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Chapter 1

“Jinx! Did you hear? Brian’s gone.”

Jinx stiffened at the whispered words. She blinked and fought the need to turn her head and ask what happened. Brian couldn’t be gone! Sure, he was a good man—as good as any who got stuck slaving away on this frigid butthole of the universe—but there was more than that. They needed him.

“He gave one of the new guys his pack on the train and rushed the guards.”

“Rushed a guard?” Jinx breathed.

“Tons of people saw it,” her coworker, a short blonde human girl named Wisty, said.

Jinx’s sigh turned to a gasp when the steaming water overflowed the cup she was pouring it into and scalded her fingers. She jerked them back and shook them, but the stinging remained.

“He’d been pulling back a lot lately, you know? Getting the stare.”

“The stare,” Jinx mumbled while her hands worked on autopilot and used a towel to mop up the mess. The stare was what happened when somebody had been worked to the point where they’d already died, except their body hadn’t caught up yet. People with the stare were walking dead. They didn’t care anymore; they just wanted it to end. It sounded like Brian had found a way to make that happen.

“Damn,” Jinx said. She shook her head. “I hate it when the good ones give up.”

“Tell me about it,” Wisty said. She sighed. “At least we’re in here instead of working out there, right?”

Jinx forced a smile on her face that she didn’t feel. “Yes, at least we’ve got that.”

“You’d better get that to the warden or he’s going to have you punished.”

Jinx nodded. “I’m not worried. He’s not man enough to punish me himself.”

Wisty shuddered and glanced around the kitchen. The cook and a couple of guards worked for the Continuum, but the handful of others were like Jinx and Wisty, women prisoners who the officers liked the look of and decided should work in the offices. She lifted her voice as much as she dared and said, “Don’t tempt him. The story about what he did to the woman who ruined his computer when she dropped his lunch on it isn’t just a story.”

Jinx kept her plastic smile in place and shrugged. “Don’t worry. I have no intentions of giving him any reason to think he can hurt me. My husband is the only man who touches me.”

Wisty raised an eyebrow before she responded, “Get going then. Don’t give Tor a reason to do anything stupid.”

Jinx smiled. She slipped the tea bag into the warden’s water and picked up the tray. Tor was never stupid. Clueless, occasionally, but that was because he could get so caught up in his job that he missed the little things. The time he almost missed his own birthday, for example. He always took care of her, though.

He had a cooler head than her too, it turned out. She thought she was calmer and able to put up with more until he’d been arrested on the trumped-up charges. She lost it and made a scene more spectacular than any she’d ever planned or choreographed as the live entertainment director for the Gordani Resort.

Jinx balanced her tray in her hands and walked out of the kitchen and through the halls. She checked her natural tendency to walk with her hips and minimized as much sex appeal as she could. The staff workers and guards were nothing like the tourists she’d worked with in the past. The tourists would watch and admire her, wishing they could spend time in her company and be dazzled by her ready smile and infectious laugh. She wasn’t arrogant; she was confident. Her attitude and abilities had been why she’d risen to her position.

Unlike the vacationers at the resort, the people here had no respect for someone sentenced to ten years on a labor force. They were supposed to keep their hands off the workers, but what was supposed to happen and what really happened were two lines that never crossed.

She caught the admiring glance of the man she passed in the hallway. They were pigs, all of them. If she made the mistake of letting them find her in a closet or a storage room alone, they’d waste no time in doing more than undressing her with their eyes. Not that there was much to undress. The sealed offices allowed her to go without wearing her breathing mask and use her smile to her advantage, but it also meant she looked that much better to the pigs.

The mask was barely a factor, though. Most of them didn’t bother noting anything above her neck. The uniforms they forced them to wear were clean, but that was all they had going for them. The figure-hugging dress ended in a short skirt that was even shorter on Jinx. Her Antarian heritage left her taller than any of the human women working here, even if she was a few centimeters shorter than the average Antarian woman.

The gray and blue uniform didn’t do any wonders for her chocolate-colored skin either, but the men weren’t usually looking at the uniform. She remained impassive and kept a smile on her lips. When someone would speak to her, she responded as expected: polite, respectful, and obedient. She knew what they wanted. Stray far from that and she’d be inviting trouble.

The guard outside Warden Ferris’s office glanced at the tray in her hands and then slid his eyes up her chest and lingered on the plunging V of her neckline and the ample amounts of cleavage it displayed. He hesitated a long moment before reaching out and pressing his hand against the scanner on the door. The machine chirped a half second later and slid open.

Jinx flashed her teeth at the guard and walked through the door into the outer office. Her smile had always been her weapon. Between her smile and cool head, she could charm just about anyone. That had been the secret to her success. Now her idea of success was not being assigned to a hard labor detail or convincing someone that the risk of raping her would not be worth the reward.

Warden Ferris’s assistant watched her approach and leaned back from his computer. His eyes slid up and down her while the door hissed shut behind her.

“Time for tea already?” he asked before glancing at his computer. He frowned. “You’re cutting it close today.”

“I know how the warden likes his tea,” Jinx explained. “I had to warm the water up to satisfy him.”

“He’s a hard man to satisfy,” the aide agreed. He raised an eyebrow before adding, “Not all men are so difficult.”

Jinx deepened her smile. “Not all men are as powerful or remarkable.”

He chuckled and nodded. “Hurry, before he decides you’ve taken too long. I’d hate to have to find another serving girl for him.”

Jinx buried her outrage at being called a serving girl deep inside. She put the extra bounce in her hips as she swept around his desk and through the door that he opened from his desk. She slowed as she heard the warden’s voice and then saw him having a conversation with someone on his monitor.

“I understand,” Ferris said without glancing up at her. “Tell Executor Holden there won’t be any problems. He will have complete access to all of our facilities.”

“Most excellent, Warden Ferris,” a woman on the other end of the communication said. “We will land in eight hours.”

“I’ll greet him personally,” Ferris said. “I’ll arrange for personal transportation as well. The train is no proper means of conveyance.”

“Thank you, Warden. Executor Holden looks forward to greeting you again.”

Ferris opened his mouth and then closed it. He reached out and tapped a key on his desk, closing his end of the already terminated connection. He looked up at Jinx and then dropped his eyes to the tea. “I could have used that a few minutes ago.”

“I’m sorry, Warden,” Jinx said while lowering his cup to the desk with a steady hand. “The water had cooled so I had to reheat it.”

He snorted and picked the tea up. With the bag still in the cup, he sniffed it and then took a sip. He nodded and set it down. “I’m almost going to be sorry when you die. You’ve got a talent with tea.”

“Sir?” Jinx asked. She had no intentions of dying.

He glanced up at her, meeting her eyes without a problem. “Executor Holden is coming. The last time he was here was before you’d arrived. As a matter of fact, I’m not sure there’s anybody in the camps who has made it since he was here last time. It’s been almost two years. I lost a lot of workers that time. The executor doesn’t realize that I’m dealing with thieves, murderers, and worthless trash from the worst places of the universe here. You people aren’t productive members of society. Ha! You’re hardly even worth calling people. Criminals. Scum.”

Jinx kept her eyes down and fought to keep her hands from trembling. She wasn’t a criminal and neither was her husband. In fact, there were a lot of people here who hadn’t done a damn thing wrong; they’d just been in the wrong place at the wrong time. Meanwhile, the real criminals got away with murder.

“It’s my job to keep everyone working and doing what needs to be done. You can’t pay decent people to do this kind of work. When he finds the workforce is disgruntled and wants to lash out at the guards or myself, he shouldn’t be surprised. They are here because they have suffered psychotic lapses in the past. That’s my job, to keep them in line.”

Jinx bowed her head and swallowed down her pride. Tor had told her what was important—surviving and being together. As long as they had that, they could start over. They could do anything, but they had to keep their heads in the right place and they could get through this. Ten years was longer than anyone had survived on Opdyke, but there had to be a way. Maybe just escaping and hooking up with the survivors who lived in the wilderness would be enough. All they would need is warm clothing, plenty of power cells to keep their masks working, and something to hunt with.

“Jinx, right?”

Jinx jerked her eyes up and then dropped them immediately. “Yes, Warden,” she mumbled.

He nodded. “I thought so. I looked you up. You used to be somebody. I like that. In fact, that’s why I approved your transfer to camp duty. Seeing your ass falling out of your skirt with every step you take is nice, but that doesn’t tell me what kind of a person you are.”

Jinx lifted her eyes again. “Sir?”

“You and your husband had a job to do. You did it, and did it well, by all accounts. Until you got greedy.”

Jinx’s eyes widened and her nostrils flared with an indrawn gasp.

“Yes, I know all about you,” he said and chuckled. “You tried to rob the very resort that provided a luxurious lifestyle for both of you. You were then entertainment director and your husband was the director of security, two key positions. And all those millions of credits gone because you laundered it and it’s no longer traceable. Disgusting thing, greed. Was it worth it? To live the life you’re living now, is it worth it?”

Jinx tensed every muscle in her body and fought back the red splashes of color that threatened to overtake her vision. That was how it had happened before, when they’d arrested Tor and accused him of the embezzlement. It had been a lie then and it was a lie now. A filthy lie that challenged not only his character, but destroyed everything they’d worked for together in life.

“By this time tomorrow, one of the Gifted will be among us and he’ll be in your head, hearing your thoughts. He’ll know how much you want to dump this tea in my lap and smash the cup square in my face. He’ll know without even needing to look at you. And then he’ll demand that you be executed for your rebellious thoughts.”

“I would never think such things,” Jinx managed to say.

He laughed. “You’re a good liar, I’ll give you that. But you can’t lie to a man who can hear the words in your head before you speak them. Pity they didn’t assign a Gifted to your husband’s case. They might have gotten the accounts out of him and learned where all that money was.”

“Wherever it is, it’s not doing us any good now,” Jinx said with as much sweetness as she could manage.

Ferris stared hard at her for a long moment and then snorted. “Good luck tomorrow. I don’t know how they do it, but I’ve been told the trick is to think about nothing at all. That or busy your mind with something simple. Now get out of my office. I have work to do and one of the highlights of my morning is watching you leave.”

Jinx’s nostrils flared at the sexist outrage she felt, but had to contain. She ached to grab the bottom of her skirt and yank it down, but instead she could only squeeze the tray in her hands hard enough to make her knuckles pale. She walked out, imagining with each step that Warden Ferris was watching her skirt creep higher with each step and displaying the scratchy gray underwear that was provided with the uniform. 

Jinx held her breath until she was out of his office and heard the door hiss shut behind her. She began to relax until she remembered Niggins, Ferris’s aide. Then there would be the guard on the outside and countless others passing her in the hallway.

Let them look. Fuck them. They could see all they wanted. What mattered was that the treasures she possessed were locked and sealed away. Only one man had the key, and he was asleep in the dormitory, waiting to head out on the second shift where he’d operate the crusher at the mine. She’d be their eye candy if that made them happy. It didn’t matter, as long as she made it back to Tor so he could hold her in his arms and remind her where she belonged.


Chapter 2

Tor blinked his eye open and looked around the all-too-familiar sight of the workers’ dormitory. He adjusted his mask and saw the people moving and talking in the less congested middle of the building. Everyone had to find their own ways to pass the time until their shift started. His shift would start in an hour, giving him time to try to clean up a little and grab some of the tasteless paste they called food.

Tor tossed the blanket back and swung his legs over the edge of the cot. He sat up and stretched, feeling the bite of the cool air seeping through his clothes. He had to sleep dressed; the blankets were too thin for anything else. The only time that varied was after he returned from working and got to spend a few hours with Jinx. Clothes became optional then, or at least the important parts did.

He smiled at the thought of his dark-skinned Antarian wife in his arms and rose up. He grabbed his jacket and looked to see if she’d left him anything to take care of. She was lucky; she got warm showers in the offices every day. A clean uniform to wear too, although from what she’d told him, the uniform wasn’t much. Still, it beat wearing the same old dirty clothes day after day. She had the same problem outside of the offices as the rest of them: the same old clothes.

Jinx was amazing, though; she’d managed to acquire a few different garments over the months they’d been there. She could charm the fur off a ferrin with a flash of her beautiful mocha-colored eyes and a lift of her kissable lips. She was a goddess, as far as he was concerned. She might have just conjured the extra rags out of thin air.

She hadn’t left anything for him to take to the showers and wash out. She must have taken them with her. He shrugged and slipped his feet into his boots and latched them tight enough to let him walk across the cold plastocrete floor to the showers. A cold breeze laden with mist greeted him as he approached the open doorway. He tried to cling to memories of making love to Jinx the night before.

They’d been warm at the time, that’s for sure. She’d taken the top, although the way they held each other so close it hardly mattered. They always forced themselves to go slow and savor each slippery moment, holding each other and luxuriating in the sensations. When the end had come, it had been quiet but thunderous, leaving them both gasping into their breathing masks and clinging to each other with what strength they had left.

They’d fallen asleep like that, careless of the mess. It wouldn’t be their first. Jinx’s weight on top of him wasn’t a burden; it was a blessing. A blessing he’d tried to cling to when she slipped out of their cot in the morning and then removed their masks so she could give him a bittersweet good-bye kiss before she left.

Tor stepped into the open changing room and selected a clear spot on a bench. A breeze whipped through the room, warm enough to prevent hypothermia but cold enough to raise goose bumps on his skin. He slipped his boots off and began taking the rest of his clothes off as quick as he could. He glanced around out of habit. Theft didn’t concern him; he knew what was his and the others knew too. The Bellarians were the only ones big enough to risk threatening him and he’d established early on that he wasn’t an easy mark.

He had the benefit of years of experience in the security industry. He knew just about every alien species out there, including how to exploit their physical weaknesses. He hadn’t started at the top; he’d worked his way up from a wet behind the ears security guard.

As he checked out the empty changing room, he saw a tall human woman with dark hair walk out of the showers. She hugged her arms to her chest, trying not to shiver. A gasp escaped her lips as the current of air caught her up and made her wet hair slap against her shoulders and back. She clenched her teeth and held her arms out, letting the breeze tug at her athletic chest and pull the water from it. 

“Good thing about cold air,” Tor offered as she walked in a circle to dry off. “It pulls the water away faster.”

“Yeah...great,” she said while her teeth chattered.

Tor smirked. Her name was Cryn. She’d been there a few months too, but he’d never bothered finding out why. She took care of herself and never seemed to have any problems with anyone. On the flip side, nobody ever had a problem with her either.

“Did I miss a spot?”

Tor started and shook his head. “What? No? I don’t know. Sorry, I got lost in thought. I wasn’t staring.”

“No problem—a girl likes to be admired. Staring’s free,” she said and glanced down at him. She smirked and said, “Looks like you had more than looking on your mind. That’s sweet, but touching...well, that’s something else altogether, isn’t it?”

Tor’s cheeks flushed with warmth. “No! I...I was thinking about my wife on the way in here. You know, trying to keep myself distracted from the cold shower.”

Cryn raised an eyebrow. “Distracted? Okay. Well, don’t worry, the water temperature will kill off any romantic thoughts you had.”

He forced a chuckle as he turned away. “You ain’t kidding.”

“Your wife, she’s the dark-skinned woman, right?”

“She’s Antarian,” Tor explained as he glanced over his shoulder at her.

“Yeah, I thought so,” Cryn said. “Not many humans with skin that dark anymore. We’ve all kind of blended together, mostly. Skin color, at least.”

Tor paused and risked another glance at her. She was getting dressed now, sparing him further embarrassment. He glanced at her jacket and raised an eyebrow. “That’s a nice jacket.”

“It is, isn’t it?”

“Don’t worry, I wouldn’t take it. I’m just admiring it, that’s all.”

“Kind of like my tits?” she asked. “You weren’t touching them, just admiring them.”

“No!” Tor gasped. “Damn it, I wasn’t staring at you. You’ve seen my wife—why would I look at anyone else?”

Cryn shrugged. “She’s got a great body. Reminds me of a model or something.”

Tor sighed. “She used to be one.”

“Oh yeah? Well, she looks like she was probably pretty good at it.”

“The best,” he confirmed.

Cryn hesitated and then glanced down at her jacket. She picked it up and slid it over her shoulders. “Yeah, well, like I said, touching’s different.”

Tor frowned. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

She struck a pose with one hip out and said, “You think I just found a jacket like this just lying around?”

Tor blinked a few times and then realized what she’d meant. She’d gotten a nice jacket in exchange for some quality touching time. He nodded and shrugged. “None of my business. Like I said, I was just admiring it, that’s all.”

She paused and studied him. She grunted and waved. “Enjoy your shower. Hope the shrinkage isn’t too bad by the time you get out.”

He chuckled and watched her leave. By the lack of any other piles of clothing on the benches, he figured that meant he had the place to himself. Too bad he wouldn’t be in for long. The water wasn’t pumped up from the wells in the ground; it came from snowfall that was dumped into melting tanks. They were warmed enough to melt the snow, but it didn’t go much beyond that. A quick filtration system allegedly cleaned the water before it was pumped in for the workers to use, either in the showers, sinks, or toilets.

Tor sucked in a deep breath before he walked into the shower and clenched as many of his muscles as he could. It was no good: the first blast of water from the nearest showerhead stole his breath from him and left his body stunned. A few seconds later, he started aching from the cold. 

He moved as fast as he dared, rubbing the sweat and dirt from his skin. Soap was an unheard-of luxury, but water was better than nothing. Cold water, on the other hand, might not be.

Tor emerged from the shower on stiff legs. His teeth knocked against themselves as he moved into the circulating air and forced his arms out. For a few seconds, the breeze felt warm. That illusion was shattered as the water was evaporated and cooled him even further. He glanced down, gauging the drying process, and noticed that the shrinkage had been considerable.

“Excuse me.”

Tor jerked his head up, shocked by the voice. He saw a woman standing in front of him, naked, and looking past him into the shower. She wasn’t the only one; three others had filed into the changing room and were slipping out of their clothes behind her.

He dropped his eyes back down to the woman as he stepped out of her way. “Sorry, Joy—cold must have blinded me.”

He thought he saw a hint of a smile reach her almond-shaped eyes. He couldn’t see her lips behind her mask, so he assumed his excuse had been good enough. One social gaff with a woman a day was enough for him.

He studied her, not out of desire but out of curiosity. He made it a habit to notice details, but he hadn’t even seen her standing in front of him. There was no way he was that out of it. Joy was quiet, more than Cryn. She kept to herself mostly, aside from the group of others who seemed to gather around her wherever she went. She didn’t seem to enjoy being the center of attention, but she didn’t act put-off either. There was something odd about her. Normally that would put up red flags for him but with Joy it was almost comforting. Like her peaceful nature made her more trusting.

Tor moved over to his pile of clothes and checked to make sure everything was there. Not that he had anything valuable, other than the clothing itself. Valuable meant something different for him these days. In the past, it was a paycheck and the ability to provide a life for himself and his wife. Now, valuable was what it took to survive. Not to thrive, but to stay alive another day. 

He pulled his clothes back on and by the time he’d turned around, the women were gone. He frowned and did a double take before realizing that all four of them were in the shower. He considered lingering, wondering what could possibly drive them all to shower at the same time, and then changed his mind. He’d spent too many years watching women at clubs, restaurants, dancing, and while gambling. They did everything as a group.

Tor decided his best bet was to get away before they came out. He didn’t need Joy or any of the other women thinking he was up to no good. If one of them started talking, it would spread like a fire through the rest of them. That was the other thing he’d learned over the years. There were only two things that traveled faster than light: a ship with a quantum drive engine and women gossiping!


Chapter 3

“Hey Tor, did you hear the news?”

Tor swallowed the last spoonful of his breakfast down and pushed the bowl back. He looked up at the black-haired man and shook his head. “News? What news?”

“Brian’s gone,” he said. “Guards shot him.”

Tor glanced down at his bowl and reached out slowly to collect it. He picked it up while he considered the news. “What’d he do to earn that?”

“He attacked a couple of them. They dropped him like a bad habit.”

Tor scowled. “Vik, don’t talk about Brian like that. He was a good man.”

“How good is he now?” Viktor replied. “Good for nothing but tossing into the recyclers to get some power off of. Way I heard it, they didn’t even give anyone a chance at his things.”

Tor sighed. Brian was one of the men he needed if they were ever going to get off the damn planet. Brian had been a soldier and he knew his way around engines. Sure, they could do without him, as long as everything went perfect.

“So now what?” Viktor asked.

Tor rose up and shook his head. “Now we come up with a new plan.”

Viktor snorted. “We didn’t have a plan in the first place. Not a real one.”

“Sure we did,” Tor said. “We take off after the end of our shift. They’ll take roll as we leave and not check again until we show up the next day. That’s almost sixteen hours. It’s what, five, maybe six kilometers to the spaceport. We can cross that easy.”

“Yeah, if the damn snow wolves don’t get us.”

“Ferren won’t bother us if we stay together and watch each other’s backs. They only go after stragglers.”

“I hear they’ve been getting hungry and coming in more.”

Tor shook his head. “Believe what you see, not what you hear.”

“Yeah, well, I didn’t see Brian get shot, but I believe it when a dozen people tell me it happened.”

Tor sighed. He placed his bowl in the sink and scrubbed it out in the cold water. His fingers were aching by the time he was done, but the bowl was as clean as it was going to get. He slid it back on the shelf and turned away.

“We’ve got to get lined up to head out,” he said. “Don’t worry, Jinx and I will have something. Soon, I think.”

“Yeah, the transport is due any day.”

Tor nodded. “I was more worried that you or Ander might find yourselves staring down the wrong end of a rifle next.”

Viktor let out one of his dark chuckles. “No worries there. There’s plenty enough things that could kill me here before I’d do something stupid like that.”

Tor shrugged. “Stupid things have a way of not looking so stupid to the people doing them.”

“What is that, some high-thinking philosophical bullshit?”

Tor smiled. “I’m full of surprises.”

Viktor rolled his eyes. “Yeah, well, one of them better be you coming up with an idea that actually works!”

In the manner of guys being guys, Tor flipped him off and headed back to his bunk to make sure there was nothing left he was missing out on. He had to line up for the mines or risk not making it in time. Or worse, being picked off by a pack of hungry ferren.

Tor sat down on his cot and adjusted his clothes a final time, making sure he closed them up to stay as warm as possible. He knelt down to tighten the buckle on his boots and slipped the jagged shiv of rock he’d picked out of the crusher into his boot. He wasn’t worried about another prisoner attacking him; he wanted a little something in case he did run across a snow wolf. His boot wasn’t the ideal hiding place, but it was the easiest to get to and most comfortable without some kind of sheath. 

In his career, he’d seen just about every imaginable kind of hiding place for weapons or other smuggled goods. Even places that would leave whatever was hidden smelling funny or slippery to touch. His boot, on the other hand, might smell a little off, but compared to the alternative, it would be like a flower garden on a jungle planet.

Satisfied he was ready, Tor walked over to the forming line and fell into place. Viktor was near the front already, leaving him alone to his thoughts. He nodded at a few of the other laborers who came after him and was happy to see they were caught up in their own thoughts, leaving him to his.

He caught Ander’s eye as the Bellarian joined the line amid a group of a few more of his people. They were taller and stronger than either humans or Antarians and their idea of socializing was different enough from humans that they kept to themselves.

Tor had worked with several Bellarians over the years. They made for great soldiers and security personnel, although they tended to be a little heavy-handed in their duties. In Ander’s case, Tor had known him when they’d both taken contract jobs as security guards on a star cruiser.

Viktor was the pilot, Tor was the tactician, and Jinx was the brains of the operation. Ander would be the muscle and, it turned out, he held a certification as a gravity drive pilot. Now he needed somebody who knew how to fix things. Big things, like a starship. There was no telling what kind of ship they were going to find when they made their break; he had to be ready for anything.

The door opened, blowing in a gust of frigid wind and snow. Tor shivered and pulled his gloves out of his pocket so he could put them on. He followed the man in front of him, a little guy named Taylor, and waited for the cold air to numb his cheeks and take the pain away. Just like any other day, it was going to be a long and painful shift.

The light at the end of the tunnel was coming back to spend some time with Jinx. For that, he’d endure anything. She was all he had. He’d tried to protect her when the Continuum’s police had arrested him. He wanted her to stay free and safe, not doomed like he was. 

Not his Jinx. She wouldn’t be parted from him. She believed in him so strongly that she’d attacked the police. One went down with deep scratches across his face that left him blind in one eye. The other would be nursing crushed testicles for days. Then the rest of them subdued her and stunned her. 

As much as he cared for her and wanted her to be free from what he’d stumbled into when he began investigating some suspicious credit trails through the resort’s accounts, he was happier that she was here with him. He’d earned twenty years on a labor gang terraforming a planet. She’d only earned ten, but they weren’t worried about that.

The simple fact was, on Opdyke, it was rare to last a year. Most people managed a few months, if that. They’d already beat the average, but they had no intention of setting the record. Their plan was escape, preferably off planet. Otherwise they’d end up struggling to survive in the wilderness. 

It was possible. Others had done it and occasionally they tried to sneak back in and steal supplies. It wasn’t a life that had a lot of appeal to it, though. They had their freedom, maybe, but not the kind of freedom he wanted.

The first step outside the door was always the worst. He braced himself every time and tried to convince himself he was ready, but that was impossible. Nobody was ever ready for the full effect of the harsh winds of Opdyke. Even when it wasn’t blowing snow and ice, the wind sucked the warmth like an Orgothian giant leech could drain the blood from a man. Layers of clothing helped, but without full face masks, it took an hour or more for their wind-chapped cheeks to feel normal again.

Tor ducked his head and marched forward as the wind gusted across the road. Constant plowing kept it clear enough to walk on, but drifts formed anyhow, forcing them to plunge into the collecting piles until the next plow came through. The automated plows had no regard for the workers, forcing them to leap out of the way to avoid being crushed and swept away to an icy grave.

Tor turned his thoughts to Jinx as he walked. The distraction helped him cope with the mind-numbing repetition. The only thing that roused him from his meditative state was the distant howls of ferren. They were becoming a constant, reminding him of what Viktor had said about them. Were more packs relocating, sensing a food source? Was that all that Tor and the others were, a herd of meat?

He shuddered and told himself it was just the cold. As unpleasant as the thought of being stalked by dozens—or more—of the snow wolves was, there were worse things out there. If the carbon dioxide in the cold air didn’t kill a man, the ferren were next. If someone was lucky enough to avoid both of them, that left the final predator in this region of Opdyke: ice dragons.

Tor hadn’t seen any of them...yet. He’d heard them, though, and that was enough. Rumor had it if you saw one, it was too late; you were seconds away from being dead. Their cry wasn’t a howl—it was a roar that could turn blood to ice. Then again, everything on Opdyke could freeze a man to the core.

The kilometer walk to the felderite mine never got easier. The trees on Opdyke that managed to survive the brutal weather never grew taller than a few meters. The only hope for a break from the wind came from either massive drifts of snow or the mine itself. It was almost a relief to reach the dig site, where most of the workers descended on ramps down into the strip mine to load and carry the rocks unearthed by the digger.

Tor remained near the top, manning the rock crusher. The others had to load rocks by hand onto the hover-sleds and push them up the path. He had the dubious honor of watching them unload the rocks and then running the machine that smashed the rocks into smaller rocks. The smaller rocks, mixed with traces of felderite, were then carried up on a conveyor to a smelting machine that melted the rock away and left only the felderite.

The remaining ore was loaded into crates and sent to the electromagnetic launcher. Tor wasn’t sure what happened to them, other than he knew they were flung into orbit to be picked up by Continuum ships. It seemed like a huge security risk to him—what was to stop a pirate from snatching up a crate here and there and taking off with them? Felderite was ridiculously expensive and Opdyke, as miserable as it was, was loaded full of the stuff.

“Hey Vang, how’s she running?” Tor asked as he walked up to the first shift crusher operator.

“Damn thing won’t break,” the Antarian man growled. “I guess the cold is good for it.”

“Well, it’s got to be good for something. Get out of here and warm up.”

“I’m already gone.”

Tor waved as the man shuffled off and joined his shift to line up and have their names ticked off as they headed back to the dormitory. He turned back to the crusher and sighed into his mask. Another shift of watching rocks crumble. This had to end...soon.


Chapter 4

Tor walked through the open door into the dormitory with heavy feet. He broke away from the line and began to tug his gloves off his hands. His eyes searched the other workers until he landed on the raven-haired beauty moving through the crowd toward him. She waved, lifting his spirits and the burden from his feet.
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