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      Lissa tugged her ragged leg pads back up where they belonged. They were too large for her, had been made for someone with more muscle. She wore four layers of clothes on her body, although all of them were torn and patched. There wouldn’t be any new clothes until the next growing season came around and no one really knew how long that would be. This planet wasn’t fully understood yet. Humans had only lived here for twenty years.

      She’d been born here, sixteen years ago. This was her home. She’d never known Earth or the ship which had broken down, marooning all of them here.

      She adjusted her knitted face mask. The freezing wind felt brutal. Pieces of ice clung to it, she snapped it and most of them fell off. She should probably turn back, but the closeness of the underground city bothered her, so she always stayed out as long as possible. Mom had accused her more than once of being claustrophobic. Lissa saw it more as tired of being crammed in with everyone else. She simply preferred to be out in the fresh air, spending her time exploring the nearby mountains and their caves. She’d apprenticed to be an explorer for that reason.

      She didn’t fit in anywhere. But neither did the rest of the explorers. They were all antisocial outcasts.

      Lissa always got punished for it though. Mom kept trying to shove her into being someone else. Into becoming a person Lissa couldn’t even understand. Her mentors Rianna and Alex were always yelling at her about something she’d screwed up. No one tried to understand who she was and what she wanted to do.

      She trained nonstop to be in the best shape possible. Always building muscle, speed and endurance. She could go faster and farther than anyone in the colony. She needed to.

      They’d been on this planet for twenty years. Twenty years and no one had gotten more than a mile away from the protected cave system they’d huddled into on landing! The conditions were so extreme, down the mountainside and up the other mountains. But, she was going to do it. She had to do it. She had to do something important and finding out about this planet was it. Who knows, she might even find a new food source.

      But she’d still never fit in. She still wouldn’t have any friends. That made her ache deep inside her body and filled her with roaring anger at the same time. Mom would have said it was all hormones, as if that explained everything. Had her Mom ever felt anything? Mom was always surrounded by friends.

      Lissa continued to climb the icy rocks up the mountain she’d named Bear Mountain. Because it looked like pictures of bears that she’d seen. Not because there were bears here. That was back on old Earth, left far behind. No going back. Before humans had mostly destroyed the planet and Earth responded with unlivable climatic and geological shifts, essentially kicking the humans out.

      Thirsty, she picked up some snow, feeling the crunchiness on her tongue as it melted.

      She spotted a darkness, high up above the ledge. It could be another cave.

      Moving up the side of the mountain from outcrop to outcrop seemed to work. This one wasn’t as steep as tree mountain. She didn’t need to drag out her climbing gear. Who knew what she’d find inside a cave? She’d learned to be prepared. Her mentors would have killed her if they caught her going out without equipment. She’d been grounded for it only once, when she was twelve. Staying inside had been that painful.

      After years of begging and breaking the rules anyway, they’d finally acquiesced and let her go out alone. But she’d learned not to be truly stupid. She was always ready for what came at her.

      Lissa finally pulled herself up over the rock ledge, scraping her body across it, and stood, panting and peering into a huge cave opening. It was large enough to fly a shuttle through. If the shuttle still had fuel. Which it didn’t. Completely black inside, this entrance faced away from this world’s sun, Leos.

      She stood on the ledge and put her pack down to dig inside for her light. She pulled it out and strapped it to her head, turning it on. Then the pack went back onto her back. She needed to be able to move fast. Lissa wanted to be able to get away quickly. Just in case. That was what explorers did.

      She moved her head so the light lit the inside of the cave. It was a big one, with a flat floor. No visible drop offs. Good. It was black rock, like most of the caves she’d found. Covered with layers of transparent ice.

      She walked closer to the entrance. The cavern had curving walls, forming an oval room. She couldn’t see what was beyond. This was the largest one she’d ever found. As far as she knew, no one had gotten this far before. Which meant she didn’t have much time left today.

      She sniffed. It smelled of clean air and faintly, of rock. Of soil. It smelled like a cave. Her favorite scent. It smelled like home.

      Lissa walked gingerly inside, making sure the crampons on each boot had anchored in the slippery ice, crunching, before picking up her other foot. She’d learned about icy caves the hard way with a bruised and broken tailbone. That left her stuck inside for weeks.

      The cave walls had small marks covering them. Walking closer, she reached out a gloved hand to touch them. The marks were curved and angular, white beneath the layers of transparent ice. She couldn’t tell if they were carved or painted, not with the ice layer over them. They looked like writing, but perhaps that was just her cultural bias. She looked upwards. The marks covered as far as she could see up the walls. Her light wouldn’t reach the ceiling well, but it looked like they reached that high. Or was it just some sort of bacteria or other life, trapped beneath the ice? No way of knowing, unless she chipped pieces off and took them home. She didn’t want to do that, but knew she should.

      She preferred to think there was some interesting life besides humans on this frozen planet. Some life more complicated than the ice algae that they were surviving off of or the birds they occasionally saw. There was no proof. Over twenty years and no one had found anything. And the whole planet was covered with ice. They’d seen that from space when they were trying to find a place to land and take shelter. It made everything difficult and hard to get to. People lived on such a minuscule part of this world. Their cave system was smaller than a small town on earth. It was all they could do to survive.

      Lissa’s timer beeped. She must turn back now.

      Sighing, she gazed longingly at the depths of the cave. There would be more time tomorrow. Tomorrow, she’d get here faster. For today, she needed to go back.

      As she turned to leave, the rock and ice beneath her feet buckled and rumbled. She slid to the cave entrance, tripping once as the crampons took hold, trying to beat any falling rock and ice, but the ceiling held. This was a strong cave, despite the size.

      Still, she went back down the mountain quickly and crossed the snowy tundra back to her own mountain. Or maybe it was just a hill. She didn’t quite know how to make the distinction. How big was a hill, how small a mountain?

      The East Gate was still open and Samuel gave her ‘the look’ he always did as she entered, shaking the ice off her crampons as she took them off. Rule number one: never go exploring alone. He pointed at her light, which she’d forgotten to turn off. He knew she’d come home in a hurry. She’d never live up to his expectations. He’d broken his leg exploring and it had never healed well enough for him to go out again. He was stuck inside and hated it. And everyone else too.

      She’d never live up to anyone’s expectations. Sometimes, Lissa wished she lived completely alone in her own cave. Two more years of apprenticeship. Just two more years. When she turned eighteen, she’d be an adult and do what she damned well wanted.

      But for now, she’d have to beg Mom to recharge the light. Again.

      She left several layers of clothes inside her locker just past the gate. The temperature wasn’t warm enough here for the ice on those to melt. She slipped her outdoor boots off, without removing the crampons like she was supposed to, and slipped her inside boots on. Her pack stayed in the locker too, but she brought along the light to get it recharged.

      Passing through the main tunnel into the main caverns, she felt everything close in on her. More people pressed around her. Even though the eternal ice and snow on the planet had depleted the population because the closed air systems meant more illness and the lack of space to grow things meant more rationing, there were still more people than she cared to be around. Her heart closed in as well. She was back home where no one appreciated or loved her. Except Mom. And Mom had to love her.

      These caverns weren’t as tall as the one she’d just explored. Body odors filled the air. Still, it smelled like home, just not as clean as the cavern she’d just found. The temperature rose and Lissa could hardly wait to get back to her family’s cave so she could shed more layers of clothing. She’d probably have to strip down completely by then, the first layer would be damp with sweat and smelly.
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Will the Melting Ice Reveal Her Path?
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