrying about recruiting and start focusing on training. We’ve only got a little over two weeks left. Every day wasted on recruitment might be that many more lost points during the final.”

      “No, no, no.” Ueda waved a hand in front of her face. “I’m happy to be in your flight. I feel more confident already.”

      “Good.” Mia stuck out her hand. “Let’s win together.”

      Ueda shook her hand. “Together!”
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        * * *

      

      Mia scrolled through simulation records for Ueda and Stansford. While she didn’t have access to all their records like the instructors, she didn’t need them. She had Debbie go through and process the simulation reports to spit out the necessary statistics and highlights that allowed Mia to focus on individual strengths and good maneuvers.

      Improving a person through training first required the trainer to fix existing weaknesses. After examining Debbie’s analyses, Mia’s confidence in the pair grew. The data confirmed they weren’t terrible pilots. Single-digit percentage improvements and better tactical awareness could easily push them off the bottom of the leaderboards.

      “It’s interesting when you think about it,” Mia observed. The data analysis had highlighted another truth.

      She stopped at a simulation from a few months prior. She tapped on a highlighted ID number and watched the beginning of an overhead animation depicting Ueda and a wingman engaging in an open-space duel with two other fighters.

      “What is interesting about this battle?” asked Debbie.

      “It’s not the battle I’m talking about. I’m talking more about the overall patterns I’ve found with your help.”

      “I’m happy I could be of assistance in this matter,” Debbie replied.

      “From my perspective,” Mia continued, “Stansford and Ueda can improve significantly with a week of targeted training. I’ve selected them because of their current weakness, though there are no truly incompetent cadets here. They wouldn’t have made it far.”

      “Elite selection leads to elite cohorts with minor differences overall in most cases,” Debbie noted. “If you weren’t here, that would be more apparent. Your presence masks that and leaves these students comparing themselves to an impossible-to-reach baseline.”

      An impossible-to-reach baseline? Was a lifetime of preparation by her father that powerful?

      In the recording, Ueda launched a volley of half her missiles in the initial assault. Her target made good use of a turn and burn with matched decoy release to take care of them. She initiated her cannon attack outside the recommended maximum range and grazed her opponent. Her wingman had pulled too far out to avoid an enemy missile, letting the enemy wingman, Mallan, come in from the side.

      Once Mallan closed the distance, his superior dogfighting skills let him rip through Ueda’s Valkyrie with a handful of well-placed cannon bursts.

      Mia grimaced. It was like watching a lion tear apart an ailing gazelle.

      “My flight members need to improve,” Mia replied. “Not just for their sake, but my own. I can’t do what I need to do or succeed in Top Gun without their help. Not leaving my wingmen during the exercise to look showoff will hobble me at times, but it’ll be beneficial for the other two.” She nodded. “I need this as much as them.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      Mia gestured to herself. “I’ve long since accepted the military isn’t about one woman, no matter how talented. I hadn’t accepted until recently that I had a responsibility beyond obeying orders. I was still trying to be the same girl I was back home, doing everything by myself and thinking my training and skills made it possible. I can make people better with my skills. I can…lead.” She clenched her hand into a fist. “I can make people better, just like my dad and Abigail did with me.”

      Voicing the idea filled Mia with unexpected warmth. For her entire life, she’d only cared what her father thought. After that, she’d only had one other person she gave a damn about. Now, she wanted to do everything she could to help her new friends.

      “I’m sure Dr. Curie will be happy that you’re demonstrating interpersonal growth,” Debbie commented. “She’s been concerned with that. Have you come up with a plan that will make the best use of the short time frame?”

      “This will require sacrifice in the short-term,” Mia accepted. “But it will improve things in the long run, and it’ll be different from my original plan.”

      “In what way will this be different?”

      “I wanted a challenge.” Mia motioned to the datapad. “But this time, the challenge will be more about improving my wingmen and less about performing better despite weaker wingmen. I can’t claim superiority unless I’ve mastered all skills.”

      “I look forward to your success,” Debbie professed. “I’m confident you’ll succeed.”

      Mia smiled. “And so am I. We have a practice skirmish in two days. It’ll be a good benchmark for how far I need to go with them.”
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        * * *

      

      “Ueda, comms check,” Mia transmitted over comms.

      “Ready, Verick,” Ueda came back.

      The sensors confirmed that Mia and Ueda were in tight formation with Stansford at the center. They’d had two days of real training before their first major practice engagement against another flight. The universe’s perverse sense of humor came out again when they drew Mallan’s flight during a random draw by the instructors.

      Mia couldn’t fault his flight. He’d put together a solid team of some of the best current pilot cadets.

      She didn’t care. She’d proved to everyone that the leaderboards were nothing more than a snapshot in time.

      Mallan had accused her of wanting to humiliate him. She never had. That didn’t mean she’d set aside her win.

      “Remember the scope of the practice scenario,” Mia barked. “We have to escort the transport to the safety line. Mallan’s team specializes in close-range dogfighting. Neutralize them at a distance if possible, and remember the transport is more important than anything. Don’t let the enemy draw you off.”

      “Roger,” replied her wingmen in unison.

      Mia took a moment to adjust the power balance in her Valkyrie. She felt good about the whole engagement. She expected Stansford and Ueda to get picked off, but she’d review the recording later with them to help them understand where they went wrong.

      Learn to love the hardship, the frustration, the hurt. Take it and use it. Because it’s coming for you either way. Might as well be useful

      The transport appeared on sensors. Her flight maneuvered to form a rough triangle around the ship. That was where too many pilot cadets got tripped up during escort missions. Enemies could approach from any angle, and a small window of opportunity was all they needed to surprise and take out a target.

      Long-range sensors offered a mess of suspicious contacts, including a large asteroid nearby. That was of less concern than the single fast-moving contact approaching from a different direction with no IFF signals.

      “Contacts,” Mia announced. “Hold formation.”

      “There’s only one,” Stansford transmitted. “We should pick him off before the other guys show up. I don’t care if it’s Mallan. He can’t take us together.”

      “That’s not a good idea.”

      Stansford broke formation and headed toward the enemy fighter. Ueda broke formation to follow her wingman.

      “You both need to return to the transport,” Mia ordered. “Remember the mission. The mission isn’t engaging the enemy.”

      “We’ll be quick,” Stansford promised. “Then it’ll be three on two with you at our side. There’s no way we could lose.”

      The transport lumbered forward. Mia kept her position near the top of the ship, right outside the blue field marking its shields.

      Missiles ripped from the fighters on both sides, and the deadly explosives hurtling through space showed as bright flashing symbols on her sensors. Ueda was a couple hundredths of a second too slow releasing her decoy and turning. The missile didn’t hit her, but its nearby explosion sent her fighter spinning out of control.

      The enemy released three decoys in combination with a high-G turn that left Stansford and Ueda’s missiles brightening the dark of space without scratching the paint on the enemy fighter.

      “Status report,” Mia requested, her heart kicking up.

      “Thruster damage, minor reactor damage,” reported Ueda. “I can still fight.”

      “I’ll get revenge for you,” Stansford shouted and chased the escaping enemy.

      Mia resisted the urge to leave the transport. She hadn’t violated scoring rules about abandoning wingmen, since both members of her flight had a partner, and she was performing a mission objective. What she didn’t like was that the transport’s course would take it close to the asteroid she’d noticed before.

      In a real flight, she’d order them to change course. In this case, it was hard coded into the simulation. There was nothing she could do to alter the transport’s trajectory.

      Mia had sketched out the two most likely scenarios during their briefing, and one was playing out in front of her: a feint designed to pull escorts away from the transport. She needed to get her wingmen back.

      “Return to the transport immediately,” instructed Mia. “You had your shot, and you failed to take him down.”

      “We’ve got this,” Stansford insisted.

      He launched another missile and barreled after the enemy fighter to add cannon bursts to the mix. The enemy presented a clinic in evasive maneuvers, with lateral thrusts, wobbles, and spins that impressed Mia. It had to have been Mallan.

      Ueda regained control of her fighter and moved to intercept the fighter. Rather than the wild close-range bursts from Stansford, she squeezed off careful long-range bursts, with natural leading that left her rounds clipping the enemy fighter desperate to escape its harassers.

      Warning klaxons sounded as area-denial torpedoes flew from the other side of the asteroid. Mia’s jaw tightened. She’d assumed it would be three Valkyries on three Valkyries.

      Using a Porcupine for this type of intercept mission didn’t make sense without a careful and well-executed plan, along with a reasonable expectation that the enemy would behave as expected.

      The transport lurched to the side. Despite the massive bright lateral thrusters, the sheer bulk of the spacecraft denied it the quick sidesteps skilled fighter pilots could pull off.

      The torpedoes exploded near the front of the transport, and the shields flashed. Mia resisted the urge to charge the asteroid. Right now, the enemy hadn’t defeated the transport’s shields. She couldn’t leave its side without guaranteeing an enemy victory.

      Ueda’s sniping took out the enemy thrusters, leaving the fighter easy prey for Stansford to close the distance and finish it off. The bright flash on the sensor turned into a small dense debris cloud.

      Stansford cheered. “See? We got them.”

      “Get back here now!” Mia shouted. “The enemy is here.”

      Stansford and Ueda turned back toward the transport. Mia growled. She didn’t need a calculation to know they’d be too late. Screaming at them more wouldn’t accomplish anything other than distracting her.

      This didn’t have to end in disaster. She’d expected and planned for subpar performance when she’d recruited them. Now she’d make up for it with her own skill.

      A Valkyrie whipped around the asteroid, and a Porcupine appeared near the bottom. Mia launched two missiles toward the Porcupine while offering a cannon burst to the Valkyrie.

      The Porcupine’s decoy saved it from the missile, though not without its hull charring and pitting. The Valkyrie’s abrupt roll sent Mia’s rounds smashing into the asteroid. Both enemy fighters kept a wide approach with quick lateral burns that kept them moving toward the transport. They unloaded the rest of their torpedoes and missiles along the way.

      Mia turned toward the Valkyrie, lining up her aft with the Porcupine and spitting out all her remaining decoys before charging the Valkyrie’s missiles. Her hand flew over the control panel before she fired off half her missiles, now set with timers. Blast after blast filled space, blinding her at close range.

      She ignored her eyes and concentrated on what she’d spotted on the sensors and the relative position of the enemy Valkyrie. Not bothering with ammo conservation, she held down the trigger, spraying cannon rounds through the explosion. When the Valkyrie burst through the dying light of the blasts, it had two huge holes, one right through the cockpit.

      Mia pulled her own Valkyrie around to deal with the surviving Porcupine. She launched the rest of her missiles at the too-close enemy fighter. He tried to turn and launch a decoy, but was hit by a missile. The explosions blew him apart.

      She let out a sigh of relief. They’d had a clever plan, and it almost worked. She wouldn’t lose.

      A proximity alarm sounded. She’d miscalculated. The sensors didn’t show a shield around the transport. The telltale glow was gone around the ship.

      “Damn it!” Mia shouted.

      She’d made the same mistake she’d chastised the others over. With two fighters destroyed and the pilot dead in the other, that would be enough in most circumstances to win a scenario involving escorting a transport.

      Mia had killed the Valkyrie pilot in the simulation but not destroyed his fighter. She turned to fire on him, but the previous momentum carried the out-of-control dead fighter right into the side of the transport for a high-speed collision. Secondary explosions ripped a hole in the side of the ship. Huge chunks of the hull flew everywhere, forcing Mia to peel away.

      “Oh shit,” exclaimed Stansford.

      Ueda let out a quiet sigh when an explosion blew what was left of the ship apart. It didn’t matter if they’d taken out the enemy fighters. They’d not fulfilled the scenario objectives.

      Mia had lost.

      By the time Mia stepped out of the pod in a haze, Mallan was waiting for her, smirking.

      “Turns out even a goddess bleeds if you punch her hard enough in the nose,” he taunted. “I actually got the idea from you. That’s got to hurt.”

      Mia clenched her fists. “It’s only one practice exercise. And the final won’t be this scenario.”

      “You sure? All I see is a loser. You better get more practice. Because you need to be ready for everything and anything. Right now, your flight isn’t. You should have taken my offer, Verick. You’ve gotten used to thinking you can win no matter what, and now it’s too late. You’re saddled with two weak pilots who are going to ensure you never get into Top Gun.”

      Mallan walked to his wingmen and high-fived them before strutting from the simulation bay.

      Ueda and Stansford exited their pods, both pulling off their helmets to reveal sheepish expressions. Ueda couldn’t make eye contact.

      “I thought it would be fine if it were you,” Stansford explained.

      “In a straight dogfight, yes,” Mia acknowledged. She frowned at him. “We’ll talk later about this and do a full debrief. For now, I need to go handle something.”

      “You need to cool off?”

      “Something like that.”

      “I’m sorry,” Ueda offered.

      “Don’t be sorry. Be ready at the debrief and turn this failure into something useful by understanding your mistake.”

      She stormed from the simulation bay. Her feet operated on autopilot until she made it inside her room and threw herself on the bed.

      “We lost,” she shouted. “We lost because they didn’t listen to me!”

      Debbie answered immediately. “I see. But wasn’t that inevitable?”

      Mia shot up. “Me losing was inevitable?”

      “Not as such,” Debbie replied. “Though you have stated on several occasions that you have learned that a single woman, no matter how talented, can’t carry an entire military operation on her own. You selected flight mates that you knew were in need of additional support and training. It’s not surprising that they might lead to a loss. Calling it inevitable is an overstatement, though being surprised that you lost is equally not supported by the previous evidence.”

      Mia sucked in a breath. She slapped her cheeks. She wanted to punch the wall or sneak out and find a firing range where she could unload a rifle.

      She’d lost. She’d lost not because of Stansford and Ueda but because of her own arrogance. It never occurred to her to plan for the idea that her skills wouldn’t be enough to make up for their errors.

      “You’re right,” Mia seethed. “Damn it. I knew it was coming, but it still hurts. This was all done for logical reasons, to ensure improvement for the others and myself. I have to remember that.”

      “Have you spoken with your fellow cadets about your feelings?” asked Debbie. “That might be useful in ensuring this experience is a positive training one overall. Some instructors claim people learn the most from their mistakes.”

      Mia had gotten too used to winning all the time. That bred dangerous complacency. In a battle, she might not be able to preselect the best wingmen, and the enemy might resort to all manner of desperate tactics.

      She stood. “You’re right. I can’t get upset about something I saw coming. I wanted to prove how good I was by not flying with the best, and now I have to accept that they need to be brought up a level because I can’t win every scenario by myself. Thanks, Debbie. And you’re right. I have wingmen to debrief.”
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        * * *

      

      Mia’s flight reconvened in a quiet nook far away from any of the major thoroughfares. Ueda had recommended it. She often went there when she wanted to get away from the other cadets. While Mia didn’t care that much, Ueda didn’t want to be in the dorm and risk running into a sneering Mallan.

      Stansford and Ueda both sat on a bench, avoiding eye contact with Mia. She folded her arms while trying to gather her thoughts. This was a test of her leadership and training abilities. No one but her was scoring it. That made it extra important for her to do well. She’d improve herself by improving them.

      “I shouldn’t have to remind you that the first rule of escort missions is to never leave your charge undefended,” Mia began. “A transport might be able to fight off a single pirate raider, but dedicated fighters?”

      “You were there,” Stansford pointed out. “We didn’t leave it undefended.”

      “One fighter can’t protect all angles,” snapped Mia. “If we three have fighters for defense, without a strong reason, I don’t see why more than one should have left the charge.”

      Ueda grimaced. “I should have stayed with you. It’s my fault. I’m sorry.”

      Stansford shook his head. “Nope. I’m the one who screwed up first. I got so eager for a kill that I let myself be blinded to what they were pulling. I can’t complain about Verick seeing through it and saying it’s unfair. She told me to come back. I thought better. I was wrong.”

      “You both should have come back.” Mia moderated her tone. “But it’s also my own fault. I underestimated the enemy, and we lost the transport as a result. We all screwed up today.” She quoted, “‘Never let failure cripple. That’s true weakness.’”

      “You might have screwed yourself by picking us,” Stansford murmured. “I’m sorry, Verick. You could ask around if someone wants to swap.”

      Ueda sighed. “No one’s going to want to.”

      “I don’t need new flight mates. I just need you to do better going forward, and I’m going to help you do better. I’ll place my trust in you if you’ll place it in me.” Mia smiled. “You both can do this. It’s not about the fundamental handling skills. You weren’t outshot by the enemy. You just need to maintain discipline and put it all together.”

      “That makes sense.” Stansford glanced over at Ueda. “We took out that bastard without him taking out either of us.”

      “I believe in this flight,” Mia maintained. “I also have already seen improvement from both of you in the short time we’ve been practicing together.” She nodded to Ueda. “Ueda… No, not Ueda.”

      The other cadet looked confused.

      “Ryoko,” Mia clarified. “I’m not happy you broke formation today, but I am happy you showed aggression. That’s your greatest weakness. And… Paul, that fighter might have taken you out a few weeks ago instead of you pressing him and finishing him off with the assist. We need more practice, but I know you will both grow into being fantastic pilots.”

      “Mia,” Ryoko said tentatively. “You believe that? And you think we’ll have enough time to improve before the final?”

      “You’re blowing smoke up our asses,” Paul accused.

      Mia shook her head. “My future is tied to yours now. And if you listen to me, I promise you that you’ll get better.” She stuck out her hand. “The first step to winning is believing you can win. We will pass our final exam, and we will get into the Top Gun program and be in a flight together. Do you believe it, or are you ready to quit and go home?”

      Paul placed his hand on hers. “We’ll win next time.”

      Ryoko placed her hand on top of theirs. “To Top Gun!”
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      In prior conversations with Abigail, Mia had been confident in the precautions they’d taken to secure their communications via the modified datapad. Beyond that, they’d only spoken of her father and Mia’s plan in the most general terms. Even if someone intercepted or heard the conversation, they’d only pick up that Mia had some other life mission beyond getting into Top Gun.

      Paranoia wasn’t unwarranted. She’d stirred things up in Felsk enough that someone had sent assassins for her and murdered her only witness. But it had been almost a year, and if they had any connection with the military, they weren’t using it on the current planet to go after her.

      The situation was different now. Abigail had alluded to a more concrete plan to delve into Mia’s father’s past. Any discussions required further preparations to ensure all the efforts of the two women weren’t wasted. It was also a good idea to practice operational and informational security.

      With Debbie’s help and based on recommendations for the quietest places in the installation from Ryoko, Mia identified a portion of the compound where she’d be free from the risk of cameras or eavesdropping. She might have to explain why she was in the middle of nowhere and far from the training facilities and dorms if an instructor showed up, but she wasn’t technically breaking any rules, and everyone knew of her penchant for pushing regulations to the limit.

      She’d decided if anyone showed up, she would answer the question of why she was there with a half-truth. She was there because she didn’t want to be around anyone else.

      Mia took a deep breath and held up her data pad. When Abigail had contacted her to arrange a call, she wasn’t sure if what they’d discussed on the closing days of the break would come to fruition.

      Abigail had admitted she was waiting for key information and couldn’t be certain she’d get it. For all of Mia’s efforts, her mentor/guardian was fighting her own shadow information war, equipped with a far greater knowledge of society and military culture.

      Mia accepted that Abigail held onto her own secrets. She didn’t resent her, because she didn’t believe Abigail knew what happened to her father. Once they’d learned the truth, Mia might press more. For now, both women were united in a singular purpose. Abigail wouldn’t have followed Mia to the planet otherwise.

      “Things are secure on my end,” Mia confirmed, entering commands into the datapad. “And I’m ready. What did you find?”

      “I didn’t want to get your hopes up when I mentioned that I thought we had a lead on the truth about your father,” replied Abigail. “That’s why I was less than specific about certain details concerning my plans.”

      “I understand that. And I don’t hold that against you.” Mia’s grip tightened on her datapad. “That doesn’t change that you told me we could use this exam to shake loose information about what happened to my father.”

      She hated the desperation in her voice. It had been easy to compartmentalize that mission away and focus on the daily training. Despite that discipline, she’d never forgotten, not for a single day, about her father’s death and the secondary goal underlying her need to get into Top Gun.

      “We still can do all that,” Abigail assured her. “And this will be relevant to that. I’ve confirmed that information about your father, at least some of it, is being hidden at a base connected to the KCAP prison planet named Ice. Do you know anything about the planet?”

      Mia didn’t recognize the name, despite the distinctiveness. “You didn’t cover it in any of your lessons. Nor has the academy. I’m surprised there are holes in my education after all that.”

      “I didn’t anticipate you needing a detailed understanding of KCAP prisons,” Abigail explained. “Though this goes to show you why making assumptions about what might turn out to be useful knowledge is always dangerous.”

      “I don’t blame you. Tell me about Ice.”

      “Most pilots don’t need to know about a place like this,” Abigail reported in a pained tone. “It’s a frigid planet in extensive need of terraforming. There are pockets of mineral resources available for exploitation, so sixty years ago, they decided the best way to get at those was by establishing a penal colony with an emphasis on forced labor. Unfortunately, the prisoners got other ideas, and a massive planet-wide rebellion swept across the planet and grew into a small-scale war. The KCAP military suppressed the rebellion—or planet-wide riot, whichever term you prefer—and closed down the penal colony for a time, and the government decided filling a place with angry prisoners right after a rebellion wasn’t a great idea.”

      “That type of environment might be appealing, depending on your taste,” Mia commented. “I can undergo quality cold-weather training there.”

      “What was I thinking? I don’t know why I haven’t vacationed there before.” Abigail scoffed. “The KCAP might not have bothered much with terraforming resources beyond stabilizing the atmosphere, but they did invest heavily in other equipment. They opened the planet again a couple of decades ago for a short-term military detention facility. First, for normal discipline cases, then another for special cases.”

      “Special cases?” Mia frowned. “And what exactly are special cases?”

      “That part is a black site, Mia. It’s a place to send people the KCAP wants to disappear but whom they need to keep alive for interrogation or potential prisoner exchanges. And that doesn’t include some of the more extreme and fantastical rumors about them testing dangerous technologies there. It’s an altogether unpleasant and highly classified place, which makes their decision to put it on the same planet as a regular prison odd. The only conclusion I can come up with is they are using prisoners for experiments. That might explain the high death rate there.”

      “I don’t understand what this all has to do with my father,” Mia protested. “Why would information about him be at a base there?”

      “I don’t know for certain. I only know my source confirmed that it’s there. It might be he was imprisoned there at some point, or they might have wanted to keep information about a high-level operative somewhere more secure than a normal colony world. The presence of the black site might be a coincidence. Though I find that hard to believe at this juncture.”

      “Same here.” Mia glanced around to make sure no one was nearby. “And how am I supposed to get to Ice? They’re not going to let me charter a transport and land to look around for records of my father.”

      “This is where things get complicated and dangerous,” Abigail explained regretfully. “And this is what I meant about having to thread a needle. You need to do something to get escorted there. You need to anger someone enough to get you temporarily sent to Ice for rehabilitative custody, but not so severe as to get you blocked from Top Gun.”

      Mia scoffed. “Is that even possible? How could they let a prisoner into an elite piloting program?”

      “It’s difficult, though not impossible, because of your situation.”

      “What does my situation have to do with it?”

      “The simple reality is your insane talent is such that the KCAP Navy will be far more willing to look past your indiscretions as long as they feel you’ve learned your lesson. Tossing you aside for a minor infraction would be a waste. Given what you’ve demonstrated already, I’m sure they have their eye on you and are waiting for your final exam.”

      “How can you be so sure?” Mia demanded. “I want to find out the truth about my father, but I don’t want to throw away my chance at Top Gun.”

      “I can’t be sure.” Abigail sighed. “But I have one contact that suggested a similar situation might have happened with your father. He couldn’t verify it, though.”

      “Are you saying he was a prisoner on Ice?” Mia shouted before jerking her head back and forth and ensuring she hadn’t drawn attention. She needed to take her own advice and maintain her discipline.

      “I can’t confirm that one way or another. All I know is a government contact of mine was able to get his hands on highly redacted records that suggested a brief brig sojourn for your father years ago. He obviously continued to do work for the government afterward. My point is less that he might have been on Ice and more that imprisonment doesn’t have to end your dream.”

      Mia closed her eyes and took a deep breath. This plan was insane by anyone’s standards. She had no guarantees, and screwing up might close off the one future she’d worked toward. The planet itself was filled with dangers, and she doubted Abigail could provide close backup during imprisonment.

      “Just tell me, honestly, that you think this can work,” Mia asked. “I don’t care if it’s dangerous or if I’ll have to risk my life. I’ve shown I’m willing to do that. I just need to know this plan can work.”

      “I wouldn’t suggest it otherwise,” promised Abigail. “I’ll also be calling in other favors to do my best to protect your future. I wish I could offer you a firm guarantee. I can’t do that. All I can tell you is we have a good chance of making this work if we’re careful about how we go about it.”

      “You sure have plenty of people who owe you favors,” Mia observed. “I’d like to hear stories about why that is some time.”

      “You’d be bored out of your mind.” Abigail chuckled. “Oh, my poor girl, my life isn’t that interesting. I’m nothing more than a researcher who’s been in the right places at the right times to provide useful assistance to the government. Now, before we commit to this, I need to be clear what I’m talking about. Ice isn’t like a standard KCAP military prison. Beyond the harsh weather, there is hard labor and unfriendly guards and dangerous rogue military elements, not to mention the possibility of illegal experiments. It will be a far more dangerous environment than jealous cadets at a training academy. Defending yourself with lethal force and minimum equipment is a distinct possibility.”

      “I can survive harsh conditions, and I’ve defended myself before with lethal force,” Mia assured her. “I’ll do what I have to do. My only condition is I can’t implicate my flight mates in anything. I’m not about to sacrifice other innocent people for my goals.”

      “Interesting, and good to hear,” Abigail acknowledged. “It matches with what Debbie has passed along to me.”

      “What?”

      Warmth filled Abigail’s voice. “The girl I met that first night in my apartment wouldn’t have thought twice about sacrificing people for her goals. I’m impressed that you’re thinking about others like this. That in itself proves the value of your time in this training program around people closer to your own age.”

      “They are…my friends,” Mia admitted. She still found the word uncomfortable. “Though going through with this plan might mean they never want to be associated with me again.”

      “I understand that. I’m willing to help you. I’m also not forcing you into anything.”

      Mia sighed. “I know. And I’ll take the risk.”

      “Very good. I want to confirm with you one last time: are you willing to go through with this? This wasn’t exactly what I had in mind when I first discussed you getting into Top Gun, but this is also the best lead I’ve found concerning your father, and this plan might stall our investigation by months, if not years.”

      “I’ll do what I must,” insisted Mia. “I’ve expanded my missions. That doesn’t mean I’ve forgotten my original mission.”

      “I see,” Abigail replied. “Then I have an idea that I believe might help you. I didn’t want to bias your decision by offering it until I’d confirmed your commitment.”

      Mia smiled at the datapad. She hadn’t expected an operational plan so soon.

      “What do you have?”

      “Through my current contractor work, I’ve learned that one of the contractors working at my company is engaged in an affair with a Navy officer,” Abigail disclosed. “This pair of lovers like to enjoy their erotic activities when they’re together aboard one of the orbital stations. The officer claims he’s traveling to the stations for research consultations. Mostly, it’s an exercise in him indulging his fetish for zero-G sex.”

      Mia didn’t care about his sexual proclivities, only how this might help her mission. “What does this all mean to me and the plan?”

      “I can switch shifts to ensure the officer and his lover will end up on the station on a particular day and time window,” Abigail offered. “Now, I’m hoping you can use that.”

      Mia’s mind set to work. After a moment, she came up with a new plan.

      “They’ve given us the time frame for our final,” Mia noted. “How tight a window are we talking?”

      “Oh, they usually spend all day and night together during their sojourns. And from what I understand, they don’t leave their room much, worried about someone spotting them together. As long as you can match the day, you’ll be fine.”

      “I can work with that,” Mia decided. “We’ve studied the stations here as part of our training. They have proximity and heat alarms such that if a section of the station, say one where the couple is, were to heat up quickly, Mr. Zero-G would find he and his lover surrounded by blaring alarms, flashing lights, and emergency teams trying to rush them to safety. A flyby with fighter thrusters would be enough.”

      “A humiliating debacle,” confirmed Abigail. “If this officer had any reason to believe someone set him up, he’d look for an excuse to send them to a place like Ice, if only for a short time, for ruining his fun. This is also a crime that I can more easily use my influence to blunt the long-term effects on your record and future. With proper spin and time, the Navy will see the officer as the troublemaker and you as an overeager prankster. They won’t want to throw away their most promising Top Gun candidate permanently over this.”

      Mia smiled. “I think we have the start of a plan.”
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      Mia smiled as she ran her hand along the sleek dark surface of a real Valkyrie-Class Fighter. She hadn’t been that excited when they’d boarded the shuttle for the station. Everything hadn’t sunk in, even after their initial briefing. Now, in the docking bay checking out her ship for the final examination, a maelstrom of different emotions filled her.

      This was it. All the months she’d spent in the program had brought her here and earned a seat in a real space fighter where she could prove herself. A good performance the following day would secure her a place in the Top Gun program.

      Being able to fly a real fighter for the first time thrilled her. At the same time, she worried about her friends. They’d trained extensively in the runup to the exam, with an emphasis on proper tactics and discipline, but they still had no idea what the final exam would entail.

      Mia also did her best to analyze all aspects of their flying and offer them pointers. They lacked her reflexes and anticipatory mind, but small tweaks here and there could pay large dividends. She could have had them at the top of the leaderboards if she’d had months of dedicated training time instead of weeks.

      Getting into Top Gun was a product of her hard work. It would also be a continuation of her quest to find out the truth about her father.

      Her heart raced whenever she thought of her other mission. She’d worked so hard for a year to get into Top Gun, and now she had to delay that, if only for a while, to chase down the truth on Ice. She’d come a long way from threatening lawyers in Felsk.

      Mia almost didn’t recognize the girl who’d been given the flag and letter. Every experience and every person she’d met, from Valerie/Shelia to Tal Mallan, had expanded her knowledge of the world and made her stronger.

      She believed in her father’s training. That didn’t stop her from wishing he’d pushed her into the greater world sooner than he had.

      Mia took a deep breath. She needed to keep moving forward and find the answers. Once she did, her life would be her own.

      Paul whistled in appreciation from beside his fighter. “It’s not the first time I’ve seen one up close, but knowing I’m going to be in the cockpit makes everything different. It’s strange, now that I see one, how the simulation pods match the cockpit so exactly.”

      Ryoko walked over to join Mia. “I can’t believe the final exam is here. It’s always been hanging there in front of me, a step toward a distant dream I’ve heard about my entire life. It’s hard to believe it’s real.”

      “It’s real, and we’re ready.” Mia patted her on the shoulder. “We’ve worked hard these last weeks. We’ll prove to everyone why our flight deserves to go to Top Gun.”

      Her stomach tightened. She didn’t like lying to her friends, though she still wasn’t sure if she considered omission lying. Her plan called for her to take a detour on her way to the Top Gun program. Depending on how things worked out, it might be months or years before she spent much time flying side-by-side with anyone from her current program.

      There was also the dangerous possibility that the plan wouldn’t work out. While she wasn’t worried about her stunt getting her more than a token amount of time in custody, she could end up barred from the program forever.

      The idea hurt. For the first time in her life, Mia wanted something besides her father’s approval badly. Now that she was so close, she could imagine herself in the program.

      Mia tensed and turned toward someone running in their direction. She smiled when she spotted Karin Haley. It was still hard to think of her friend by her first name, but Mia had been making a conscious effort in what little time they’d been able to see each other in the busy time before the final exam.

      “Hey.” Karin waved and gestured around the docking bay. “All Valkyries.” She motioned around the docking bay. “That means certain tactics won’t work.” She inclined her head toward Mallan, who stood huddled with his flight in the distance. “That might play to your advantage.”

      “Maybe,” Mia replied. “I doubt it’ll be as straightforward as having us do transport defenses. They’re going to want something grander.”

      “Full squadron-on-squadron fight?” guessed Paul.

      “If they were going to do that, they would have had us organize our teams differently,” Mia concluded.

      Karin snapped her fingers. “Single elimination tournament based on flight?”

      “That could be it.” Mia nodded. “That’d make sense.” She glanced over at Mallan. “We’re ready for him this time.”

      Ryoko gave a firm nod. “I’m confident now we could take any flight in a three-on-three dogfight.”

      Karin grinned. “Damn. I better steer clear of you three. Here’s hoping I don’t have to fight you to the finals.”

      “Here’s to hoping,” Mia agreed.

      “But it’s nice to be up here and so close to the end.” Karin glanced down at her wrist-chrono. “Not that long until the actual final exam briefing. I can hardly wait.”

      “I could stand to wait,” Ryoko admitted sheepishly.

      Karin laughed. “I thought you said you were ready to take me on.”

      “After a good night’s sleep, so I can work off the nervousness.”

      “It’s better to get it over with,” Paul suggested.

      “We’ll see,” Mia declared. “We’ll see.”
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        * * *

      

      A hologram of a blue-white banded gas giant filled the front of the room. Thin icy rings surrounded it, along with dozens of moons. White and blue hazes extended from the rings and moons. Stars twinkled behind them.

      The briefing officer, a Navy commander in a blue dress uniform, stood with his arms behind his back in front of the hologram.

      Mia slowed her breathing. This briefing would lay out the map to her future. She’d convinced herself that the single elimination tournament was the likely scenario. She couldn’t think of an exam design that catered more to her skills and her flight’s training.

      “Welcome, cadets,” the officer began in a booming voice. “I’m Commander Ikrin. I’m not affiliated with your academy, but I’m responsible for overseeing this exam along with Instructor Laroni.”

      He swept the room with an intimidating gaze. Mia didn’t look away. She didn’t care about him, only about the exam.

      “Let me get clear from the beginning,” Ikrin continued. “You do well tomorrow, and you will be allowed to enroll directly into the Top Gun program as a lieutenant, junior grade, in the KCAP military. You will be active-duty Navy officers with all the rights and responsibilities that entails. You will also be rookies in the most elite fighter combat program in the KCAP. Successful entrants will be on the vanguard of protecting our glorious Confederation.”

      Excited chatter filled the room, though several cadets, including Ryoko, Mallan, and Mia, didn’t speak. Ikrin killed the chaos with a stern look.

      “But Top Gun needs the best of the best,” he barked. “And that means not everyone can make it through. You’ve all been told all your lives how you’re the best. That’s simply not true. This exam will weed out the weak candidates. Only the strong will survive.”

      Mallan offered a hungry grin to Paul and Ryoko. Other cadets exchanged worried glances.

      Mia didn’t object to the idea itself. There was nothing wrong with the Navy wanting the best pilots. As long as the exam itself was a balanced examination of piloting and combat ability, everything Ikrin said was valid.

      He gestured to the hologram. “This is simplicity itself. The flights will be pitted against each other over this nearby gas giant. Volcanic activity, both conventional and cryo, from the moons interacts with the rings to eject massive boulders and plumes of gas and ice, creating a dynamic environment for engagement. Ice chunks are flying everywhere, many of a good size. A skilled pilot can use those for ambushes and defense. Less skilled pilots are going to get clipped and become easy prey for others.”

      Mia nodded. Their guess had been right. A flight-on-flight tournament. The environment only played further to her flight’s strengths. She’d drilled them in debris field scenarios.

      Ikrin picked up a datapad from a lectern and entered a command. The hologram came to life, with blue-white plumes shooting from a moon, and ice tumbling all around.

      “This is the ultimate testing ground,” he noted. “But that’s not the test. It’s merely the field. The test itself is that all flights will eliminate each other. We’ve given you non-damaging lasers that can act as cannon simulators to tag opposing fighters. One stray hit isn’t enough. A true kill is dependent on where and how much you hit. The system will register kills and disable the weapons. The cadets will then remove themselves from the challenge field.” He narrowed his eyes. “And if you think you’re going to be clever and stay on the field to help your friends, I hope you’re ready to kiss any chance at a Navy career, let alone Top Gun, goodbye.”

      Mia cleared her throat. “Sir?”

      “Yes, Cadet?” Ikrin sounded annoyed but didn’t look it.

      “There are no simulated missiles in this? Or torpedoes? Just a cannon?”

      Ikrin nodded. “Just a cannon, though the visuals from these lasers are better than the tracers in a real cannon. That might help you hit better. Overall, though, we want this close and dirty. We want to see people use the environment, their fighters, and their skills at their peak.”

      The cadets nodded. Although a handful looked nervous, most faces were eager.

      Ikrin scoffed. “It’s easy to toss off missiles and think you’re great. You’d be surprised how quickly you can go through all your heavy ordnance in a fight without taking anyone out. Decoy technology, shields, and other defensive tech has returned the basic humble cannon to the forefront of dogfighting doctrine. Fire-and-forget doesn’t apply.”

      “Sir?” called out Mallan. “How are the brackets to be determined?”

      “Brackets?” Ikrin frowned. “What are you talking about, Cadet?”

      “You said these are flight-on-flight battles,” replied Mallan. “I assumed that meant we were going in two flights at a time.”

      Ikrin grinned. “No. Everyone’s going in at once. A battle royale. To ensure everything’s fair, your system will be configured to only allow communication with your wingmen and command.”

      Mallan’s mouth twitched. “Then, it’s the last man standing?”

      “Partially. Those taken out quicker and with fewer kills will be eliminated from contention in joining the Top Gun program. Immediate washout. Those in the middle of the pack will be considered, depending on their overall record.”

      “What’s the cut-off, sir?” asked Paul.

      Irkin sneered. “You don’t need to know that, Cadet. You won’t always know how many enemies you need to defeat to win a battle. Concentrate on surviving and killing enemies. We’ll take both into consideration, along with your overall ability displayed.” He shook a fist. “Don’t think you can sit this out by hiding and come zooming in at the end to pick off the survivors. We don’t need cowards in Top Gun. Also, your final score will be weighted based on your wingmen’s performance. We don’t need pilots in the Top Gun program who’ll leave their fellow pilots to die while they run off seeking glory.”

      Mallan grinned at Mia before inclining his head at Paul and Ryoko. Irkin was speaking again, and she ignored Mallan.

      “Those cadets near the top who demonstrate a good mix of survival and aggression will be in the position to get a guaranteed recommendation for a coveted spot in the program,” Ikrin finished. “Now, I have some matters to attend to, so I’ll leave this datapad here if you want to examine the battlefield in more detail. Keep in mind, though, that conditions are dynamic, and the only thing that can be assured is that it’ll be a mess. Class, attention.”

      The cadets all stood rigid until Ikrin had departed and then returned to their seats. Chatter burst out among everyone, and happy smiles were mixed with masks of terror.

      Mia frowned at the door. She’d expected something far different from this type of examination. A tournament made sense. Even a rotating tournament with different flights facing off. What was before them was something else entirely. She couldn’t put her finger on the best way to describe it.

      “This is bullshit,” Paul exclaimed, motioning to the gas giant.

      That described it aptly.

      Mallan scoffed. “Giving up, Stansford? If you quit now, it’ll make this thing go faster. Call me greedy, but I’d prefer you stay.”

      “And why is that?”

      “Because I want an easy kill.” Mallan snickered.

      “The rules are bullshit,” Paul insisted. “It’s not a fair comparison between flights.”

      “Why?”

      “It’s not realistic,” Paul insisted.

      Mallan narrowed his eyes. “The battlefield is chaos.”

      “When have you ever read about dozens of flights taking each other in a battle royale in actual war?” Paul snorted. “It doesn’t make any sense.”

      “It makes perfect sense. It allows good teams to filter out all the trash cadets who’ve been wasting everyone’s time for a year.” Mallan nodded to another cadet from a different flight. “And I think the good teams know it’s best to take out the trash before they worry about everything else. You have anything to say to that, Stansford?”

      Paul stood and squared his shoulders. He was much larger than Mallan, and Mia didn’t plan to intervene if Paul beat his ass.

      “Go ahead, Stansford,” whispered Mallan, lifting his chin. “Take your shot. This is the only place and time you might have a chance against me. And it’ll guarantee you’ll never get into Top Gun. A black eye or a broken nose is a small price to pay for me to help ensure our Navy isn’t filled with trash pilots who shouldn’t have even been in the prep program.”

      Mia hadn’t thought about it that way. She made eye contact with Paul and gave a small shake of her head. He snorted and dropped back into his seat.

      “You’re not worth it, Mallan,” Paul spat out. “And if there’s any justice in this universe, you’ll get nailed with a plume of ice tomorrow and spin out of control before having to be rescued. I’ll kill you when it’s time.”

      “Everyone rises to the level they’re supposed to,” Mallan said. “That’s the way of the universe.” He nodded to the same cadet as he had before. “And those of the chosen elite know what they have to do. They always have, even when the trash pretend they shouldn’t.” He stopped at the door and turned toward Mia. “Just because you’re not protecting a transport doesn’t mean you’re safe, Verick. I don’t care how good you are. I know there’s plenty of cadets who would love to prove you’re not as good as you think. Want to take a bet on how long you’ll last out there?”

      “I’ll let my piloting do my talking,” Mia replied. “Tomorrow, you won’t be able to hide any more than I will.”

      “Yes. We’ve unfinished business.”

      With a final snort, he left. A group of cadets emptied out of the room, not concerned with the particulars of the battlefield the next day. Mia noticed they all belonged to the flights filled with the top-scoring cadets.

      The battlefield didn’t matter. Mallan made it clear what they intended to do. Their plan had been hatched in public and open.

      Cross-chatter continued all over the room. Some cadets were red-faced with anger or shaking with fear. Everyone expected to get culled tomorrow.

      Mia waited until everything settled down into near silence and surveyed the room. With the exception of Haley’s flight and Mia personally, the remaining cadets represented the lower leaderboard positions. After exchanging unsettled looks, they all departed, too. Haley’s flight mates stopped at the door and looked at her expectantly.

      “I want to chat with Mia for a sec,” she explained.

      “Okay, see you soon. We need to come up with a real strategy.” They nodded and departed, leaving the room empty except for Haley and Mia’s flight.

      “That many skilled Valkyrie pilots working together will thin people out quickly,” Paul noted before smashing his fist against his arm rest. “And you can tell they’re going to do it. They don’t even have to move as a pack. Just the fact they won’t fight each other means it’ll be easy for them.”

      “That sort of pact-making isn’t supposed to happen,” insisted Haley. “It’s cheating. Those guys have no shame for a bunch of assholes who think they are the chosen ones.”

      Mia knew it didn’t matter. “It’s against the general spirit of the Code of Conduct down on the planet, but the commander didn’t say it was against the rules. He’s the ultimate authority. He’s the one gatekeeping for Top Gun.”

      “And what’s not expressly forbidden is allowed?” asked Haley. “Is that what you’re saying?”

      Mia shrugged. “I can’t complain when someone uses my tactics against me. It’s up to me to see it coming and deal with it.”

      “Why can’t we lodge a complaint?” asked Ryoko. “They have to understand this can be gamed. The commander even said they are setting it up so they can’t communicate.”

      “Of course they do,” muttered Paul. “There’s no way they didn’t put this exam together without foreseeing that. I wouldn’t be surprised if they’d encouraged it.”

      “Because it won’t do any good,” Mia suggested. “It’s not like they haven’t thought through the implications, and what good is it going to do if anyone in this room goes and complains? They’ll just say we’re whiners who should have done better if we’re so scared.”

      Ryoko gestured to Mia. “Mallan made it clear they’re going to gang up on her. Mia might be the best pilot in the program by far, but she’s still bound by the laws of physics. She won’t survive with that many fighters going after her.”

      “That’s not against the rules.” Paul shrugged. “The enemy will gang up on big threats during real battles.”

      Mia half-wondered if the exam was set up that way to target her. Even after all these months in training, not every instructor had forgiven her for what they considered an arrogant attitude.

      The truth was it didn’t matter. Without proof of a conspiracy, she could only fight the battle in front of her. As long as she had a chance of victory, she’d seize it.

      Mia frowned. “That’s all true. This still isn’t the best way to evaluate candidates for the program.” She cupped her chin. “But if we can’t rely on the instructors, and Mallan and the others are already forming a pact, then the obvious strategy is to set up a counter-pact.” She looked at each of her companions. “I’m not good with people. Neither is Mallan. I can imagine he can get one or two flights onboard. I doubt he can get three, and he might not want to. It would dilute his plan. The truth is everyone else outnumbers them.”

      “Then what are you suggesting?” asked Haley. “A union of misfits? A league of losers?”

      Paul snickered. “Is that what I am? A loser? A misfit?”

      Mia shrugged. “Paul, you might not get along with Mallan, but you’ve got connections, and so do you, Haley. All I’m suggesting is we make this as fair as we can. We take out Mallan and his friends, and then everyone can try their best from there. If Mallan is as good as he says he is, then he can’t complain about his own strategy being used against him.” She scoffed. “He should have been smart about this and not been so obvious. He was so focused on threatening me he gave away valuable intel.”

      Haley grinned. “Oh, last-minute influence and manipulation. You missed your calling, Mia. You should have gone into intelligence.”

      “Not enough explosions and shooting involved,” Mia argued.

      Haley laughed. “I knew you’d say that.”

      Paul frowned. “This might work, and the lower-tier teams have a reason to agree to it, but there’s no guarantee we can get everybody.”

      “All you can do is your best,” Mia stressed. “Focus on the flights you feel you have a good chance of recruiting. It’s not like we have much time.”

      Haley jogged toward the door. “I’ll talk to my flight and get my part started.”

      Paul stood and cracked his knuckles. “If I get cut, I’m going to punch Mallan anyway. I’ve got nothing to lose after that.”

      “You were right the first time,” Mia assured him. “He’s not worth it.”

      Ryoko eyed the hologram. “This is going to be tough even without the pacts and factions.”

      “It was always going to be tough,” Mia reminded her. “It’s for Top Gun.”
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      Mia’s heart pounded in her chest as her Valkyrie lifted off from the deck. Her rear thrusters kicked in at low power, and she flew down the launch path and out of the station before erupting in a line behind another Valkyrie.

      They’d cruise together as a squadron and the command ship to reach the target planet. The mission was on.
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      Her breath caught. The glorious beauty of the massive gas giant filled the area. She hadn’t paid attention to space when she’d taken the transport to this system, and they hadn’t passed close to anything like the sight before them, anyway.

      A beautiful battlefield to mark the beginning of her future with a virtual bloodbath. There was something satisfying in that. It was like her entire life was leading up to this moment.

      Mia consulted her sensors. Despite the vast area available, the flights were deploying close together. Ikrin wanted an immediate brawl, not a long, drawn-out contest.

      That suited Mia just fine. She had her secondary mission. Abigail’s last message indicated Mia should have plenty of time, but with the travel time between the station and the testing ground added in, it might be cutting things close.

      “Comms check, Ant-Lion One to Ant-Lion Two and Ant-Lion three,” transmitted Mia.

      She couldn’t worry about the station mission until she finished the mission in front of her. Losing her concentration now would doom her flight.

      “Ant-Lion Two, five by five,” Paul came back.

      “Ant-Lion Three, five by five,” Ryoko replied.

      Mia turned away from the back of the squadron to join her flight at the edge of the gas giant’s rings. Chunks of ice tumbled around the area. Plumes from the moons shot forth, creating obscured areas and dangerous debris clouds. It was worse than what Commander Ikrin had shown them.

      Another series of fighters broke away from the squadron to join their flight. Everyone was lining up with zero relative velocity, equally spaced from one another prior to Ikrin transmitting the start code.

      Mia’s hand shook on her stick. She blinked in surprise. She took a deep breath and steadied herself. She’d still been learning to depend on others, and now she had to rely on a league of losers and misfits to work with her to ward off the top alpha flights. She was surprised how many people agreed to the plan, especially since she knew plenty of lower-tier students resented her.

      Ryoko’s ability to blend into the background helped. She was seeking a quiet corner when she overheard Mallan brag about having the top three flights on board for his plan. Armed with that definite information, Mia’s friend had convinced most everyone else to join or, at the minimum, agree to delay a free-for-all until the top nine were taken out.

      This plan was filled with flaws. Mia understood that. A handful of flights refusing to cooperate or even just getting taken out quickly would mean a real chance the entire operation would fall apart in a chaotic mess.

      The risk reminded Mia of what she’d read about ancient battles. Warriors might fight for hours with minimal casualties. The serious death didn’t come until morale broke down and took their formations with it. Then the disciplined force cut down the other in huge numbers.

      Her disdain for the entire exam grew. Paul had been right the other day. A battle royale wasn’t a proper military training exercise. There hadn’t been a single example in their history classes that resembled this exam.

      In a sense, she and Mallan hadn’t cheated by forming factions. Instead, they had turned the whole battle into something more reasonable. Contentious partners turning on each other after finishing off a common foe held more historical precedent.

      Communication remained the most difficult part of the plan. Ikrin might not have explicitly forbidden cooperation, but his hard limits on the comms systems of the flights meant they had no chance of using their normal system.

      In a flash of inspiration the night before, Mia had come up with a workaround involving the proximity strobe on the top of her fighter. One pulse meant a loose formation. Two pulses meant tight formation. Three pulses meant evade until reformation. Four pulses indicated an all-out attack.

      Mia took slow, even breaths. The biggest weakness she’d detected in many of the lower-ranking pilots was a lack of tactical discipline. Forming a plan that relied heavily on that exact trait was her biggest gamble since leaving Felsk.

      “Good luck, Cadets,” transmitted Commander Ikrin. “And may the best pilots win. Mission starts in thirty seconds.”

      “We’ve got you, Mia,” vowed Paul.

      “We’re going to win,” Ryoko added.

      “I know,” Mia told them both.

      Ikrin continued counting down. “Twenty seconds.”

      Mia took a moment to double-check her power distribution. She’d hammered home its importance to Paul and Ryoko, but she couldn’t fly the exam for them, only beside them.

      “Ten seconds,” Ikrin announced.

      It was almost time. Now was the time to test her fleet coordination secret.

      Mia allowed her fighter to drift closer to Ryoko’s before she flashed the loose formation pulse and shifted away. The watching instructors and commander would see a proximity strobe going off right when one expected it.

      “Commence exercise!” shouted Ikrin.

      Mia accelerated, and Ryoko and Paul fell in behind her as her fingers flew over her secondary control. She plotted out the zones of least density among the tumbling masses of ice and rock.

      A quick transmission sent them to Ryoko and Paul. She couldn’t fly their ships, but she could do that much.

      Other fighters advanced, some more cautiously than others. The start of the battle would determine if the different factional alliances would hold.

      Mia didn’t expect them to last forever, but she didn’t like the idea of Mallan gaining an advantage over everyone else after his speech about superiority. A truly superior pilot wouldn’t need any help.

      What did that make her? She didn’t know. Careful effort and planning with her wingmen might have saved her from the madness.

      That wasn’t enough. She didn’t want the exercise fair. She wanted the exercise to prove who deserved to go to Top Gun for piloting ability, not because they were better at politics.

      Abigail had warned Mia about the false meritocratic claims of the military, and this was a harsh lesson in that painful truth.

      Despite nearby fighters, Mallan’s flight accelerated hard straight ahead, weaving around a cluster of ice floating near a moon. A cryo volcano spat out a gorgeous plume of sparkling particles, and the heat from the fighters’ engine ignited reactive particles in the plume for an impressive, though harmless, display.

      A second flight of top-scored alphas headed straight toward Mallan’s fighters, though their approach vector didn’t scream attack. The other flights, with the exception of Haley and her wingmen, had moved away from their starting position as if feeling out the battle zone. Haley’s flight traced a long, curving path through the dense ice belt toward Mia.

      Mia watched her sensor display. The best-case scenario would be Mallan and the other alpha flight would betray and engage each other at the last second, and all the complicated coordination would be unnecessary. Everyone could compete on equal terms. The true talent would rise to the top.

      The second flight closed to firing distance before breaking away and heading toward another flight. Mallan’s flight bore down on yet another flight as the third alpha flight moved to join up.

      The display was enough for the remaining league fighters to speed up and head toward Mia. Eruptions from nearby moons perturbed the rings, shoving more tumbling ice into the nearby space. The hazard forced the fighters to spread out.

      Mia’s aggressive lateral thrusters firing made her Valkyrie rattle. The fighter lurched back and forth, avoiding smaller chunks of ice floating past her. She was careful to not outpace Paul and Ryoko, despite every instinct urging her on. She flashed her strobe again to urge forward straggler allies.

      The targets of the second alpha hunters fled toward Mia’s flight. A dense patch of ice and rock forced them to swing around, which slowed their progress.

      As if sensing the danger, Mallan’s flight and his allies maneuvered closer after some impressive weaving through the dense ice fields. The third allied flight joined up on their edge.

      Anyone watching the battle would know there were two groups displaying obvious interflight coordination. The question now became how much they cared and if they planned to intervene.

      She did have to credit the alphas of Mallan’s alliance. He wasn’t using any obvious indicators. They must have worked out standing tactics with him at the center. The fact they could pull that off without any direct comms was a testament to their skill and more proof that their alliance was unnecessary.

      Mia scoffed. They were being clever. If she were being honest, they were being more clever than she was. They were spread out enough to plausibly deny they were in formation, but their flight paths ensured they could pounce quickly on any victims fleeing other groups. The instructors might interpret it as opportunistic and nothing more.

      It would be far harder for Mia to claim that. She didn’t care.

      Mallan had talked about getting rid of the trash. He was right. Someone needed to do that job. Mia’s only disagreement was with the identity of the trash.

      She adjusted her strobe to signal a tight formation into a steep dive toward the second flight of alphas. Mallan’s flight reacted instantly and headed toward her. A wall of cannons from her league opened fire. The bright streaks of energy were spectacular, though they didn’t pierce the ice like real weapons.

      Mia narrowed her eyes. That was part of the exercise, too, adapting and overcoming differences in the environment. She didn’t mind a challenge. If Ikrin had designed a better exam, she would have loved the choice of battlefield.

      Mallan and his wingmen banked away from the wall of counterfire, leaving their allies pinned by the tightening wall of Mia’s forces. It was almost too easy. A mass of low-energy lasers pelted the front vessel. His sensor contact changed color, and his faux weapon stopped firing. He was dead.

      Mia held her breath, wondering if the alpha would ignore Ikrin’s warning and act as a living shield. He didn’t, instead immediately pulling away from the fight and heading in the direction of the command ship. Losing this chance at being in Top Gun was painful, but it didn’t mean they couldn’t earn their way there with a stellar performance in the regular KCAP Navy.

      Ryoko nailed a wingman in his cockpit with practiced precision. Mia let her instincts push her, and she accelerated toward the remaining alpha with a more aggressive firing pattern. She walked her simulated cannons up and down the top of his fighter until the system registered the kill.

      The latest “dead” fighters pushed out of the exercise zone. Mia snickered, wishing she could hear what they were saying.

      Whatever mercy she might have felt was tempered by their immediate alliance with Mallan. They let him call other cadets trash. They let him call Mia’s friends trash. It was time to pay the price.

      Mia adjusted her strobe to signal her fleet to loosen formation before she banked to help herd Mallan’s other allies toward Haley’s flight. The alphas anticipated the move, sweeping around a huge chunk of ice to charge the center of the league of losers’ formation.

      Mia grunted in frustration. The limited time available after the briefing and before the final exam prohibited any careful planning with the league. She’d worried about the alphas pulling something like this. The only strategy she could come up with was to personally counter them.

      “Ant-Lion Two and Three, get ready to follow me,” Mia ordered. “We’re doing a wide reverse just like we planned.”

      “Roger,” her wingmen both replied.

      A league pilot panicked and broke formation, and his wingmen followed. The alphas nailed them and burst through, flying so close they should have been flashing proximity lights.

      You’re ancient barbarians, Mia thought. You’re trying to run, but the Roman Legions are cutting you down. You should have stayed and fought. You would have had more of a chance.

      Mia slid into a wide, sweeping turn until she ended tailing after the alphas and over the defeated league members. She glanced at their heading and selected a spot close to an ice moon for intercept before kicking in her extra thruster power.

      Her teeth rattled as small chunks bounced off the exterior of her fighter, leading to minor hull integrity and armor warnings. Paul managed to match her maneuver with only a minor delay, but Ryoko’s path was clumsier. Despite that, both managed to keep in loose formation with their flight leader, meaning their practice of the maneuver together had paid off.

      No practice was a waste. Mia believed that. She’d spent hours as a child practicing moves or tactics. She only wished she could have seen what she could have done with her friends if she’d spent a week straight practicing that one maneuver.

      Mia adjusted her strobe to signal an all-out attack. The wall charged Mallan’s flight while her flight’s sweeping intercept soon flanked the alphas who had broken through the league wall.

      She smiled. She’d worried so much about her leaguers panicking, but it was the alpha alliance that had broken down with every flight for themselves.

      Each of her wingmen picked a different target, just as they’d practiced. Ryoko killed hers with her first shot. Paul took three bursts. Mia’s target dove toward a cryo volcano to escape her initial shot. A white-blue plume shot from the moon, adding to the icy haze above the frigid moon.

      Mia didn’t take the bait. She increased her thruster power and maintained her lower intercept angle, and when the enemy fighter pulled up to avoid the volcano, he delivered himself right in front of her. She splashed the target and turned to rejoin her flight.

      Mallan and his wingmen might have been callous assholes, but they were excellent pilots. They headed two moons closer to the rings, where perturbations and eruptions fed a massive cloud of ice chunks. The fighters slid between the larger chunks risking collisions.

      The dangerous maneuver sent them into the natural cloud cover. Despite the massive joint league bombardment, only one of Mallan’s flight took a hit.

      An overzealous pursuer with less precise piloting skills smashed into a floating hunk of ice, breaking it into a million pieces and sending his fighter lurching and spinning. It bounced off another piece of ice, and then another, denting and ripping his fighter. Precious seconds passed before he regained control, just in time for Mallan to take him out.

      Mia, Ryoko, and Paul hurried to join the others in finishing off Mallan’s flight. Another glancing collision sent a leaguer hurling away from the alpha flight. Mallan’s wingman raked the belly of the unfortunate fighter with his laser, scoring another kill.

      Mia’s radio crackled to life.

      “Ant-Lion One, this is Commander Ikrin.”

      “This is Ant-Lion One,” Mia responded, not surprised to receive the call but wondering why it took so long.

      “You are obviously coordinating competing flights into a squadron,” Ikrin shouted. “Communicating with other flights is against the rules of the exercise. We will be checking all frequencies and comms logs after the completion of the exercise. If you’re found in violation of the rules, you will be disqualified.”

      Mia cut her mic before scoffing. Mallan’s group had obviously cheated. She doubted Ikrin was calling him up and asking why the top cadets hadn’t engaged each other, especially when the top two flights had started closer to each other than any of their victims.

      “Feel free to check all logs,” Mia replied. “I don’t have any comms that need to be hidden.”

      They would never figure out what she’d done. The proximity strobe wasn’t noticeable unless you were looking for it, and she’d first used it when close to another flight.

      She didn’t know what she would do if they asked her directly about the strobe. This part of the plan would rely on luck. For now, she had an exam to finish.

      Mallan’s group continued dancing between the ice for cover and taking pot shots at the leaguers. One of the leaguer flights performed a joint hard deceleration, dropping them behind the main league formation.

      They opened fire on their previous allies, eliminating four fighters in less than three seconds.

      Mia sighed. The idiots should have finished off the alphas before they got greedy.

      Chaos erupted. The league formation broke apart, the flights now all turning on one another. Haley’s flight was the last to engage.

      Colorful lasers flashed through the haze reflected by the ice floating everywhere. The hazard density and close distances had everyone pulling tight turns and reversals, trying to finish one another off. While the melee represented a betrayal of an ad hoc alliance, the sight was a stunning example of high-level close-range space combat.

      It had been good while it lasted, and Mia didn’t blame them. In the end, it was always going to come down to every flight for themselves.

      The real fault lay with the instructors and the commander. Their exam design had been flawed from the start.

      Haley’s flight tried to slip through the death cloud to go after Mallan, but a leaguer flight cut them off with a withering barrage. Haley splashed one of the enemies before losing a wingman. She swung wide and crossed flight paths with her other ally, spraying out laser fire and avenging her wingman.

      A steady stream of defeated pilots flew out of the exam zone. Mia had worried about the battle dragging on, but it had been quick, deadly, and decisive.

      Mallan‘s flight nibbled at the edges of the battle, taking out a couple of fighters, not interested in getting into the heart of the brawl.

      Something bothered her about their flight path. Mia glanced at Mallan’s heading and thruster patterns. Despite all the pirouettes around the ice and sniping at the others, they continued to move farther away from the murderous death cloud.

      Cowardice combined with arrogance was the worst combination, Mia thought. Picking off more targets in the cloud would have worked to Mallan’s advantage.

      “Ant-Lion Two and Three,” Mia transmitted. “Get ready. The enemy’s coming hunting.”

      She welcomed him. She needed more kills.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER NINETEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Despite the spectacle of the light show, Mallan’s advance forced Mia to focus on him rather than the backstabbing former members of her alliance. Her would-be assassin’s flight came in fast with a last-second burst of speed.

      She couldn’t help but admire his overall plan. He’d had to worry about defection, just as she had. The alphas must have all been tempted to turn on each other.

      They were all arrogant enough to think defeating the other flights would be trivial. There was a certain irony to what had happened. The alphas might have performed better overall if they hadn’t conspired and forced Mia’s hand.

      The enemy flight’s lasers blazed away, forcing Mia behind a chunk of ice to avoid the hits. She wanted to be the last flight standing, but she could tolerate that not happening as long as Mallan went down before she did.

      She’d put up with plenty of crap in the program. This would be her way of exorcising the frustration that coated her soul.

      Per their practice, Ryoko and Paul swept out in opposite directions to bait and pull the enemy flight apart. The maneuver was well-timed and smooth. Mia would have called it perfect.

      But Mallan’s flight didn’t take the bait. The three enemy fighters bore down on Mia, forcing her to dart between ice to survive the onslaught.

      Dodging weapons fire from three different directions was difficult enough, even before factoring in quick course changes and lateral thrust jukes to avoid ice and rock blasted from the moons. Mallan clipped Mia, and minor damage warnings appeared.

      She didn’t have time to be scared or angry. Survival was her only option.

      Ryoko and Paul swept back around, but it had taken too many seconds before they were in a good firing position. Mia had to rely on her own skills to survive until then.

      She turned hard for a massive approaching chunk of ice that could have passed for a comet core or meteor. Ikrin had downplayed the direct collision danger. If she screwed up here, she risked smashing the fighter apart.

      Her steep dive angle and quick movement had shoved her out of the firing arc of her tormentors. They lost their nerve and slowed, not committing to following her suicide charge as her Valkyrie scraped so close that her engines vaporized the edge, leaving a haze.

      Mallan’s formation was forced apart to avoid a collision. Mia transferred more power to her thrusters. Her vision blurred from her next extreme turn that brought her around.

      A new collision alert popped up. She ignored it. The shaking was no more than she expected. The thrusters were all responding as she expected. Her flight suit, helmet, and oxygen supply were secure. She continued her banking turn.

      The aggressive move ended with her lining up with the side of one of Mallan’s wingmen. She didn’t play games but simply squeezed off rapid shots to splash the target. She yelled in triumph when the kill registered on the sensors.

      The dead fighter peeled away from the formation. Mallan and his remaining ally turned with as much skill and aggression as Mia. Their lasers cut through space, leaving her no choice but to dive directly toward the surface of a nearby volcanic moon.

      Patches of yellow dust cut through the dull red and brown of the surface. Massive yellow pockets, so deep they reminded Mia of snow, covered the top of the volcano, though it wasn’t erupting at that moment.

      Ryoko and Paul had joined back up with one another, but a confluence of ice in that part of the battlefield slowed their return to Mia’s side.

      Somehow she had always known it would come down to her and Mallan. He’d wanted his revenge for his failed ambush at the beginning of the term. The man should have understood it was never going to end the way he wanted.

      Smiling, Mia continued her dive toward the top of the volcano, pushing her reactor harder. Mallan broke away, but his wingman continued the dive. Mia was impressed.

      She checked her speed and spun her fighter with a controlled lateral burn but didn’t cancel the movement right away, concentrating instead on firing as she lined up with the fighter tailing her. Her shot struck him at a critical point but didn’t earn her a kill. The damage was enough to spook the pilot into rotating his fighter.

      Her fighter’s spin continued. Once her nose had returned to her starting position, she puffed the laterals and pulled up and away from the mountain.

      She gritted her teeth and adjusted her thruster nozzles to help her with the climb. Her Valkyrie passed so close to the surface of the volcano that the wash from her engines threw up a cloud of sulfur.

      Sulfur coated the fighter following her. He panicked and immediately turned in the opposite direction.

      Mia snorted. He’d been depending too much on his eyes. Space fighter pilots should always fly instruments forward. With proper training and practice, he could have mentally followed her based on her previous position and taken her out through the cloud.

      He shook the sulfur off, and Mia took him out right after he finished. She felt a touch of pity, though it didn’t last.

      The surviving leaguers broke away from the cloud of death to press down on Ryoko. Her weaving evasion kept her from getting killed, but she kept skimming ice chunks, which was adding up to a deficit in her maneuvering.

      Mia was too far away to help her. She’d have to trust that Paul would save his flight mate.

      A hard pull on the stick had Mia’s Valkyrie pulling away from the moon. Mallan dove from behind two chunks of ice and forced her off course. Paul charged from his own hiding spot to nail one of the fighters attacking Ryoko. The other broke away, panicked by the wingman’s sudden appearance, leaving it an easy target when Ryoko lined up her shot.

      Mia waggled to throw off Mallan’s stream of shots. The cadet was determined. She’d give him that. She pulled away, threading between a line of ice to throw off his aim, and he swung out wide to negate the cover. She took the opportunity to dive underneath another massive hunk of ice.

      With Ryoko and Paul now engaging other leaguers, Mia could concentrate on taking out the obsessive cadet following her. Their hostile stellar tango continued. Neither could line up a shot, and Mia didn’t dare to try a spin and snipe with her dance partner so close. She respected him enough to know it wouldn’t work.

      She grew so wrapped up in trying to line up a shot that the steadily disappearing enemies from the sensors didn’t register until it was down to Mallan, Mia’s flight, Haley, and one surviving wingman of Haley’s.

      Haley and her wingman charged Ryoko. Paul’s twirling counterattack shoved them apart. Ryoko tried to land a shot, but Haley shifted from place to place, her quick adjustments combined with ice scraping almost making it look like she was skipping from chunk to chunk in her fighter.

      Mia decided she wasn’t getting anywhere with Mallan in space. She’d worried before about him picking off her friends, but with them busy fighting Haley’s flight, that left Mallan free to enjoy his attempt at revenge.

      After a split-second survey of the immediate area, she dove toward the surface of a dark moon covered with tall jagged peaks. A thick orange-yellow haze filled the air from a recent eruption, mixing with the blue-white for a beautiful background. She dropped altitude and charged toward a winding canyon.

      “Ant-Lion One,” barked the commander. “What do you think you’re doing? The lasers might not be real, but that ice is real. You used up all your luck on your last stunt.”

      Mia ignored him to focus on her sensors. Mallan dropped to the moon to chase after her. Just as she wanted.

      She shifted from paying attention to her sensors to staring outside her cockpit window. The cockpit faded away, her tight focus on the flow of rock linking to her hand, jerking the control stick with each anticipated shift in the canyon’s direction. Mallan tried to match her pace but was forced to pull away after scraping the canyon wall.

      He headed up for a brief respite before angling back down to take out Mia from above. Only his arrogance had compelled him to follow her into the dangerous canyon.

      Mia allowed a brief thought that Mallan was trying to prove he was as good a pilot as she was. Unfortunately for him, that just wasn’t true.

      That same arrogance blinded him to other weaknesses, and she would use that against him.

      Mia pulsed an unmatched pair of lateral and main thrusters. The unorthodox thrust pattern sent her Valkyrie spinning while lifting its nose. She only needed a brief window for Mallan to cross into her weapons arc.

      She pulled the trigger, knowing it was a kill even before it registered on her sensors. That left her flying toward a canyon wall on her previous momentum.

      Mia straightened out her fighter and ended up pointing in the opposite direction of her coast. She fired her thrusters at full power, and her speed ticked down as she barreled closer and closer to the canyon wall.

      Her relative motion stopped mere meters away from the canyon wall. She allowed herself a sigh of relief as the heavy thrust accelerated her in the opposite direction as before. Smiling at the departing Mallan, she shot out of the canyon and away from the dead moon, back into space to join her flight in finishing off the last of their foes, including her best friend.

      It was perfect timing. Haley had nailed Paul right after he’d taken out her remaining wingman, and an aggressive dive pushed her toward Ryoko, who didn’t react quickly enough before Haley raked her fighter with the laser.

      That left Mia zooming right toward her. Haley spun her fighter. She wasn’t fast enough.

      Mia avenged her defeated flight mates with a colorful barrage that hit a stray chunk of ice before Haley’s nose appeared. Mia struck the cockpit and earned another kill.

      Haley slowed and waggled her fighter in greeting before pulling out of the ice field. Mia smiled. The battle royale was over.

      “We lasted a long time,” Mia transmitted to her flight. “We were technically the last flight standing.”

      “We did,” Paul agreed. “And you’re right. I have to admit, when you let me join your flight, I thought we’d do well at the exam, but I was worried I’d drag you down.”

      “You both did great,” Mia assured them. “I couldn’t have asked for a better performance.”

      “We got plenty of kills, and all three of us survived,” Ryoko added. “I hope that’s enough.”

      “All remaining fighters form up in the squadron,” signaled the commander. “We’ll debrief once we return to the station. Until then, you can only maintain comms with your flight and command.”

      Mia snickered. There was no reason not to let them talk to each other on a casual flight back to the station. Ikrin must not have wanted trash talk in deep space with a bunch of hot-blooded pilots unsure about whether they’d make the Top Gun program.

      She didn’t care. Taunting Mallan wasn’t necessary. She’d proven who the best pilot was, and, more importantly, she’d proven who the trash was.

      “Form up, Ant-Lion Two and Three,” ordered Mia. “Let’s head back home.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Mia’s flight had settled into comfortable silence when the comms crackled to life.

      “Verick,” barked a familiar voice, Instructor Laroni. “No one else can hear me.”

      That didn’t bode well. Had they figured out her strobe trick?

      “What is it, sir?” she asked.

      “What the hell were you thinking with that canyon stunt? You’re flying KCAP property, not a toy. Even if you hadn’t been killed, you risked serious damage to that fighter.”

      “But there was no serious damage, sir,” Mia pointed out. “What’s the point of worrying about hypotheticals?”

      “Don’t be flippant with me, Cadet. You think you can do whatever you want, and we should respect that?”

      “I think the Top Gun program doesn’t want pilots who are afraid to take risks,” Mia suggested. “Does Commander Ikrin have a problem with my performance?”

      “He’s not the only one to offer feedback on who should go through,” noted Laroni.

      “Is it a risk when you know you can pull the maneuver off?” she pressed.

      Laroni grew quiet for a moment. “You’re that confident at such a young age? This is your first time in a real fighter.”

      “Proper simulator pods prepare pilots for real fighters,” Mia reminded him. “And I’ve never cheated or adjusted settings in a simulation so they were any less realistic.”

      “And don’t think they’re any happier about the obvious collusion that happened. Don’t you think you were pushing it?”

      “I did notice how several of the top-ranking flights were engaging each other,” Mia conceded. “Is that what you were talking about?”

      He chuckled. All the tension left his voice in his next response. “You’re lucky you’re as good as you are, Verick. But don’t think that makes you invulnerable. Taking chances is good, but make sure they’re not foolish chances.”

      “I’m many things, sir, but I don’t think I’m invulnerable. I’ve been shot and stabbed before in real life, not in a simulation.”

      “Is that so? That must have been in the redacted part of your file.”

      Mia nodded, strangely satisfied that she’d earned redaction in documents at such a young age. She might have beaten her father there.

      “I’ll talk to you soon, Verick. Be safe. Laroni out.”

      Mia grinned ear to ear. That first stage of her plan was set, and now it was time for a second. All she needed to do was one final maneuver once she returned to the station.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “All fighters, welcome back,” transmitted Ikrin as the cadets closed in on the station. “Dock in the order that you launched. That exam didn’t go the way I expected, but I can’t say we haven’t identified great candidates for the Top Gun program, including some we didn’t expect.”

      The fighters spread into a long, snaking line. Their lack of collision and formation keeping was itself an impressive display of coordinated flying by elite trained young men and women. Mia didn’t break away from the line until she was much closer to the station.

      “Verick, what are you doing?” snapped Commander Ikrin. “You need to return to formation. I don’t want extra trouble for the dock crews. I want all fighters landing in the order they took off.”

      “I have something I need to do, sir.”

      “You’re free to do it as long as you can do it back in the line,” Ikrin shot back. “Now return to formation, Cadet.”

      Heart pounding, Mia held her breath and pitched her nose toward the station. A last-second check of time confirmed she was still in the window Abigail had helped arrange. Now right above the station, she circled it, looking for the target section.

      “Verick, you are to return to formation and prepare to dock in the order that you launched,” repeated Ikrin. “That is an order, Cadet.”

      “Just one moment, sir. I think I’ve earned a little showing off.”

      She rotated her fighter and decelerated with controlled burns of her retro thrusters until her fighter floated gently past the target station section, so close that her rear thrusters almost scraped the metal and windows. Long, tense seconds passed until she got herself right where she needed to be.

      Mia brought up her nose and fired her main thrusters, pushing away from the station. Flashing red lights on the exterior of the station confirmed her successful flaring.

      “Cadet Verick,” shouted Ikrin. “You are to immediately land your fighter. Don’t make me send someone after you. Don’t get cocky just because you’re so damned good.”

      She chose to respond politely.

      “No need, sir. I’m on my way. Just wanted to have some fun.”

      “That’s dangerous and expensive fun.”

      Mia glanced at the rear camera view. It might have been a trick of the light, but she could have sworn she saw the sweaty naked officer and his mistress through a window.
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      The excitement and thrill of the flaring gave way to a tension creeping up her body as she lined up in the back of the formation and followed the landing procedures along with the other cadets.

      She tried to radio Ryoko and Paul, but they didn’t respond. Command must have disabled her other comm options to make sure she wasn’t encouraging the other cadets to do anything crazy.

      There was an absurdity to the whole ridiculous situation. She’d presented the stunt as a bit of harmless fun. No one would ever suspect it was part of a carefully orchestrated plan to get her sent to prison on purpose.

      A sudden nagging doubt arose. One problem with abrupt behavior was explaining why it arose without antecedent. She had no history of pranks in the program. A suspicious investigator might have reason to doubt it.

      The counter was that she’d just completed a stressful final exam. That presented a plausible explanation.

      Even as she thought about what she had done and why she had done it, she could hardly believe it. She trusted Abigail, but that didn’t make the plan any less dangerous.

      There were so many variables they couldn’t control. She’d worried about them ever since she and Abigail had come up with the plan.

      Even assuming the plan worked the way they intended, it would end with her on a prison planet with no direct support. There were so many factors that might stand between her and the information on her father. She worried she’d be cursing Abigail when this was all over.

      Mia stopped that train of thought. She couldn’t think that way. Identify the target. Come up with a plan. Execute the plan. Adjust as necessary.

      That was how she’d lived her entire life. It had brought her this far. There was no reason to change.

      It was like she’d told Laroni. The Top Gun program didn’t need pilots who were afraid to take risks. When this was all over, and she had her closure, she didn’t want to have any regrets.

      Not only that, but her father also didn’t need a daughter who was afraid to take risks. She wasn’t satisfied with not knowing how he died. The only way she’d learn the truth was by risking her life, reputation, and freedom.

      Ice was a stepping-stone. She didn’t care if they sent her into hell next. She’d do what she needed to complete the mission she’d started all the way back before she’d left Felsk.

      A conspiracy loomed out there, one ruthless enough to murder a woman. That nagging uncertainty left Mia annoyed.

      What secrets related to her father were so important it was worth murder? Would they try again once they thought no one was looking?

      With those thoughts in mind, Mia glided her Valkyrie into the docking bay at the end of the line of returning cadets. She gently rotated her fighter and followed the HUD indicators to set down on her designated landing pad. She killed the reactor and looked out of the cockpit.

      A crowd of cadets stood clustered in the docking bay. They gestured toward her fighter excitedly.

      No man or woman could escape the consequences of her actions. She’d poked an officer in the eye on purpose and earned another enemy before the true start of her military career. Now it was time to see if it was all worth it.

      Mia opened the cockpit and pulled off her helmet. She hopped out of the fighter, landed in a crouch, and walked toward the other cadets.

      She had expected to be dragged off by MPs the second she landed, but the cadets rushed her way, cheering. Before she knew what was happening, the mob hoisted her on their shoulders, still cheering and yelling at the top of their lungs, the sound echoing throughout the docking bay.

      “The last-woman standing!” crowed Paul. “Mia Verick!”

      The crowd cheered. The battle and betrayals among the league felt like they’d happened in another galaxy and time, as if they’d involved people completely different from the cadets now honoring her.

      Mia smiled softly. She wasn’t sure if she’d made more friends with success and her prank, but it was nice to know that not everyone would end the program hating her. Before she started, she might not have cared. She would have thought that was weak. Now she understood there were other forms of strength.

      “And did you see that stunt with the station?” shouted Paul, pumping his fist. “They’ll be talking about that for years! I would have never had the balls to pull something like that off.”

      Karin raised a fist in the air. “To Mia Verick, the ultimate pilot.”

      “Mia Verick,” the crowd roared. “The ultimate pilot!”

      Becoming the ultimate pilot because of her performance in the exam was fine. She wasn’t sure she liked it being linked to the flaring.

      Then again, there were benefits to people not understanding her thought process. The stunt might form the beginning of a counter-intel op against whatever shadowy government forces had targeted her for assassination. A frivolous prank might convince them she was no longer a threat.

      Mia surveyed the dock. There was a noticeable absence in the crowd.

      Mallan stood off in the corner, glaring at her. Some people would never learn. Thinking about what Haley would do, Mia gave him a smile and a wave.

      A squad of armed MPs streamed into the docking bay, pistols still in their belt holsters. They pushed cadets out of the way until they surrounded the ones holding up Mia. The cadets gently set her down and backed away, their hands up.

      “Cadet Verick,” greeted one of the MPs. “You’re to come with us.”

      “But all she did—” began Paul before Mia stopped him with a shake of her head.

      “I pulled the stunt,” she noted. “I knew I would get in trouble.” She offered up her wrists. “Do you need to restrain me? I don’t plan to resist, but I don’t want you to get in trouble.”

      “That won’t be necessary, Cadet,” the MP stated. He nodded toward the hallway. “Follow us.”

      There was a comfort in things returning to what she’d expected. That didn’t mean she could forget the cheers and smiles. She’d spent years not thinking she needed anyone else. In that moment, she understood what it was like to be respected and loved by more friends and colleagues.

      Mia didn’t know how to process that emotion. She suspected that soon she wouldn’t have to worry about such personal concerns.

      She cleared her thoughts. She needed to get in the right headspace to deal with her superiors. The final exam might be over, but her fight had just begun.
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        * * *

      

      Mia sat in a small room behind a tiny table with only a single dim source of light for what felt like forever before a Navy Lieutenant Commander burst in. Her victim, Trevorson. She remained unsure if she’d laid eyes on him during her flaring, but Abigail had made sure to show her a picture so she knew who she was dealing with.

      Despite the situation, Mia sighed with relief as she stood at attention. It was good to know her stunt had snared the intended target. Managing the situation from here on out would be tricky, though, as it didn’t play to her strengths.

      Her time with others might have pushed her away from immediate tactical solutions to every problem but hadn’t equipped her with the manipulation skills of someone like Mallan. She almost smirked at the idea she should have trained in being a manipulative asshole with Mallan.

      The officer’s uniform was in disarray. Stains dotted it, from water or a fire retardant, she guessed. He must have dressed in a hurry. That surprised her, given how long she’d been waiting in the room.

      Trevorson narrowed his eyes at her. “Are you smiling?”

      “I was thinking of something else, sir.”

      He stormed over to her and threw the table over. It clattered against the hard metal floor.

      “You stupid little bitch,” he seethed. “You’re not smiling now, are you?”

      Mia dropped back into the chair, figuring if he was going to break protocol so boldly, she might as well. There was no way she was standing at attention for someone who called her a stupid little bitch. He was lucky she hadn’t overreacted and taken him down.

      She flexed her fingers. Flying a fighter felt great. Kicking a man’s ass also did. She almost wanted him to give her an excuse.

      “Don’t look at me like that,” snarled Trevorson. “I’m the victim here. You’re the perpetrator.”

      She nodded at the table. “That’s not mine. Breaking it won’t hurt me. It might annoy someone here. Another victim with you as the perp.”

      “Maybe I should break something else.” He bared his teeth and raised his fist. “Don’t sit there and act so smug, girl. Your little stunt might have ruined my chance at a promotion. I’m going to make sure you pay, one way or another. I don’t care what was going through your head when you did it. You will pay.”

      “I’m going to give you one warning.” Mia shrugged. “I’m not restrained.”

      “Is that a threat?”

      “You’re the one threatening me.” Mia glared at him. “I won’t let you beat me without defending myself. The last time someone tried to harm me, it ended with them dead. I didn’t even have to go to the hospital.”

      “You don’t scare me.” Trevorson backed toward the door. “You need to understand your place.”

      “I’m not trying to scare you. I’m simply stating a fact. I can also point out that beating prisoners is against military regulations and civilian law. In any event, I would treat it as a self-defense situation.” Mia looked him up and down. “I wouldn’t kill you, though I would break bones to ensure my safety. I can assure you it would hurt.”

      The look on his face told her all she needed to know. He’d never been in a fight in his life unless she counted zero-G sex. He was a desk jockey.

      Trevorson backed up farther until hitting the door. “There are other ways to punish you.”

      “For a prank? Why are you so angry?”

      “You have no idea what you’ve done. Your ill-conceived prank has caused me humiliation. I’m already having to explain myself to people I shouldn’t.” He kicked the wall. “But, unfortunately for you, you did it using a Navy fighter, and that means I can get you.” He sneered. “You should have never done that. I doubt I can get you in custody, but I’ll do everything I can to ensure you never, ever serve in the KCAP military or fly a fighter again.”

      Mia kept her face blank, though she wondered if she and Abigail had miscalculated. Getting frozen out of the military would not only ruin her career, but it would stop her from investigating her father. The whole point of the stunt was to get sent to Ice.

      She decided to risk another push.

      “I don’t think you can do that,” Mia argued. “And I think you’re overreacting. I’m not sorry for what I did, if that’s what you want me to say.”

      “You insolent, spoiled, arrogant, little bitch,” screamed the lieutenant commander, pounding the wall with his fist. “How dare you talk to me like that after what you did! My only regret is that you aren’t in the Navy. If you were, I’d have you on a transport to a prison for hard labor.”

      “That doesn’t sound fun,” Mia ventured.

      His eyes widened, and he flew into a spittle-flecked rant where he alternated vicious threats with profanity. Mia let the words flow through her, only offering the occasional verbal jab to keep him going. She would take his insults as long as he didn’t try to attack her, but each passing minute left her more worried about her future.

      She needed to get to Ice somehow. Abigail insisted that the plan would work with a push. She had been less clear about what Mia needed to do after the humiliation.

      Was she supposed to attack him, too? She wanted to throat punch him, but she couldn’t think of a scenario where attacking a Navy officer would be followed by someone being allowed into an elite Navy piloting program.

      “…insubordinate, selfish, stupid…” continued Trevorson. “Are you even listening to me?” he yelled before stomping over to her and balling up his fist. “I can say you attacked me. There are no cameras in here.”

      Mia stood and cracked her knuckles before shifting her neck back and forth. “Go ahead and try if that’s what you want. I’m not giving you any free shots. It’s clear to me now that you’d rather shout at me about my prank than confront the reality of your own violations.”

      He narrowed his eyes. “What’s that supposed to mean? What did they tell you? Don’t you presume to know anything about me.”

      “I know enough.”

      He brought back his fist. “Push me one more time, bitch. Push me.”

      The door flew open. Commander Ikrin stood there with Instructor Laroni. This time, Mia grimaced. The room was filled with men not known for their love of her attitude.

      All plans fell apart in the field. This one just had. She could deal with a violent officer. She wasn’t so sure she could do it in front of the men who could kill her chance to go to the Top Gun program.

      Trevorson scoffed and backed away from her. He lowered his fist. “I was telling the ex-cadet here how she’s never, ever going to have a military career. And how she’s an embarrassment to her training program and academy. I’m sure she’ll be used as an example for years about how to squander training and potential.”

      “Why wouldn’t she have a military career?” asked Ikrin nonchalantly.

      Trevorson scoffed. “You’re right. She can go dig ditches. She won’t be a Navy pilot.”

      “And why is that?” Ikrin stared at him.

      “Because she… What?” Trevorson spun toward him. “Sir, you saw what she did! You can’t be suggesting that such behavior go unpunished.”

      “I saw a prank.” Ikrin narrowed his eyes. “A dangerous prank that will be punished, but one where no one was hurt. I don’t think ending a person’s career over that makes sense.” He looked harder at Trevorson. “Especially when some people might be angry about the wrong thing and take it out on the wrong people.”

      Trevorson flung his arm in her direction. “You’re telling me that this irresponsible girl has any business in the KCAP Navy? I’m not taking it out on the wrong person. If there’s some other cadet who was flying that Valkyrie, I’d love for them to be brought here.”

      “If you’d seen her flight records and what she just pulled off in her exam, you’d know the answer,” Ikrin remarked.

      “What’s that have to do with anything?”

      “It’s like she was born in that fighter,” Ikrin declared. “It’s almost like the entire concept of dogfighting was invented, so she could come and perfect it.”

      Laroni nodded his agreement. He didn’t add anything else.

      Trevorson groaned. “Are you kidding me?”

      “Do I look like I am?” asked Ikrin.

      “We can get more fighter pilots,” sputtered Trevorson. “We have an entire confederation full of people who’d love to be fighter pilots. We don’t need this one girl.”

      “We have a whole confederation full of pilots?” echoed Ikrin.

      “Exactly.”

      “Not like her, we don’t.”

      Trevorson facepalmed. “You’re saying you don’t see the problem here. Ask her. She’s unrepentant.”

      “She’s a pain in the ass. There’s no doubt about that. She’s also the best pilot of her generation, if not more.” He nodded at Laroni. “Her instructors have attested to her ability, and many of them are respected veterans. We can’t lose a resource like this girl over a dumb prank. If the Navy wouldn’t take anyone who ever did something stupid they later grew to regret, it would be filled with exactly two people.”

      “You’re acting like this was nothing more than a silly prank.”

      Ikrin nodded. “Because that’s exactly what it was.”

      Trevorson’s eyes widened. “She could have killed me. What would have happened if that fighter had collided with the station?”

      “From what I can see, she was perfectly in control.” Ikrin glared at Mia. “I’m not going to claim I never pulled pranks when I was younger, cadet, but I wish you wouldn’t have done it in that fighter. That complicates this entire matter.”

      “Exactly!” shouted Trevorson. “There has to be consequences. I’m more than willing to push this up the chain. There’s no way I’m allowing this to go unpunished.”

      “No one said anything about there being no punishment, only that her career shouldn’t be over.” Ikrin rubbed his chin. “Cadet Verick, I’m assuming you still want to enroll in the Top Gun program.”

      “Are you insane?” Trevorson protested. “She’s the last type of person we should allow into that program.”

      “Are you even a pilot?” asked Laroni.

      “I don’t need to be a pilot to know that,” Trevorson insisted.

      “Lieutenant Commander, control yourself,” snapped Ikrin. “Have some dignity in that uniform. And I wasn’t asking you.” He turned back to Mia. “Cadet, please answer my question. The answer might affect how things go down.”

      Mia nodded. “I’ve worked hard to get into the Top Gun program. My…prank might have gone too far, but even that proves my skill. I can’t imagine another future other than being a KCAP Navy pilot.”

      “Then you shouldn’t have done what you did,” muttered Trevorson. “You chose to commit the crime. Now you must suffer the punishment.”

      “She’s not full active-duty military yet,” noted Ikrin. “Technically, she’s not even reserve.”

      “It’s still a crime.”

      Ikrin nodded. “How about we work a deal, cadet? You did cause minor damage to the station and force an expensive emergency response. Though no one was hurt, we have to ensure that’s recognized in a punishment.” He glanced over at Trevorson, wrinkling his nose in disgust. “We need and want you for Top Gun, Cadet Verick, but we also need you to understand that you can’t do whatever you want.”

      “Exactly,” added Trevorson.

      “I’m going to give you a choice right now, Cadet Verick,” continued Ikrin. “You can either walk away back to civilian life, with no further punishment, but Lieutenant Commander Trevorson gets his wish, and we recommend that you be permanently barred from being accepted as a commissioned officer, let alone participation in the Top Gun program.”

      Mia swallowed. “I don’t want that. What’s my other choice?”

      “I’d like that.” Trevorson smirked. “Don’t give her another choice.”

      “If you don’t like it, then you need to prove your discipline,” Ikrin replied. “That means you graduate, and you take your lumps with thirty days in a hard labor brig. The closest one is on a planet called Ice.”

      Trevorson gasped. “Yes, Ice. Perfect.”

      Mia forced herself to frown, despite wanting to cheer the success of the insane plan. “Is this sentence the only way I have a chance at the program?”

      “I’ll personally write a letter on your behalf to ensure you get in,” Ikrin confirmed. “But only after you prove your discipline on Ice.” He looked over to Trevorson. “That work for you? It’s to your advantage to make this go away quicker than not.”

      “Oh, it works for me.” The lieutenant commander smirked. “I’d prefer she be kicked out, but after thirty days in that hellhole, she’ll learn self-control and regret what she did. Enjoy your time, cadet. Oh, wait, you’ll be a lieutenant soon, unless you can’t handle it. Enjoy your time on Ice, Lieutenant.”

      Snickering under his breath, Trevorson stepped out of the room.

      Laroni sighed and shook his head. “I need to speak to the other cadets about the exam.”

      “I’ll handle the rest,” Ikrin offered.

      Laroni stepped out of the room and closed the door behind him. Ikrin walked over to pick up the table and set it in front of Mia.

      “Thirty days on Ice.” Ikrin winked. “I can’t imagine that’ll be fun. And don’t think you know what to expect because it’s been described to you.”

      Mia’s breath caught. The way he’d been carrying on over the radio, she thought he hated her. Had he been part of the plan from the beginning? She wanted to chew him out about the design of the final exam, but it wasn’t the time or place.

      “We’ll have to see, sir.”

      Ikrin headed toward the door. “Oh, and give your mother my regards.”

      “She’s more my…” Mia sighed. “Stepmother? Temporary guardian?”

      Ikrin frowned. “Ah, I see. Well, regardless, tell Abigail Sam says hi.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      An MP popped his head in the door. “I’ll take you back to the docking bay, cadet.”
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        * * *

      

      Mia didn’t know what to think as she walked back to the docks. She should have been ecstatic. Her plan had worked beyond any reasonable expectation. She’d earned an enemy in the form of Trevorson, but with luck, she wouldn’t have to serve under him for some time. And that assumed he wasn’t forced to resign for his own questionable conduct.

      Spending time on a prison planet had never occurred to her when she’d decided to investigate her father’s death. She’d thought it would be all over in Felsk. Now she was on a different planet, on her way to prison. The enormity began to sink in as she stepped back into the docks. The MPs gave her a nod and walked away.

      The cadets all were gathered in the docks, chatting and having drinks, and Instructor Laroni was going from flight to flight, shaking their hands and telling them what they did and didn’t do wrong. Some cadets sat dejected off to the side, having failed to snag a guaranteed slot for Top Gun. Others stood tall, proud of their success and ready to join the Navy as pilots, with the program being a future goal.

      Mia walked over to her friends. “Can I talk to you all for a second?”
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        * * *

      

      Mia burned to tell them why she’d done what she’d done. Part of her hated that she looked like an impulsive idiot who’d risked her career to pull a prank.

      Karin ran her hands through her hair. “Hard labor in a military prison? Are you kidding me?”

      “That’s what they offered me.” Mia shrugged. “It’s better than the alternative. It’s the only way I can keep my Top Gun slot.”

      “Why did you do it?” Ryoko asked. “Was it another attempt to see what you could get away with? It’s bothering me ever since you did it. That prank didn’t feel like something you would do.”

      Mia was impressed that Ryoko picked up on it. They hadn’t been friends for that long.

      “Let’s just say I wanted to see what would have happened.” Mia smiled. “When I don’t kill them, it makes me stronger.”

      Paul laughed. “I think you mean, ‘Whatever doesn’t kill me makes me stronger’?”

      Mia smiled. “Sure. That one.”
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        The story continues with book two, TOPGUN: Ice, available at Amazon.
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DECEMBER 6, 2022

        

      

    

    
      Thank you for not only reading this story but these authors' notes as well.

      Top Gun. It is what you think.

      I’ve been asked a few times (or more than a few times) where I come up with my story ideas.

      Sometimes, they pop into my head. Nowadays, I go searching for them. Whether the idea is germinated by reading something else, not necessarily the same plot, usually it is a sentence or an idea where the story didn’t go that catches my eye. Perhaps there is a character or a conversation in the story that made me think, “Huh, I wonder what would happen if this was blah blah blah. That might make it fun.”

      I had seen promos for Top Gun: Maverick for a while, and I remembered the first movie fondly. So, on 11/28/2021, I started creating the concept for this series strictly off the concept of being Top Gun.

      A science fiction story where there could only be one.

      Top Gun: Maverick didn’t release until April of 2022, so I hadn’t seen the movie when I created the concept. I had to go look at my paperwork to confirm that because I couldn’t remember.

      Further, I liked the idea of a lone wolf. Jamie Davis was releasing a Kurtherian Gambit series with the series titled Lone Wolf Squadron and those vibes started me thinking about something with one person who starts out as a loner.

      Then has to learn how to work with others.

      So, how does she get to be so good? What happened to her parents?  All things I had to figure out to pull together the threads to this book and this series (that I hope you continue reading!)

      Below is a sneak peek into the Concept document I laid out for this series. I’ve hidden some of the details so as not to ruin the future, but I thought you might enjoy seeing behind the scenes for these books.

      Have a fantastic week or weekend, whichever it is for you. I look forward to chatting with you in the next book.

      

      
        
        Ad Aeternitatem,

        Michael Anderle

      

      

      I am sharing a couple of short stories from my STORIES with Michael Anderle newsletter here: https://michael.beehiiv.com/

      

      REMEMBER – THESE ARE THE ORIGINAL CONCEPT IDEAS – THINGS DID CHANGE IN THE STORY YOU READ TODAY.

      

      
        
        CONCEPT

        MICHAEL ANDERLE – 11/28/2021

        CABO SAN LUCAS, MEXICO

        PROJECT: TOP GUN

      

      

      “There can only be one “best of the best.”  I am that one.

      Loner Mia Addison Verick had one goal in her life, beat her dad at something…anything!

      Then, he was taken from her. No note, no pageantry, just a man and a woman, both in dark suits, rang the bell, gave her a folded Kerrick Confederacy Flag, an “I’m so sorry, your father is no longer with us.” And left.

      They also left an account with two million credits in it for her loss.

      Fuck her loss. She wanted her father back. If she couldn’t have him, she wanted revenge.

      This is the story of Mia Addison Verick, the woman who would be Top Gun or die trying. Because, without her father…

      Who else should be the best but her?

      

      Cover Concept:  Outer Space – Buildings represent the metal rigging of a space dock where Navy ships are being built.

      You see one lone star fighter crossing the chasm with the light of a nebula lighting it…

      She is the one.
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      Concept ideas:

      
        	HIDDEN

        	HIDDEN

        	HIDDEN

      

      Emery Konan (her dad) goes missing. The fact that the two people drop off the flag (we find out) are not actually anyone from KCAP, they are from something her dad was involved in. They become her only tie.

      She needs to get trained. She has advanced genetics, but there is a risk they will find out who she is.

      She will be the best, period. Her amoral tendencies seem harsh from time to time. “Judge, Jury and Executioner” has been used, and it fits. “I was appointed by my dad to understand the truth. Those that are given the authorization to decide must have the power and willingness to execute the decision of the council.”

      “Who is the council?”

      “Me.”

      She tracks down a female scientist (Abigail M. Curie who owed her dad. Mia has been moved to her care. The scientist is only interested in science and doesn’t know what to do with a teenager, especially one so devoted to action and not the joy of knowledge. She ends up using Mia’s devotion to becoming the best and her focus on action solutions to get her to learn about other stuff. Here is an example of how their relationship got started after Mia is introduced to Abigail.

      
        
        Does it help me kill someone?

        Why would you even want that?

      

      

      
        
        Does it help me increase my reaction time?

        How is that even an issue? Learning what helps make the 	universe tick is an expression of godhood!

      

      

      
        
        Can I explode a planet with godhood?

        I-I don’t even want to know why you think that is a 	question worth asking.

      

      

      
        
        So you are admitting it would help with that.

        Yes, it could.

      

      

      
        
        Tell me about it…

        God help me, I’m creating a psychopath.

        Abigail eyes the young female. Are you interested in boys?

      

      

      
        
        Can they help me destroy something?

        Well, actually, I believe they could.

      

      

      
        
        Tell me more.

        I should be afraid for the boys.

      

      

      Mia hides her fanatic devotion to her future behind jovial and sometimes very dry humor.

      
        
        Cadet Mia?

        Sir?

      

      

      
        
        Are you daydreaming in my class?

        No sir!

      

      

      
        
        Then why are you looking into the air above you?

        You said there are three ways to destabilize a planet. I 	figured you were merely letting us off easy, so I started 	calculating all of the ways I know about and I’m laying 	bets with myself which three you are going to share.

      

      

      
        
        All of the ways you know? Already?

        Sir, yes sir!

      

      

      
        
        How many ways do you know?

        Um, fourrr...

      

      

      
        
        Four?

        Fourrrrty-three, sir.

      

      

      
        
        Forty-three?

        Yes, sir. If you include the destabilization of the planetary 	core, I could list six more.

      

      

      
        
        You know forty-nine ways to destabilize a planet?

        Yes, sir.

      

      

      
        
        Who are your parents?

        My dad is dead, sir. HIDDEN.

      

      

      
        
        Did she?

        Did she what, sir?

      

      

      
        
        Discipline you?

        All the time and twice on the weekends, sir. Usually, she <<HIDDEN>>

      

      

      
        
        I…see. Very well, Cadet. You may continue your ruminations.

        Thank you, sir.

      

      

      Abigail has an AI she has programmed and modified that helps her in her work. The AI is very British in being proper, always calling Mia “Ms. Verick.”  It has immense capabilities because Abigail uses a lot of her personal money to upgrade it.  All of the time.  Mia doesn’t have an AI since her natural brain capabilities are so above the norm everyone assumes she has an AI.

      (Eventually, <<HIDDEN>>)

      
        
        Books

      

      

      Top Gun: Requiem

      
        	Mia learns of Father’s death

        	Learns of money

        	Is attacked, brutal in response (overly!). Cops called. Goes to precinct.

        	Cops can’t hold her, but she needs an adult. Is taken to meet Abigail

        	Abigail and Mia have to figure each other out. Mia realizes Abigail knew her father, but can’t get much out of her.

        	Abigail is a harsh teacher, but not without intelligence behind the training.

        	Mia must go to Top Gun School.

        	Goes to school – has to deal with joining ‘behind’ the class – must first prove herself on the standard track (no competition…can she run… etc.)

        	Goes through the tests. Tests on the far side of the curve.

        	Psychology tests suggests she is locked down emotionally. This could be a problem.

        	Tests through school and is ALWAYS asking about the rules to know what she can and can’t do. She wins, but usually by figuring out a hack in the rules. Everyone starts to realize she is a ‘win at all costs’ type of personality. She explains that her father was always better and always pushed her to beat him. A lot of people assume he was a dick (he wasn’t, but he was trying to get her ready to run if someone figured out he had a kid.)

        	Two others support her against a few upperclassman. Verick recognizes that she needs to learn integration to hide and become ‘invisible’ to the others.

        	She goes on a home trip back to Abigail over a holiday (they don’t have normal Earth holidays in this story.)  Abigail agrees that she needs to learn how to hide some of her abilities at times. But, ‘winning is the goal. Test yourself. Make sure you CAN win.’

        	Mia goes back and this time, she helps make her teammates better and doesn’t carry all the load (they lose a few times.) 

        	Abigail gets a hidden message to Mia that there is information about her dad at a hidden base connected to the prison ‘Ice’.

        	It’s time for the test to move up…  The final ‘test’ pits teams against each other. Mia knows the rules, and the rules are bullshit. She ends up making SURE her team wins, and that those who are refs’ realize she called them on their practices and won the test. They can’t admit that she ‘broke’ some of the rules and call attention to the fact it was a bit rigged. So, they penalize her in the end even though they all ‘win.’ It’s a bit of a pyrrhic victory for her.  Except this is where she wants to go.

        	We end with a celebration…then she is taken to a ship that will take her to Spend 30 days ‘on ice.’  She tells her friends not to worry. ‘When I don’t kill them it makes me stronger.’  Her friend eyes Mia, “I think you mean what doesn’t kill me makes me stronger?”  Mia smiles. “Sure, that one.”

      

      Top Gun: Ice 

      
        	This book is about Mia going to planet ice. <<< Sorry, no more secrets! >>>

      

      I hope you enjoyed this overview of how the concept for this series was started!  Let me know in the review comments what you thought of it!
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