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Want more from the Heroverse?

Details can be found at the end of Riven (The Hero Rebellion 1) Nexus Edition.










INTRODUCTION

Herein lies the 10th Anniversary Nexus Edition of Riven.


It has been a decade since the Hero Rebellion was first published, and returning to this world to prepare these editions has been a trip through time. My writing style has evolved, but revisiting these characters was a pleasantly surprising—and occasionally challenging—joy.


For this special edition, I have included many (somewhat salty) annotations from both myself and the cosmic dragon known as Vren*, as well as deleted and alternate scenes from all of the books.


I hope you enjoy this look behind the curtain.





*Vren’s comments are marked with a dragon emoji 🐉. He’s my Timeline Guardian, responsible for keeping the chaos that is all my different stories in some kind of order. It’s a tough job, and his boss doesn’t make it easy.


Learn more about Vren and authorial chaos in the Hub Primer.


www.belindacrawford.com/welcome-to-the-hub/









IN THE BEGINNING

Humans colonised Jørn; they travelled across the galaxy intent on a better way of life, away from the influence of Earth1. But the drones they sent ahead, the ones that told them that Jørn was their new paradise, missed something; a native spore toxic to all Terran life.


Genetic engineering, blending DNA from Earth and Jørn species, saved their crops and livestock, but the colonists refused to use the same technology on themselves. Instead, they took to the skies, turning their five great colony ships into cities that floated above the spore's reach.


But one colonist, Dr Augusta Woolsey, had a different vision of humanity's future, one where humans could walk Jørn's surface without the protection of suits or re-breathers. A vision of a humanity genetically altered to live in harmony with the planet they called home. She put into motion a plan that would take centuries to come to fruition and set two artificial intelligences to oversee it, Ayumon and the Librarian.


For three hundred years Ayumon and the Librarian carried out Dr Woolsey's instructions, carefully engineering a new subspecies of human. 


After generations, they were ready to enact the ultimate step. 


And then Hero blew it to smithereens.


Literally.







One of Hero's drones (Illustration) [image: ]
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CHAPTER 1







The yellow floor numbers hovering before the lift's door ticked over with the same speed her mother had approved her transfer to a regular school. Slowly, so very slowly.


It was still faster than she'd approved Hero's request to join her school's barrier racing team. Which was to say, not at all.


One hundred sixteen.


Hero shifted in her saddle, Fink's ribs expanding and contracting between her knees, and frowned at the girl reflected in the door2. The girl frowned back, all round cheeks and big eyes, skin a little sallow under her usual tan and the dark barely there fuzz of her hair swallowed by the blue-white halo of her helmet.


Timon Dane had called her a pixie, right there at the start line surrounded by all the other race teams. He hadn't said it out loud, but she'd caught the thought as it flittered across his mind, dark orange-brown and pink at the same time – like a tingly, fuzzy rash. It had come with an image of her sitting astride Fink, a short, stocky girl atop an enormous tawny beast, her navy jacket done all the way up to her chin, the thick black saddle harness almost swallowing her thighs and pouches hanging from her belt.


It hadn't been the word—she wasn't sure what a pixie was, some Old Terran frog she guessed—but something about the way he thought it had a thousand tiny needles prick-pricking their way through her brain and all the way down to her stomach.


One hundred seventeen.


She shifted in the saddle, twisting her nose and frowning at her reflection in the lift doors. Pixie my ars—


Fink snapped his jaws and shook his head, pinning her with a big black eye. He didn't think it at her, but she caught the message. 


Hero snorted. Like 'arse' was even a swear word3.


One hundred eighteen.


After that, Dane's scruffy little scout with his dumpy oad-hawk had called Fink a menace. Said it right out loud, as if she and Fink weren't standing right there, glaring at him. The runt didn't even flinch, like Dane's snooty toa-mare—all sleek purple skin and snappy, sinuous tail—could protect him from Fink's six-hundred-and-seventy-eight kilos of teeth and claws. Let alone her.


Maybe if the long abandoned arcade hadn't been jammed with people and the holocams hadn't been swarming thicker than flies, she'd have shown him what a real menace was. But illegal or not, even the street races had rules, and she was pretty sure hacking the biocomputer wrapped around the scout's wrist, so that it zapped him every time he looked in her direction, was against them.


Hero crossed her arms and the girl in the door did the same. Together their fingers tapped the bracer wrapped around their forearm, igniting sparks of colour that danced and caught in the veins of energy coursing through the biogel.


She narrowed her eyes and bared her teeth. The girl in the door snarled back.


It didn't matter, she'd show them. She and Fink, they'd leave Dane, his scout and his snooty toa-mare in the itch-dust. Then they'd see just who was calling whom a pixie.


Beneath her, Fink grumbled and twitched, his whiskers doing an agitated dance in time with his ears. His long, hairless tail thumped against the lift's sides in sharp little half jerks. Even if his skin hadn't rippled with tension, bunching and twitching against her calves, she would have known he was unhappy from the way his thoughts crouched in the back of her mind, a dark, huddled mass of grumpiness. 


One hundred nineteen.


Almost there, she thought at Fink.


The grumpiness unwound, just a little, and his whiskers paused in their dance. In their reflection, his dark eyes narrowed and she felt anticipation ripple through his skin.


All they had to do was win this race and they'd be another step closer to freedom.


One hundred twenty.


Tension crawled up her spine. Just one more level.


Prepare to eat dust, Timo—


The lift jerked, a violent shudder that almost threw them to the floor. Fink's claws screeched over the plasteel, all six legs braced. Adrenalin shot straight to Hero's heart, the heady fuzz of anticipation turning sour when the lights flickered, the doors stayed closed and the yellow numbers hovering in front of them stuttered and died.


For a second the only illumination came from the glow of her holohelmet, washing the lift in blue-white and picking out the hairs in Fink's ruff in icy highlights and shadows. She had time to think that it was a fine time for another blue-out before the lift shuddered again, the lights flicked back on and it was over. There was a faint hum and the numbers on the door changed. 


One hundred twenty-one.


The doors cracked open.


Fink burst out of the lift, neck stretched, paws pounding the floor of the narrow arcade. Jammed side-by-side, thin shopfronts and thinner autovenders blurred in Hero's peripheral vision, the light from their holos strobing red and green and violet, flashing in her face, making the shadows darker, longer.


Behind them, barely heard over the pounding of Fink's paws and her own heart, came the old-fashioned ding of another lift. She chanced a glance over her shoulder to see Phara thunder out, the toa-mare's hooves striking sparks from the steelcrete, Timon Dane crouched over her sleek neck.


She turned back, just as a streak of green and purple screeched through the air in front of her, tail feathers grazing her nose, talons batting a round object out of the air. The bomb that had been about to impact her visor exploded in a puff of purple knockout gas somewhere above her head. 


'A little warning next time?' she said to the voice in her ear.


'A little gratitude perhaps?' the voice retorted, and Hero's visor flickered. Norah appeared on the inside of her helmet. Her best friend scowled at her, eyes dark and brows in a single black line. 'Harish just saved your arse, you know. Again.'


The green and purple streak—Harish, with his glossy wings and sleek, scaled underbelly—whizzed past her ear with another ear-splitting screech.


'Sorry,' she said, more to Harish than Norah.


A sphere shattered on the ground, releasing a violet miasma ahead of them. Fink swerved, almost running into a shop window and narrowly avoiding the puff of sleeping gas. He leapt violently to the other side as another purple sphere dropped from overhead.


The cloud brushed her shoulder, the tingly fuzz of the sedative clogging her nose for a second before they whipped past.


Hero sneezed. 'What's with all the Violet Nights?'


'Look up.'


Hero looked up. Hiding amongst the holographic clouds was a swarm of drones, their shiny white bellies heavy with multi-coloured spheres. The inside of her helmet changed, yellow outlines appearing around the two dozen triangular shapes hovering above her head, tactical readouts flying from each one until her visor was a cluster of graphs and numbers she had to shake to the sides of her vision. 


'A gauntlet,' Hero said.


Norah's frown turned thoughtful. 'Yeah, but they're waiting for a trigger before they drop the rest of their payload. I think we can use it, to get Dane off your tail. I just have to hack…'


'Use that new program I installed on your bracer.'


'I know.'


'Well, last time you used the—'


'I said.' Norah bit the words out. 'I. Know.'


Fink leapt and twisted again. The saddle harness pulled at Hero's legs, and only the urgent red pulse of her visor had her ducking in time to miss Timon's oad-hawk as it dive-bombed her head.


Hero scowled but ignored the urge to glare over her shoulder. She could see Timon well enough in the small screen on the edge of her visor, him and his snooty 'mare eating up the ground between them, her helmet helpfully providing the distance. Eighty-nine metres. Eighty-seven.


'Timon's catching up,' she said.


'I've almost got it.'


Seventy-six.


Hero reached for the pouch strapped to her thigh. 'My drones—'


'No! Not after last time. We need to delay him, not blow him up. Just hang on, I'm almost done.'


Seventy-one.


The oad-hawk—squat but graceful, with its blunt, wide-lipped head and a wingspan wider than she was tall—flew at her again, a round shiny object clutched in its giant webbed feet.


Hero ducked and swore, just as Norah yelled, 'Got it!'


She had a moment of anticipation at seeing just what Norah had done before her visor screamed a warning and she looked up. The outlines around the drone swarm flashed from orange to a bright, screaming red and a multi-coloured hailstorm dropped from the sky.


The first fist-sized glob exploded in a puff of orange, and she hunkered low over Fink's neck, digging her fingers into his ruff as he slid and skidded, his claws leaving scratches in the steelcrete as he scrambled around the itch gas.


'I thought this was just supposed to get Timon!'


'It was booby-trapped.' 


'Didn't you run the Rabbit first?'


Norah looked straight at her, big black eyes wide and her skin a shade whiter than its usual golden glow. She hadn't. 'Sorry.'


'Whatever.' Out of the corner of her eye, she could see the toa-mare – closer now, the boy on its back focused, his eyes narrowed on Hero, lips moving as he talked to his scout. His oad-hawk swooped and dipped in front of the pair, knocking bombs out of their way.


Harish dived in front Fink, swatting a bomb with his tail, sending it crashing into a shopfront, the sphere leaving a sickly green light behind. More and more bombs dropped from above, the drones keeping pace with the riders below, staining the old arcade a multitude of shimmering, wafting colours. 


Fink leapt and twisted, his neck stretched, his hearts beating hard, his lungs sucking air. She held on with knees and hands; half-standing in the stirrups, her legs springs that moved with every bound, the wind rushing around her visor and her eyes focused on the ground ahead. Still, the drones continued to drop their bombs and Timon and his toa-mare closed the distance.


Fifty-one metres.


Ahead, the arcade dead-ended in nothingness. No more arcade, no skybridge, just the yawning darkness of a skylane punctured by the zip and flash of hovers and the dim glow of an old holoboard, more fizz now than sparkle.


Fink sat back on his haunches, claws screeching over plascrete. Hero's visor flashed red and she looked up. A sickly green bomb arrowed for her face-plate. There was barely time to widen her eyes—


Harish smacked it into the skylane. Hero's visor tracked it, following the green ball into the emptiness and then down, down, down until it smashed into one of the small floating ledges spiralling toward the dark ally below.


'That's where we're going?'


'Yes,' Norah said, even as Harish dived past Hero's ear, tucking his wings against his chest and plummeting downward. 'Harish is mapping the ledges.'


The visuals on Hero's visor became a dizzying rush of darkness, the hover ledges picked out in red, windows and even a startled face flashing by in her periphery. 


Hero shook the vision away and looked back over her shoulder. Phara closed the distance.


Her thoughts went to the pouch strapped to her leg, and the little egg-shaped drones inside. 'How much further?' The drones were safe – she was sure they were safe.


'Down the hover ledges and then five hundred metres straight to the finish line. Don't do anything stupid. You'll make it.' Nothing stupid. She didn't need to read Norah's mind to know what she meant. Nothing stupid was code for 'not the drones'.


They wouldn't make it, not unless she evened the field. On the flat, Phara was too fast.


Hero reached for the pouch on her leg. No way she was going to lose, not now, not when they were so close.


'Don't!' Norah's eyes were wide. 'You promised!'


The pouch opened with a small pop. She didn't have to say anything, just wrapped her fingers around the first small egg-shaped drone and threw it toward the boy. The rest followed, a dozen black eggs streaming after the first, sprouting stubby black wings as they went, a split second before Fink leapt over the edge.


She didn't look back, but then she didn't need to. Timon's yelp was loud and high.


By the time they'd skidded down the last plank, the drones were back in their pouch and Fink was galloping toward the finish line.


Harish winged ahead of them. The lights came closer and closer, until she could see herself on the huge holoscreen hovering over an even bigger crowd, and could feel all those minds, pressing against the wall around her brain.


Three hundred metres, two, one. The distance ticked down, the red numbers growing large on the inside of her helmet and the sound of the crowd loud in her ears. Fifty, forty, ten—


Fink's chest passed through the holotape. 


The screen exploded in a shower of stars. 


She looked up at the screen and grinned at herself, her face, beneath the transparent plasteel of her visor, red and streaked with sweat.


Elation filled her chest and a sharp punch of triumph added an extra kick to her smile. They'd done it, made it another step closer to the finals and the talent scouts that would be there. But most of all, she was another step closer to feeling the planet's surface under her feet, the chill air against her face and the dusty scent of freedom on the wind.


It didn't even matter if they won the finals, all she had to do was not get caught.


Harish landed on Hero's shoulder, jerking her out of reverie. The screen had changed, showing Norah's scowling face beside her own. She turned to look for Norah among the lines of scouts still guiding their riders to the finish line. The other girl stood with her arms crossed and her mouth set in a thin line. Hero felt the lavender-scented brush of Norah's mind, too faint to be directed at her, before Harish lifted off her shoulder and glided to Norah.


A guy shoved a holocam in Norah's face. She didn't even glare at him before she turned her back and disappeared into the crowd.


Hero slapped open the vacuum seals keeping her in the saddle, but she didn't have time to swing her leg over Fink's back before Rom, the referee, tall and thin, with a voice too deep for his skinny chest, was at her side.


He was dragging her arm into the air before her foot touched the ground. 'Everyone, let's hear it for Team Hero as they advance to the finals!'


The crowd roared and screamed and then there was the white sphere of a holocam in Hero's face and people pressing her against Fink's side, and her chance to follow Norah was gone. 


Rom yanked her arm higher, stretching her out until she was on her tippy toes, and the crowd roared again.


The crowd's approval—a warm, effervescent glow—settled over her and tingled against her brain. She basked in it, letting it fill her chest, even as the roar pressed on her ears, until it all burst out of her free arm, her fist shooting into the air.


Around them, the crowd surged forward. A hovercam was shoved in her face, blinding her with a flash brilliant enough to bleach her eyeballs, pressing her deeper into Fink's shoulder, his hearts beating hard against her back.


A snarl ripped the air.


The noise and lights stuttered, a few heartbeats of silence during which Hero managed to blink the stars from her eyes.


Fink's ears were flat against his head and his foreshoulders hunched. He growled, the white of his fangs flashing in the bright lights, and the wall of people backed away, leaving them in a bubble of tension and silence.


Woolsey. She heard the name whispered among the crowd, passed from one mouth to another, carrying with it the hint of fear that surrounded all the species the first-gen colonist had engineered out of Terran and Jøran DNA. It didn't matter that out of all the animals and plants the first generation colonists had created when their Earth-born ones had started dying, Woolsey's had adapted to the Pollen, the toxic spore that saturated the planet's atmosphere, the best. It only mattered that the scientist had plucked the Jøran portion of her creations from some of the biggest, scariest predators on the planet.


Hero ignored the whispers and reached for Fink's shoulder. 'Fink?'


Head low, he scooted out of reach, ears still lost amidst his ruff. He huffed once and stalked in the direction Norah had disappeared. The crowd parted around him in a wave of wide eyes and whispers. A few people were forced to jump out the way as his tail lashed from side to side, the end thwacking against the legs of those too slow, or too stupid to move.


Slowly the crowd filled back in behind him.


'Right. Well.' Rom cleared his throat, his voice booming above the crowd. 'Let's let the 'pard have his room then, while the rest of us get set to PARTY!'


The crowd roared and the Fink-sized bubble that held it back popped. People rushed into the space left behind, hands and thoughts reaching out to buffet Hero from all sides. The elation of the win wore off quickly, eroding with every flash of a holocam and slap on the back. The tingle of the crowd's approval was a cloud and then a hover and then a skytower weighing on her mind – the colours and flavours of their thoughts twisting and mixing in her head until she felt like she might explode.


She felt it coming, recognised the force pressing against the inside of her skull and clamped down even as she charged after Fink. She shoved and ducked and weaved, and with every new body she touched, the force in her head grew, straining against bone, skin and hair. She had to get out of there, had to find Fink, an abandoned store, a break in the crowd, anything. 


Hero burst through the mess of people a split second before the psionic blast ripped through her skull. She squeezed her mind tight, felt the shockwave hit her mental shields, felt them stretch and shudder, the rich brown bubble around her thoughts thinning until it was barely there at all.


She had to hold it. She had to. Just a little longer… 


Strength rose from her bones, a blue rush that ate the psionic blast and turned her shields to glittering stone. She breathed, power heavy in her veins, the scent of roses heavy in her nose, and for one thrilling heartbeat the crowd's minds were open to her and she felt everything and everyone.


They sparkled and shone, thoughts fizzing and popping in her brain, feeling like they were going to come out of her nose and ears.


Exhaustion hit, a giant ball slamming into her ribs, pushing the air out of her lungs and making her head spin. She had time to think, no, not now, before her legs buckled.


Hands grabbed Hero before she hit the ground. 'Hey, dude, are you all right?'


Dread curled in her gut. Sweet Terra, someone saw. No one could see, because then her mother might find out and then there'd go her dreams of exploring the planet's surface, freedom in her nose, solid ground beneath her feet.


She dragged air into her lungs, forcing her ribs outwards with a wheezy shudder. One breath and her head stopped spinning. Two breaths and she could shove some of the stuffing back into her knees, stiffening them enough to stand straight and scowl at her rescuer.


It was okay, she was at a street race, no one here was telling her mum anything.


Timon Dane, ebony skin and darker hair, looked down at her.


She wrenched herself from his grip. 'I'm all right,' she said and locked her knees tight against another wobble.


'Hey.' Timon raised his hands palm out. 'I'm just trying to help.'


'I don't need your help,' Hero said, even as she spied Fink and Norah over the boy's shoulder. She pushed past him, her knees still wobbly but firm enough that she could walk without falling on her face. 'I won, remember?'4
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CHAPTER 2





The taxi was silent. Tension held the air still.


Across from Hero, Norah sat with her chin pointed toward the window and Harish draped over her shoulders, his tail feathers cascading over her crossed arms. Through the window—fuzzed and cracked with age—the holoboards and lights of the city painted her profile green and orange and red. Her fringe, long and black, had fallen across her forehead and all Hero could see was the dark line of her lips, but it was enough to imagine the matching frown.


At least Norah wasn't giving her that look, like her friend was looking for something behind her eyes. Like she was scary. That was an expression Hero'd seen more and more over the past year, ever since she and Norah had been kidnapped by a group who'd wanted to use them to wipe out the Pollen. Ever since she'd—


Hero pushed the thought from her mind, crossing her arms and slumping further into the seat. The seat was older than she was, so old the nanofibres barely had enough oomph left to clean themselves. She was surprised the taxi's mag-levs even managed to get them above the Grip, where the magnetic field generated in the city's bowels was weaker. Not as weak as in the Horizon, where she lived, or the Upper, where only the latest hover engines could fly.


Way back when the first-gen colonists had decided to take to the skies as their only way to survive the Pollen, the floating cities they'd built had been smaller, and old clunkers like the taxi had been all they needed. Now Cumulus City, and the four others like it, had towers so tall they kissed the vacuum of space. It was no wonder they kept having blue-outs if the power generators hadn't been upgraded in the three hundred years since the cities were built, like the newscasts said. Personally, Hero didn't believe it – only an idiot made something bigger without giving it more power, and the city AIs wouldn't have let them if they'd tried. Not that anyone would listen to what she thought, not unless she hacked into the city AI and plastered "you are stupid"5 over all of Cumulus City's holoboards.


Hero sighed and kicked the pack at her feet, boot thunking against the saddle and helmet inside. At least Norah cared what she thought. Hero fingered the drones still nestled in their pouch against her leg. At least Norah did most of the time.


Fink shifted his head on the bag, and a mawberry-flavoured memory played in her brain. In it she was Fink, lying on the floor of the same cab just a few hours earlier, eyes on the shiny black drone hovering over Hero's hand.


'No,' Norah said. 'You can't, not after last time.'


Hero rolled her eyes. 'Relax, I fixed the power flux, it won't overload.'


'That's what you said last week, two hours before you fried the kitchen terminal. My dad still hasn't figured out how to get the scorch mark out of the marble-wood, but it probably doesn't matter because the technician said they'd have to replace the whole unit anyway.' Norah leaned across the tiny square of carpet, made smaller by Fink sprawled between them. 'Promise me, you won't use the drones.'


Hero frowned harder. So? she thought back.


Fink nipped her knee, hard enough that she could feel the sharp points of his teeth.


'Ow.'


She promised, was all he thought back to her.


She rubbed her knee and glared at him. 'We won, didn't we?'


Hero sensed the lavender pressure of Norah's mind before she met the other girl's glare.


'You said you wouldn't use the drones,' Norah said. Harish lifted an eyelid to add his stare to Norah's. 'We agreed.'


'Timon was going to win!'


'You could have killed him!'


She sat back in her seat with a thump. 'I fixed the drones and even if I hadn't, they wouldn't have killed him.'


Norah leaned forward. 'You sure?'


She matched Norah's hard, accusing gaze with a glare. 'Yes. I swapped out the power units with weaker ones. They don't last as long, but they won't explode.' She paused a heartbeat, before something in Norah's gaze made her add in a smaller voice, 'Not unless they overloaded all at once.'


Norah's eyes narrowed until they were black slits and Hero felt lavender, hard and sharp, pushing against her mind.


She let Norah in, just a little. Lavender filled her nose and crept down the back of her throat as the other girl shifted through her brain, a pale purple wind skimming her thoughts. She knew when Norah found the memories of the night before, let Norah not just see her at her workbench but feel what she had felt. The concentration, the certainty the moment she'd found the corrupt genes, and the elation when the drone hovered above the bench and the stun field turned her fingers numb, the power levels holding steady.


She didn't think about the other moment, the one where she stared at the innards of a half-finished stun-stick-that-

wasn't-a-stun-stick and wondered not just how she'd made it, but how she'd even known where to start. Hero left that moment in the back of her mind, hidden in a dark little corner not even Fink could see.


Norah's mouth unclenched and her presence in Hero's mind withdrew, leaving the hint of lavender and the sour taste of scepticism in its wake.


Norah looked back out the window. 'You still shouldn't have done it,' she said.


'It was our last chance at the finals.'


Norah spared her a glare. 'We're a team, and we agreed. No. Drones.' 


'I knew what I was doing.'


'Right, just like you knew what you were doing when you…' Norah's face screwed up, and her eyes went darker than dark before she turned back to the window. 'When you did that,' she said softly6.


That. Norah didn't have to say what it was. The word was almost visible in the air, shivering with the memory of a man falling to the ground, his eyes glazed, blood trickling from his nose.


That. Not even Fink knew about that. Or the other time, the one before, the one she kept locked away in a corner deeper and darker than the stun-stick, the one she hid even from herself.


A touch of mawberry wound through her thoughts and Hero shoved the memories back into their corners. 


Fink's ears perked and his whiskers pricked forward. What did she do?


Hero didn't answer, just sat back in the barely clean seat and turned her face to the window. 


Fink propped his head on her knee, the weight of his massive skull pressing her into the cushion, and fixed her with a steady black eye.


She ignored him, or tried to, focusing on the vehicles that zoomed around and over them, endless streams of plasteel and light weaving in and out of the dark corridors made by skytowers. Holoboards illuminated the spaces in between buildings, multi-coloured beams of light projecting into the traffic, assaulting drivers with shouted slogans and the temptations of glowing drive-thrus. 


The skybridges, slung between the towers, cast sparkling strings of light: some tall and thick enough to house an entire city cube, others as thin as a spideruck's web. Below, the city descended into a never-ending abyss of hazy lights vanishing into a deep, dark squirmy black.


The taxi wove through the traffic, shifting first left and then right, merging with one stream of hovers after another, climbing higher and higher through the city. They rose through the bright lights and busy skylanes of the Grip, their taxi just one amidst the eclectic stream of hovers, battered and new, small and large, some crammed with people, others with their windows tinted an inscrutable midnight. But not as inscrutable as the wave rushing toward them from the end of another endless skylane. 


Hero pressed her hand to the plasglas and peered at the glob of darkness. It grew, swallowing skytowers, bridges and hovers. She had enough time to wonder what it was before the wave took them. 


One moment they were a speck in a sea of lights and people, and then they weren't. Outside was nothingness, inside was cast in the dim orange of the taxi's single dome light. Hero's wide eyes met Norah's and her hand clenched in Fink's ruff before the taxi plummeted.


They were weightless, and then they weren't. Her stomach met her heart, squished right up against it, a split second before her back was plastered against the roof. The old plasteel ground into her spine even as Fink crushed her chest, her face buried in his coat, the hairs getting in her nose, her mouth, stopping her lungs. 


Panic, hers and Norah's and Fink's, even Harish's, flooded her mind. A jumble of colours and flavours that made her sick, made her gasp for air only to choke on Fink's coat. Her lungs burned, her vision danced, and then it was over.


She hit the floor, half-sprawled over Fink, the coat that had been choking her now cushioning her fall.


Fink whined, his ears flat against his head before turning to nuzzle her side, his worry sharpened by adrenalin and the last vestiges of panic.


Hero buried her face in his ruff, breathing in the familiar sweet and dusty scent, before pushing herself up to look out the window. Outside, holoboards flickered and spat where they had any life at all, while the towers and bridges remained dark. Only the traffic cast any real light, the flight lights of countless hovers illuminating a scene that was eerily still. 


'Is it over?' Norah righted herself against the other seat, Harish clutched to her chest. The linch-adder's feathers were puffed out, his wings half-mantled and his long sinuous tail wrapped tight around Norah's forearm.


Hero shook her head. 'I don't know.'


A holoscreen came to life in the middle of the cab, flickering where it bisected Fink, still sprawled on the floor, each of his six legs braced, claws deployed.


The taxi driver, brow creased as much with age as concern, looked out at them. 'Everyone okay?'


Hero nodded. 


The driver nodded back and the taxi swerved, the engines whining before it dropped again. 


Norah's eyes went wide and Hero's heart clenched, but it wasn't the same stomach-hollowing plunge as before, and a few seconds later they came to a stop.


The door opened.


Outside the vehicle it was dark. Hero could only tell they rested on a hover pad because of the orange-red glow cast by the taxi's flight lights.


On the holoscreen, the driver thrust his chin toward the open door. 'You two can stay here or get another taxi.' The driver shook his head. 'My girl ain't going nowhere till this blue-out is sorted. Her engine won't take another fall like that.'


Norah rubbed her arms, Harish peeking out from beneath the fall of her waist-length hair. 'Why did we fall?'


The driver shrugged, but the furrows in his brow had deepened to canyons. 'I don't know. You staying or going?'


'Going,' Hero said. She grabbed her backpack with one hand, Norah's arm with the other, and pulled them both out the door. 


'Hey.' Norah tried to yank her arm back, but Hero ignored her until they were on the pad. Fink lumbered out last and the door slid closed. 


Norah jerked her arm from Hero's grip. 'What are you doing? We didn't even pay him, and we still have to get home.'


'I know.' Hero unzipped the sleeve of her jacket, revealing the blue-white glow of her bracer. 'But I don't have time to wait. If Mum or Tybalt find out I snuck out again…' She didn't finish the sentence, but next to her Fink shuddered.


'You think it's any better for me? If one of my dads calls your mum and they find out I'm not sleeping over at your place, they'll send me to the New Gobi academy like they did my sister.' It was Norah's turn to shudder. 


Hero ran her fingers over her bracer, holding her breath as a holoscreen popped to life above it, the words "breaking news" leaping out. She felt the knot in her shoulders unwind. The blue-out hadn't affected the prime-net. 'Which is why I'm getting us another taxi.' She activated the holo that interacted with the city's transportation AI.


Nothing happened.


She touched it again. Nothing. 


She frowned.


Norah shifted closer to Hero until their shoulders touched. 'Why isn't it working? The prime-net is still up, right?'


'Yeah.' Hero looked up at the still-dark skytowers and flickering holoboards. Hovers had begun to zip through the darkness, the lights and soft buzz of their engines making them seem like so many angry stars. Except… She took a step, and then another, until she was at the edge of the hover-pad, staring out at the fast-moving traffic.


Some of those angry stars weren't moving.


Fink poked his head over her shoulder, his whiskers tickling her cheek.


She swung her backpack around to her front and had it open in one smooth move. A second later, her holohelmet was on, screens popping into life around her head, visor zooming in on the hovers that sat like stones in the torrent of traffic.


They were all the same. Squat and orange, with stubby triangular wings that tilted back and forth, holding the hovers stationary against the currents of passing vehicles, and an unmistakable 'T' projected above and below them. 


'Taxis,' she said.


'What?' Norah peered out at the traffic with her.


'The automated taxis aren't moving.'


Norah frowned. 'But why?'


Hero shrugged. 'The blue-out must have scrambled the transport AI.'


Norah didn't say anything, just turned on her heel and headed back toward the taxi they'd just abandoned. 


Hero stared after her. 'What are you doing?' 


'Getting back in.'


'What if the blue-out lasts for hours? What about your dads?' 


Norah paused and bit her lip before shrugging. 'I'll think of something.'


Fink rumbled, his ears twitching backward, forward and sideways, his tail making agitated little jerks. He nudged Hero's shoulder. She should get back in the hover too. He could hear things skittering in the dark, and he didn't think they were the blue and white hover things. A mental image of a police security drone popped into her head.


'That's it,' she whispered, before raising her voice. 'Wait, I have an idea.'


Norah turned back. 'Yeah?'


Hero nodded and activated the police holo on her bracer. 'Yeah.'



[image: ]


The hover that settled next to the old taxi was big and boxy, its windows as black as its sides.


Beside Hero, Norah shifted her feet and hugged her arms while Harish peered from behind the curtain of her hair. 'Are you sure about this?'


A door on the side of the hover slid open, revealing a dark interior.


Fink rumbled, his nose lifted to the breeze, and took one slow step forward.


Nerves were exploding in Hero's stomach, but she frowned and lifted her chin anyway. 'It's the only way,' she said, eyes glued on the open hover.


'But her?' Norah said, as a tall, curvy woman, her white, curly hair cut close to her head, stepped out of the hover.


The woman stood, feet planted, hands on hips, and frowned at them, green eyes hard and her mouth turned down. Dressed head to foot in light-sucking black, Imogen had never looked less like one of the Old Terra lambs Hero had once nicknamed her for. 


Hero had only seen Imogen once since the day she'd blown up a chunk of the city. Imogen had been at a café, pretending to read a newssheet while peering at her partner—a short thin man with blue eyes—as he talked to a woman with hair as dark as her skin. Imogen hadn't changed7.


'What is it, Hero?' Imogen sounded as fierce as she looked.


Hero lifted her chin a fraction higher, took a breath, and dragging Norah along behind her, marched toward the open hover. 'We need a lift.'


'A…' Imogen's green eyes grew wide as strapples, and her mouth fell open.


Hero sensed, more than saw, the apologetic smile Norah gave Imogen, and figured that was the reason they managed to get two steps past the planetary agent before her mouth snapped closed.


'A lift?' From the way Imogen enunciated each word, Hero figured she was gritting her teeth.


'Mm-hmm.' Hero cast a glance over her shoulder and then wished she hadn't. Imogen's face was blank, not even a wrinkle creasing her brow, but her eyes were something else. They boiled, an angry green that made Hero's skin shrink.


Even Fink, walking in their wake, ducked his head and skittered away from that gaze.


Imogen didn't say anything, but the sharp, hard sparkle was warning enough. 'I'm not your minder anymore, Hero.'


Hero swallowed but kept her chin high. 'It's an emergency.'


Imogen's eyes narrowed to slits, then flicked to the backpack slung over Hero's shoulder, and the one dangling from Norah's hand. Imogen's brow creased, just a fraction, and Hero could feel the thoughts clicking together in her mind. 


Something very like a smile made Imogen's eyes gleam. 'You were at the race,' she said.


'What race?' Norah said, her voice barely even squeaking at the end.


Imogen's smile widened, but she didn't say anything. She just walked past them and into the hover before looking back expectantly. 'Do you want a lift or not?'


Hero didn't wait for a second invitation, climbing in the back of the hover and settling in a rear-facing seat. Fink curled at her feet, paws and tail tucked tightly against his body and tension riding the fur standing up along his spine. Norah sat beside her, with Harish's tail brushing Hero's cheek.


The door closed.


Imogen took the seat facing them, still smiling.


There was something in that smile, like a well-fed skunk-wolf waiting outside a mouse-rahm's den, that had nerves creeping up Hero's back. She shifted on the seat. 'Where's your partner?'


'You mean Dorich? He's on another assignment.' The words were light, but even from across the cab, Hero felt the tight, sour pinch of a lie on the edge of Imogen's mind. The woman slung an arm over the back of her seat. 'Did you win?'


Norah squirmed.


'Win what?' Hero said.


Imogen shifted her gaze to Norah and her smirk widened, just enough to show a hint of teeth, stark white against red lips. 


'Of course you won, you're Team Hero after all.' She leaned back, swinging one leg over the other. 'I guess it's off to the finals for you. Congratulations.'


Norah spoke. 'You can't prove anything.'


The hint of Imogen's teeth became a blinding flash. 'Are you sure?'


Norah's thigh pressed into Hero's. Do you think she's lying? If my dads find out I'm racing… 


I don't know, she thought back. But she wasn't going to take chances.


Hero crossed her arms and scowled at Imogen. 'What do you want?'


'From you, Hero? Nothing except, perhaps, for you to stay out of my way. From you, though, Ms Joshi…' Imogen leaned forward, the lights from passing hovers painting her face in shades of red and green. 'I believe we can help each other out.'


There was a bump as the hover landed, and the side door slid open as silently as it had closed. 


Hero frowned. The hover pad outside wasn't the half-circle of steelcrete with its shield of plasteel to separate them from the endless traffic and dark canyons outside of Norah's house. Instead, the view outside the open door was of a nondescript grey wall that Hero knew, from long acquaintance, rose two storeys above the hover.


'You're home.' Imogen indicated the door with an inclination of her head.


Hero looked at Imogen, then Norah. Imogen smiled her secret smile but Norah looked at her with wide brown eyes.


Hero turned her gaze back to Imogen. 'What do you want Norah for?'


Imogen's smile deepened – the shunk-wolf smiling at the mouse-rahm. She gestured once more to the open door. 'Your mother's going to be home soon.'


Narrowing her gaze, Hero reached out to touch Imogen's thoughts. If Imogen wouldn't tell her then, she'd just—


Manners, Fink growled and pushed her out of the hover.


'Hey!' Hero stumbled when she hit the hover pad, barely righting herself in time to swing around
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