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Ice Upon a Pier


“Combining a captivating voice and a carefully-built magic world into an intricately plotted story of violence and attraction,  Ice Upon A Pier is both a compelling queer adaptation of history and the best thing to happen to urban fantasy in years.”  
—Brendan Williams-Childs, featured in Best American Mystery and Suspense of 2022

“Gritty, clever, and full of tragedy and unexpected warmth, Ladz carefully weaves a story that melts your heart as it ices the rest of you over. You do not want to miss this.”  
—Ezra Arndt, editor of MY SAY IN THE MATTER

“In Ice Upon A Pier, Ladz sets bare the beating, albeit slowly, heart of their lesbian ice magic assassin with both clinical true crime precision and piercing pathos giving us a character doomed from birth but still defiantly set upon a path to change their stars . . . . one frozen corpse at a time.”  
—Jordan Shiveley, HOT SINGLES IN YOUR AREA
 
“A dark and dirty neo-noir that throws a one-two punch of a lived-in fantasy world and a compelling hook that keeps you turning the pages. ”  
—Magen Cubed, author of LEATHER & LACE

“I read this urban fantasy told in the style of true crime in one sitting. Centering a voicy lesbian assassin, this novella pulls no punches on the cyclical relationship between trauma and violence while honoring queer rage and autonomy.”  
—Naseem Jamnia, author of THE BRUISING OF QILWA 

“You had me at ice-magic-using lesbian contract killers in a secondary world reimagining of the tri-state area!!!” 
—Sam J. Miller, author of THE BLADE BETWEEN and BOYS, BEASTS, & MEN

“A gritty journey into the life and times of a sapphic ice mage assassin, Ice Upon A Pier is what noir fantasy should be: dark, layered and endlessly compelling.”  
—Victor Manibo, author of THE SLEEPLESS 
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Content Warnings


Bullying, killing your bully, killing your parents, death of a child (off-page), vomiting, immolation, poisoning, gun violence, and a mention of beastiality. There is a cat, the cat does not die. 




Dedication


To Marcus, Henry, Ben, and everyone at Last Podcast on the Left - thank you for the brain rot 






Introduction


Then 
The elevator doors opened, revealing the tallest woman I had ever seen.  
Her black hair, streaked with blonde, sat atop her head in two rolls which cascaded into beautiful curls. The dark purple velour suit enhanced slim curves. Cute, buckled heels decorated her dainty feet. She could have been any of the many affluent patrons in this fine-ass hotel, but from the lack of purse and bulges in her pockets, I could tell she wasn’t. She was like me—another contract killer for hire.
“Want me to hold this for you?” she called, reaching for the button panel.
“Y-yes.” I dashed over to the elevator and slid inside. The doors reopened with a jerk, then closed with a ping.
My stomach dropped as the elevator ascended. Fuck, fuck, fuck. Someone put out a hit on me. It was the middle of the night; there shouldn’t have been anyone else here. At least, no one else in my line of work. The streets outside were empty, the lobby deserted.
“So, what’cha up to?” she asked, hands crossed over her chest.
“Working.” I couldn’t give more details than that. I should not give more details than that. A hair comes loose from the braided wreath I arranged it in—I tucked it behind my ear.
“Oh, same! Are you a lady of the night?”
I widened my eyes. “No. Yourself?”
“No, though I’ve always wondered about it.” She smirked. “You’re here for a mark.”
One of the things that made me so good at what I do was never leaving any collateral damage. Potentially being the mark left me no choice. This other hired hand must die.
My jaw tensed, but I didn’t respond. Her blank, pleasant face didn’t shift.
The elevator dinged when it stopped at her floor. “Relax, you’re not mine.”
She winked at me and gave a cute wave before leaving to complete her contract.
My heart thundered in my ears, and I’m not entirely sure if it was relief or something else. I’ve experienced attraction before, but never towards anyone in my line of work. Never towards anyone active in my line of work.
In short, I was in danger.
Now
A singular bulb swings softly above myself and the interviewer. I don’t have the right kind of magic to snuff it out, but fuck, is it annoying. Makes me feel dizzy and the depravation of proper food and proper water doesn’t help nothing.
“So that’s how Ruta Pawlak met Frieda Masters.” I want to punch this biographer’s face. He’s judging me. As if he wouldn’t be turned on and terrified by the tallest woman he had ever seen getting into an elevator with him. On a night where he thought he would be alone. The prick.
“That’s how I met Frieda Masters, yeh.” I toss the felled strands over my eyes and out of the way. It works, somewhat. 
“And how did it make you feel?” Tooth-pick thin lips narrow. At least his posture relaxes. 
I have been nothing but cooperative. Handcuffed, I pose him no danger. Drugged for days in the name of psychotherapy, there is no threat from me. Plus, he’s been here for several sessions over many weeks, having me talk about my unpleasant past, which only gets more sordid the more details I tell him. We’ve only really talked about the most recent stuff—my capture, my arrest, the court proceedings, all that nonsense. It’s not even the most interesting part.
I raise an eyebrow. “How often do you see two bounty hunters sharing an elevator? I don’t think I was…what’s the word? Paranoid? Sure. Yeh, that’s it. Paranoid. The only reason for her to have been there was to take me out.”
“Why did that worry you?”
The guards had taken my rings—thick silver bands that went on my thumb, index, and middle fingers—and wow, do I want to click them against each other. “I wasn’t done. I wasn’t done at all. I had so many other contracts to fulfill.” So many volumes of graphic novels, both domestic and international, to read. The manga imported from abroad are my particular treasures, rotting in storage while I’m jailed indefinitely.
“Done implies that you started.” He flips through that annoying notepad of his. “I don’t have much on that. Care to get into it?”
I don’t care in any sense of the word. But I am bored, and if people want to hear my story, then it’s good that they hear it directly from me first.




Chapter 1: The Beginning

Before Birth - 12 years old


Then
Pier-Upon-Pier City. My story started the year when the latest and certainly not last of several great wars ended. Immigrants from an ice-laden land appropriately named Lodska came on boats by droves with their ice magic because their government got trampled by every neighboring country. My father came on a ship with his family, and wow, do I still wish the bastard drowned then. 
It means I wouldn’t be here now, but some sacrifices net positive benefits.
I know nothing of my grandparents, except that they somehow secured a private room in an otherwise over-crowded tenement complex. This was the height of luxury in those days, despite waking up most mornings to fucking rats—both literally and figuratively. Shouts and screams echoed from every other room. My grandparents died before I came into the picture. Their passing made space for the small, blossoming family of that horrible man and that passive woman who consummated something to create me. 
My mother cared for me as much as she could. But she couldn’t protect me from my father’s fists or spells. And she couldn’t do anything about the way my skin reacted to everything. See, it wasn’t that I had allergies. The air in Pier-Upon-Pier City was just pure poison like that. Not much has changed, unfortunately, but at least they got rid of the smell.
To get me to stop scratching, my father would use his scant magic to freeze the blood beneath my fingertips and tear the nails off. The screaming enraged him, but I was too young to communicate better. He took his overstimulation out on my mother or out on some poor slob in the street. 
With how much it seemed he hated his first child, it mesmerized me that my parents had another one. Piotrek, they named him. And the son born after him.
Now, I wanted to kill my father over the fingernails thing. Because wow, why would you do that to your child? What really sealed the nail in the coffin, so to speak, pun fully intended, is what he did to Piotrek. The first one, obviously.
Piotrek complained—a lot. Not that I could blame him. We were four people living in one room. My father’s temper accounted for all of ours. 
As did his rage. 
As did his violence.
Too long would go by before I had the abilities and wherewithal to do anything about it.
[image: image-placeholder]Summer. The air reeked of dirty bodies and the bags of refuse left on street corners for far longer than humanly acceptable. We were all sweating and Piotrek, in particular, did not like being warm. And our father loved being drunk, which only made him sweatier.  Loved isn’t the right word, but it silenced the demons in his head enough that he could make them our problem. It helped nothing. Headaches and hangovers ignited his temper. My mother was lucky to be working—most women did at that time
Now
Then
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What I Don’t Tell the Biographer - At School
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