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Chapter One

The Interrogation
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LOOK, IT WASN’T really my fault the scouting expedition went sideways. But something as inconsequential as the truth didn’t really matter to the management of VerdTech Mining Colony 2387.

Frankly, after several hours in the reformation center, my arms strung to their limits and my throat long past parched, I wasn’t sure I cared anymore, either. If not for the terrified silence from Rickman, the newbie who’d been assigned to my squad six weeks ago, I might not have taken the blame at all.

He’d never been to reformation. I, on the other hand, found myself in a cell every other week, usually for mouthing off to someone who didn’t appreciate my command of the English language. The staff and I were on a first-name basis—not that that earned me a whole lot of lenience.

I tugged on the chain running from my wrists to the ceiling. Once, in an incredible stroke of luck, I’d been thrown in a cell that had a loose bolt and spent the night in relative comfort, sat on my ass with the winch next to me and the chain in my lap like a crappy metal blanket. That would probably never happen again, but I had recently discovered another trick: making use of the improved upper body strength I’d developed after a little over three years on VTMC-2387.

Hand over hand, I pulled myself up until I could smash my face against the winch.

“Suck my whole tiny dick,” I panted at the empty cell.

Technically, there was supposed to be a note in my file exempting me from (among other things) anything that required my arms to be over my head for an extended period of time, since that had a tendency to run my heart rate up to dangerous levels. But in my experience, the reformation center staff viewed what should have been court-ordered accommodations as an instruction manual.

One night, they’d strapped me to an inversion table from the staff gym to watch my body cycle through several stages of grief in rapid succession. Joke was on them, though: after about ten minutes, I’d puked on at least three staffers.

I was supposed to be grateful they medicated me at all, propped me up on enough drugs to keep my baseline function at about seventy-five percent of the next guy’s. The drugs that made life worth living, however—the ones I’d had access to on the Old World that didn’t keep me alive but did make me want to live—those were strictly forbidden.

I pushed the side of my skull against the winch release and freed the unused chain. Luckily, I landed on the concrete floor with enough grace as not to rattle the whole building and draw attention.

There wasn’t enough extra chain to let my hands fully drop when I sat, but it was enough to get them below the level of my heart. And in the VTMC-2387 reformation center, that classified as a luxury.

In a fiery rush, some of the blood returned to my shoulders. I allowed myself to slump while my pulse regulated. Waiting so long to mess with the winch was risky for my health—a few more minutes and my arms would have been too weak for climbing—but sometimes the night shift liked to have a gander at the latest unfortunates when they rotated in, and staffers didn’t take kindly to failed torture.

I’d just have to remember to put myself back before someone showed up in the morning to ask if I’d learned my lesson.

***
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BY THE TIME THE RETINAL scanner outside the cell beeped, the chain and I were more or less where the warden had left us. I hoped it wasn’t obvious from the slight bent of my torso that I’d left myself a few inches of slack. Releasing the winch was easy; putting it back wasn’t an exact science.

The door opened to admit the warden and one of the colony manager’s secretaries. I’d never bothered to learn the secretary’s name, and the warden’s I avoided repeating out of spite.

“Sleep well?” cracked the warden. She was a tall woman, tall enough to glare down on me, a fact she visibly relished at every opportunity. She cupped my jaw and lifted my face toward hers with a piercing look.

I had, as a matter of fact, slept well. For at least two hours, by my guess. But I wasn’t about to tell her that.

“Not a wink, and I’m sure my shift today will be hell. Please mark me sufficiently punished. Can I go now?” I rattled off, voice cracking from disuse and dehydration on most of the syllables.

The warden smirked, which wasn’t a good sign. “Not quite yet.” She pulled a remote from one of her jumpsuit pockets and gave the button a click.

The chain dropped. The warden let go of my face and let me fall.

She produced a water bottle from another pocket and tossed it in front of me. “You never finished your incident report. Drink up.”

Getting the water bottle open while handcuffed wasn’t the easiest thing in the world, especially with numb fingers, but I managed. Though I preferred the electrolyte drinks in the commissary, I had to admit the water tasted good. I downed most of it without stopping.

I cleared my throat. “As I was saying—”

The warden’s boot connected with my face, hard enough to knock me over, but not hard enough to send me to the infirmary. I dropped the bottle and watched cross-eyed and sideways as its precious remaining contents spread over the cell floor.

The colony manager’s secretary stepped forward, tablet in hand. He was shorter than me, and rounded at the edges in a way I hadn’t been in a long time, a perk of his desk job. “Your squad was sent to scout Fissure 42 as a potential new shaft entrance, correct?”

I nodded, wiping a trickle of blood off my split lip. After a little over three years, I was getting a sizable collection of mouth scars. Maybe because I just couldn’t seem to quit running it.

“And you received a map of the fissure opening with entrance and exit routes clearly marked, correct?” The secretary pushed his glasses up his nose like some kind of stereotype.

“Based on satellite imagery. Not real-world data.” I sat up, legs crossed. “And whoever plotted that route was a few jokers short of a full deck.”

As I’d expected, this earned me another kick. Evidently, the warden was in the mood for old-fashioned forms of brutality today. It sure beat some of her more creative methods.

“It wasn’t safe!” I spat blood in the warden’s general direction. “That ledge was starting to crack by the time I rappelled down there, and I wasn’t about to send a rookie to secure the escape ladder if it was about to collapse.”

“Our scans indicated no structural problems and Rickman has had plenty of training with the propulsion boots. Unless this was down to user error?” the secretary suggested.

If he thought I was gonna roll on one of my people to save myself, he was sorely mistaken. “That ledge was ice, not rock, you idiot! Rickman had nothing to do with it.”

It was about eighty-five percent true. The higher-ups didn’t need to know Rickman had choked as soon as he strapped into the prop boots, convinced he was about to get the whole squad killed. The higher-ups didn’t need to know I’d taken them out instead, and nearly blown out their engines holding up the ledge from underneath so that the team could get to the ladder. And the higher-ups definitely didn’t need to know that Rickman had stayed on the wobbling ledge to pull me up when the prop boots spluttered and died.

There was no reason for him to suffer for the crime of caring about workers’ lives—a crime he’d picked up from me.

The longer I could keep him on management’s good side, the better.

The warden pulled her remote out again. I barely had time to get to my knees before the chain jerked me the rest of the way up. One of my shoulders pulled sharply but stayed in its socket (small mercies).

“You just can’t help yourself, can you?” She shook her head and drove her fist into my gut. “Your kind have no sense of what’s decent and I’m getting damn tired of making you learn.”

I wasn’t sure if by ‘my kind’ she meant convicts, Old Worlders, or some other of my multitude of undesirable demographic classes, and I didn’t ask. Her meaning tended to vary by the day.

“In compliance with the Terms, you’ll be barred from using payroll services in the cafeteria and commissary for twenty-four hours.” The secretary folded his tablet back into its cover. “And your sentence will be extended by two days.”

“C’mon, how am I supposed to work twelve hours on half a bottle of water?” I whined. “Y’all didn’t even let me eat dinner.”

“Should’ve thought about it before you mouthed off in the garage.” The warden lowered the chain and unlocked my restraints. “You know the way out.”

As soon as they were gone, I sprinted to the nearest cash machine, the one outside the reformation staff lounge. I’d managed to outrun the hold on my payroll account a handful of times by taking out cash before Admin processed my paperwork.

Paper money was practically nonexistent on the Old World and most inhabited planets, but it still lingered on the smaller work colonies. Even the most righteous VerdTech staffers had vices that they might not want leaving a data trail. And squirreling away a few bucks from a convict looking to import some forbidden luxury was a lot simpler than explaining a digital deposit.

I swiped the red chip embedded in my right wrist and muttered a curse when the machine flashed an angry error message at me. Resisting the urge to punch through the screen, I pulled up my profile.

Name: Cary Patterson

DOB: 22/7/33, OWS

Service Days Remaining: 974

It had been 972 last night. “Quick little guy, aren’t ya?” The secretary must have booked it back to his cushy office and typed like the wind to get my file updated so fast.

I closed out my profile before someone could appear from the break room to rub salt in my wounds.

Rickman was waiting for me at my bunk when I finally picked my way across the dark campus to our shared quarters. He handed me a protein bar and a bottle of electrolytes, eyeing my battered face with something like shock.

“What?” I opened the electrolytes and downed a greedy swig. The taste always made me nostalgic for the vast oceans of home—and would not go well with my breakfast bar. “You don’t think the split lip adds a certain rakish charm?”

“Suddenly stealing a bar and a drink doesn’t feel like enough,” he mumbled. He was from a colony originally settled by the remnants of the Unified Irish Federation, which gave his words a lilt not usually heard in my neck of the Old World. “Was it bad?”

Of course it was bad. Everything on this galaxy-forsaken moon was bad.

“Nothing I ain’t had a hundred times before,” I said around a mouthful of artificially-flavored, nutritionally-fortified raspberry filling. “Maybe they’ll think twice before they send me down a shaft with crap orders again.”

Rickman obliged me with a soft snort.

Something shifted in my chest—probably a rib slipping back into place after a night of abuse. It
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