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Want more from the Heroverse?

Details can be found at the end of Regan (The Hero Rebellion 3) Nexus Edition.










INTRODUCTION

Herein lies the 10th Anniversary Nexus Edition of Regan.

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 Earth. 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.


Hero destroyed Ayumon and thought Woolsey’s plan done, but the Librarian would not be stopped. It used Hero to access the resources it required and betrayed her, leaving her stranded on Jørn's surface.








[image: ]

CHAPTER 1







The giant fleshy stalks of tree-grass1 pressed against Hero from all sides. Moisture beaded and ran down the spear-shaped leaves, catching between leaf and stalk before spilling over to run down her collar.


Long slender grubs left slimy, luminescent trails over the back of her gloves and across her shoulders. Other things hopped and slithered and croaked, but Hero didn't take her eyes from the canopy.


Insects swarmed over flowers the size of her chest, their fat, thumb-length bodies bisected by a violent green stripe. They filled the air with a buzz that settled in her ears heavier than the wet air on her skin.


Her palm sweated against the jwak's soft gel-filled grip. The short, fat stun-stick was a comforting weight in her hand, a reminder of nights spent bent over her workbench as she pieced the stick together, her room lit with holoscreens and the heady rush as the jwak boosted her telepathy. It was a reminder of other things too, of the voices in the back of her head, of rage and violence and escape. 


Hero tightened her grip on the jwak. Its power sunk into her bones and shot up her forearm, chasing away memories that a year of living on Jørn's surface couldn't dim.


A new hum vibrated over her skin, deeper than the buzz of the insects – scarpa. The thought intruded: a soft, smooth green that had once belonged to a man named Guy2, until he'd pulled her off her intended target and she'd popped his mind like a bubble. 


The jwak thrummed again and the pimple-like sensors amongst her hair tingled as her visor snapped into place, seeking the drone she could hear but not see.


Lines and diagrams tracked in front of her eyes, zooming through the gaps in the canopy and the swarms of scarpa.


The hum grew louder and her visor tracked it, before locking on to an oval-shaped shimmer in the sky. Hero's heart sped up, but she didn't move. The drone flew into sight, sunlight gleaming off its casing.


She stopped breathing.


Guy's soft green voice told her the scarpa would confuse the drone's sensors3. It tried to shove the knowledge of the swarm's heat signature and intense electrical field at her, but she pushed it back, focusing on the jwak's warm, smooth grip.


The tech flew onward, the hum fading as it passed overhead, leaving the buzz of the scarpa to fill her ears. But still Hero didn't move, save to tear her gaze from the sky and back to the marsh's gloom.


Where there was a drone, there might be a hunter. For a split second she was blind as her visor readjusted to the dark. Nothing moved but the thickets of tree-grass. Even her visor was still, its lines and diagrams quiet.


She waited for a minute, then two. The nerves faded from her bones, her breath coming easier the longer nothing moved.


Power lashed the air. The heat of a stun bolt grazed her lips before it splattered beside her face. Energy wrapped the stem behind her in crackling ribs of white.


Hero's visor tracked the source, pinpointing the spike in energy as the weapon powered another shot.


She ran. Mud sucked at her boots, roots snagged her feet and turned her first two strides into a stumble. She caught herself before she could face-plant in the mud, sinking the jwak into the muck. She yanked it out and kept running. 


Hero ducked and wove through the marsh, the jwak's power pumping through her legs and expanding her lungs. The hunter crashed behind her, their steps hard but steady, like they knew the twists and turns of the marsh almost as well as she did. 


A thicket loomed ahead, its leaves and stalks packed so close together that not even a scarpa could buzz between them. 


Unless it knew where to look. 


Hero zigzagged, diving out of the hunter's sight, searching for the half-bent stalk. She plunged into the tiny pocket of air behind it, the gap almost too tight even for her short, flat-chested frame, forcing her to twist and scrunch her shoulders. 


She slipped behind the tree-grass and into darkness4. The thicket pushed against her and squeezed her shoulders, trying to force her out; the thick scent of rotting leaves filled her nose. 


Hero ignored everything but the hunter splashing closer. Her hand tightened on the jwak, its power fizzing under her skin and shivering up the inside of her forearm to fill her with a heady buzz that made the leaves greener, the shadows darker, and the slosh-splash of the hunter a crystalline bell. 


He came into view. His envirosuit encased him from top to toe; not a single scrap of skin or twist of hair was exposed. His pistol pointed at the mud, the barrel glowing with another charge. He halted, poised like a 'pard on the stalk. Hero imagined him listening to the sounds of the marsh—the buzz of the scarpa, the sigh of the thickets—then his mouth moved. His words were muted by his helmet, but there was an AI reflected on the inside of his faceplate. A thrill ran through Hero's chest. 


The hunter had an uplink to the planetary nets, which meant somewhere in the bracer wrapped around his wrist were the codes she needed to activate her own. 


Hero didn't waste a second. The jwak's power swirled in her bones as she stretched her telepathy toward the man. There was a moment of resistance, a thin shield of lavender at odds with the man's blue-coloured thoughts, before she was gliding past images and half-formed words to seek the sweet spot between his sleeping and waking minds. 


The hunter collapsed, asleep before he hit the mud. His pistol fell from nerveless fingers, a glowing weight sinking into the sludge. 


Hero wriggled out of her hiding spot. Excitement made her stomach jump and haste made her clumsy. The jwak tangled in the thicket, the knot of old foliage almost yanking it from her hand before she remembered to slide it back into the sheath on her thigh. 


The fine buzz drained from her bones, making the world dull—the green no longer as vibrant or the shadows as rich—and steelcrete seemed to slip into her boots, the added weight making her stumble. Hero shook it off and crouched beside the unconscious hunter. 


He was sprawled in a narrow channel, his back propped against the base of a thicket of tree-grass, a tall bulky obstacle she had to pick her way around. Hero plunged a hand into the mud, searching for the pistol, fingers closing around hard plasform. She shook clumps of muck off the barrel, wiping it clean on the man's envirosuit, and placed it into the small pack she swung off her back before digging out a dataslide and a thin, battered tendril of biogel. 


Hero peeled open a section of her bracer, pressing the slide into the input and one end of the tendril next to it. The other end went into a port on the hunter's bracer. 


The program she'd grown went to work cloning the hunter's comp, a progress bar on the inside of her visor inching toward completion. Tension crawled up and down her spine with every molasses-like increase of the progress bar. 


Nervous, she searched the dark marsh, stretching the visor's sensors and her telepathy as far as they would go. Did the hunter have a partner? How long before they came looking? 


The marsh was quiet and the sky clear, with only the buzz of the scarpa reaching her ears. That didn't stop her knee from jiggling or the prickles running up and down her neck as the cloner crawled toward completion. It ticked over ninety-seven per cent and Hero's hand hovered over the tendril, ready to snatch it out of the hunter's bracer. Ninety-eight and her heart beat harder, the prickles pooling at her nape. Ninety-nine and she had the bag half slung over her shoulder. One hundred. 


The loud squish-shhhluck of a boot pulling out of mud froze her hands. Hero's gaze snapped up, scanning the marsh with brain and visor. 


The thickets swayed, the bugs glowed in the snatches between shifting leaves. 


The squish-shhhluck came again. Hero wasted no more time searching for the source; she snatched the tendril from the man's bracer, slapped the telltale port closed, and ran, shoving the biogel back into her backpack as she went. 


A bolt of light fizzed through the air, and then another. Hero threw herself down one branching channel after another, leaving the stun bolts to smack into the tree-grass. Their buzz had almost faded from her ears before she heard the new hunter's pursuit. They didn't crash through the marsh like the first, they didn't splash or misstep. 


Hero reached back mentally. The familiar sharp black of the woman's thoughts made Hero stumble. 


Her knee kissed the mud before she found her balance. The sound of the woman's pursuit grew closer. Hero lurched onward, clipping her shoulder against the tree-grass. She turned—just once, just for a second—eyes picking out the human-shaped shadow behind her, visor closing on the woman's face, illuminating dark eyes and darker skin. 


Hero swallowed and pushed more power into her legs. 


This particular Klaude hunter hadn't been part of the plan. Before she'd run away, Hero had only seen the woman she knew as Smit once, as a snatched glimpse from a fleeing shuttle, but since then Smit had dogged her steps like the woman could smell her. And now... now Smit should have been somewhere far, far away, chasing the ghost of a rumour she'd had spent a whole month planning and programming before slipping it into the Klaude's network during her last raid. 


It should have worked. She scrambled to find the answer while panic bloomed. Leaves lashed her chest and slapped at her helmet. Blue coalesced on the edge of her awareness and teased her vision as Demona's remnant rose in her veins, filling her head with outcomes and strategies. Roses crept their way up her nose as Demona ate the panic rising in her gut and replaced it with something hard and hot and joyful. 


She could do this. Her grip tightened on the jwak. She would do this. 


Ahead, a few thin shards of sunlight pierced the marsh's gloom while the channels between thickets grew wider and the mud shallower until her boots pounded on stone. 


Tree-grass gave way to boulders and Hero leaped over a waist-high rock. 


A screen popped up on her visor, showing the marsh behind as Smit burst out of the gloom, moving fast for a woman whose hair was thick with grey. 


Hero ran faster, the breath burning in her lungs, gaze locked on the haphazard tumble of 'pard-sized boulders ahead. She slipped, her feet going out from under her and her hands sliding out in front. Pain and cold, slimy mud and moss skinned her palms. She scrambled upright as Smit pelted closer, close enough for Hero to make out the creases around the hunter's eyes. 


The boulders were just there, their misshapen, jagged edges softened by rain and the pervasive grey-green moss that covered everything. Not far now, not far. 


Her visor screamed a warning. Smit's breath was hot on her neck, the woman's hand reaching for her shoulder. 


Hero threw herself the last metre and into the shelter of the boulders. 


A 'pard leaped from the shadows before Hero hit the rock. For a second, with the sun in her eyes, she thought it was Fink leaping over her, sweeping Smit up in his forelegs and tumbling her to the ground. Then the sun emerged and she could see it was Red looming over the hunter. A cinnamon-coloured mountain of teeth and claws, his six muscular legs were tense, his claws unsheathed, and his long hairless black tail jerked from side to side. His ruff was a blood-red halo, his ears flattened as his snarl filled the air. The rich sound matched the promise of violence in his eyes, but it couldn't cover the high-pitched whine of a pistol being charged. 


Hero clutched the jwak and—


'Stop.' Smit's voice was soft, steady, and filled with plasteel. Hero froze. Demona crawled through her bones even as the jwak filled her with power.

Red's snarl reverberated between the boulders. Another, 


deeper growl answered him as a wall of mud-splattered fur and muscle appeared atop the boulder behind the 'pard. 


Orth loomed over them, the sternard's blocky head and chest covered in thick scales, his cloud-white fur turned grey-brown with marsh mud. He crouched, gaze locked on Red's vulnerable nape, his inch-long teeth on display. 


'It doesn't have to go this way, Regan,' Smit said, never taking her eyes from Red's snarling muzzle. 'A year's long enough for you to have been running, long enough for us to have found a way around the kill warrant on Fink. Put the stun stick down and I'll call off Orth.' 


Hero got to her feet, her gaze darting between Orth and the pistol pointed at Red's chest. 'I don't believe you, and even if I did, I won't help the Klaude start a war.' 


'That's not our plan.'


'But that's what you've been doing.'


'The rucnarts and the qwans—'


'—aren't the ones you should be worried about.' Hero stabbed at the woman's thoughts. For a second she held Smit, freezing her hand around the pistol, locking her muscles in place. Hero tried to slip deeper, to send the woman to sleep just like the other hunter, but no matter how she twisted, the faintest touch of lavender was in her way, a static shield like the one in the other hunter except stronger. It smelled of Norah but had none of her restless energy and none of her presence, as if she'd placed it there days ago. 


Orth slammed into Red, and Hero's hold on Smit snapped. The sternard's scaled chest knocked the ruc-pard out of the tiny clearing before the giant beast launched himself into the marsh after his prey. 


Smit rolled, her pistol swinging toward Hero. 


Roses bloomed in Hero's nose and exploded on her tongue. She embraced Demona, the remnant's memories filling her muscles as she ducked, twisted, and leaped. Her foot lashed out, and the pistol went flying. It clattered against the rock, and for three tense heartbeats Hero and Smit stared at each other. 


Hero had been aiming for the woman's face, or her shoulder, anything to end this before it began, but the pistol had been a lucky shot and the part of her that was blue and roses—the part that had once been a woman named Demona—knew she wouldn't get another. 


Hero tightened her grip on the jwak, her thumb finding the dimple in the biogel. It hissed and the cylinder, once the length of her forearm, suddenly matched her for height. 


Smit didn't even alter her breathing. She just moved, hands snapping at Hero's face, and all Hero could do was get out of the way. 


Demona streamed through Hero, taking control of her muscles to jerk the elongated jwak up and down and sideways. She slapped at the woman's hands and elbows, her feet and her knees, but Smit moved faster and faster until one strike was coming before the other was leaving, each piling atop the other in an endless rain of bone and skin. And all the while the woman pinned Hero with her midnight gaze, hard and implacable. 


Air burned in Hero's throat and down into her lungs, struggling to get around the pounding in her chest. Each of Smit's blows shuddered through the staff, making her hands hurt, a feeling that spread up her arms to her shoulders. She pushed the woman back, aimed a kick at her belly—


Quicker than a linch-adder, Smit grabbed Hero's foot and twisted. 


There was no hopping, no desperate bid to keep her balance, Hero just lurched sideways, her torso following the twist of her foot, and slammed into the rock. Pain radiated through her forearms and from her face where she hadn't quite caught herself in time to stop her nose meeting the ground. 


'I can see Demona in your moves girl, but she was bigger than you. Taller. Stronger. Meaner.' Smit crouched beside Hero, the armoured knees of her envirosuit in line with her nose. 'What worked for her won't work for you, girl. You need to find your own way.' 


'Like this?' Hero rolled, colliding with the woman's knees, throwing her backward. At the same time Hero swung the jwak around, its ends collapsing into themselves. 


The woman caught the jwak, the shortened end thunking into her gloved hand before it could hit her faceplate. 'Next time, girl, don't warn your—' 


Smit jerked, lips pulled back in a teeth-baring grimace and her eyes wide as the jwak pumped her nervous system with enough energy to make a 'pard numb for a week. 


Hero shifted her fingers on the grip. The fizz and crackle of the stun field ceased, and the woman collapsed. 


Ribs aching in time to the throbbing in her cheek, Hero got to her knees. She crawled to Smit's side. The hunter's bracer was dark, its power cells overloaded, but Hero sought the indentation inside the woman's wrist and when she brought the hunter's vitals up, they were green. 


The weight on Hero's lungs lifted, and she dropped the woman's arm to riffle through her pockets. She stripped the scant rations and med supplies before hunting down the pistol she'd kicked from the woman's grip. It had landed on the other side of the clearing, wedged under a rock. 


A shadow fell over her as she bent down to pick it up. Her fingers curled around the grip, seeking the trigger even as she reached out mentally. 


Hero glared up at Red. 'I hate it when you creep up on me.' 


Then listen better or bring the kitten. Derision and the sharp sting of resentment coloured the last word, accompanied by an image of Fink. Red's nose lifted to the air. His half-moon ears swivelled back and forth, not resting for a moment. Were they done? He heard the buzzy things. A memory of drones filled the words. 


'Yes.' She slipped the pistol into her backpack and vaulted onto the 'pard's back. There were new scratches in the saddle—ragged tears too deep to have come from anything but claws—and there was blood in his ruff. 


'What did you do with Orth?' She projected an image of the white sternard. 


Red bounded up the rocky slope, leaving the clearing and the marsh behind. An image pressed against her thoughts; Orth stretched out in the mud, his eyes closed and his massive chest rising and falling with every slow, steady breath. 


Hero cast a last look over her shoulder. Orth was out of sight, hidden somewhere beyond the boulders, but not the drones zooming toward them, skimming the top of the marsh. They were close, so close she didn't need her visor to see the shimmering blue light of a stun charge forming on their noses. 


Red wound around the last boulder and together they disappeared into the tunnels carved into the mountainside beyond.









Rucnart (Illustration) [image: ]
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CHAPTER 2







The drones didn't follow them into the tunnels. Her visor picked up their hum as the drones sat in the mouth of the cave, echoing off the dark stone walls way past the point she couldn't see them. 


Those first few months, when her brain had still hurt from the new power pounding through it, the Klaude had pursued her almost as hard as Tybalt, and their drones had followed her everywhere, including the tunnels. They'd whipped around corners and under vines with a dexterity that had put Fink to shame, and had almost caught them once, shooting Hero with a stun that sent fire through her veins and trapped her in the cocoon of her body, slumped over the saddle while Fink charged ahead. 


The scarpa had hit a second later, the cold earthy sense of a qwan riding the swarm. Hero hadn't seen them hit, but she'd heard the sharp fizz and snap, and smelled the horrid stench of tiny bodies frying on the drone's shielding before its powerpaks overloaded and a boom shook the air. 


Tybalt had had other methods, subtler than drones but more dangerous. He'd caught up to them mere weeks after she'd run away. There hadn't been any scarpa then, just a big open plain and nowhere to hide. She'd leaned low over Fink's neck and urged him faster, until a comm and Tybalt's familiar, serious face had her drawing him to a halt. 


He'd invoked the magic words—Mum and med bots—and guilt had her boarding the old transport shuttle. The guilt had weighed her telepathy down enough that she didn't sense Julia Zass creeping up behind her with a stunner until it was too late. 


When she woke Fink had still been out, bundled up in the back of the shuttle behind a sheet of plasteel, and the familiar sound of a hypostick had been fading from her ears. She'd laid Zass out cold before she even knew the doctor was there and a heartbeat before the familiar menthol taste of the meds could block her telepathy. 


Taking Tybalt out had been harder. He'd used those magic words again, told her how her mum had asked for her even as the med bots were slowly putting her face back together. He had told her how worried they all were about her being alone on the surface, how hard everyone was working to bring her back safely, when Hero shot him in the chest. 


The stun bolt dropped him like a rock. Zass might have pumped her full of meds, but she'd forgotten to take the jwak. Hero had left them there, the shuttle plonked in the same patch of plains where they'd found her, and stuck to the tunnels ever since. 


It was safer in the tunnels, even if it was Red watching her back, not Fink. She tried not to let the thought hurt, shoving away the memory of Fink's preoccupation with the pack and the ever-growing distance between the two of them. Instead, Hero closed her eyes and folded over the front of the saddle, willing her limbs to become jelly as she sunk into the last thick fluff of Red's winter coat. Ignoring the hairs that snuck under her visor, Hero escaped the feeling that she was fraying, thread by thread, by losing herself in someone else's memories. 


She cracked open one of the doors at the back of her psyche and Guy slipped out, a gentle green as soft as rain-filled clouds, so unlike Demona's hard blue. The remnant's memories played inside her eyelids. In them she was taller, broader and older. There was a dark line framing her vision where the respirator clamped over her nose and mouth. The air that filled her lungs carried the metallic taste of the oxygen filter strapped to her back, while the visuals from a trio of drones played across her visor. Only practice let her monitor the three drones as they catalogued plants and insects, while the rest of her scanned for threats and kept her feet straight on the uneven ground. 


'How are we doing, Thy?' The words rumbled out of her chest, too deep and too solid for her own short, skinny frame, but just right for the barrel chest and thick jaw of the remnant's memory. 


Demona's hard, sharp voice sounded in Hero's ear, even though the woman was five metres ahead, the lower half of her face covered in the same respirator that covered Hero's. 'This bloody place goes on forever.' 


'That it does. I ain't seeing much here except a few new specimens for the exobiologists to go crazy over. Want to call it a day?'


'No. We still have the last present to leave behind.' The green-haired woman caressed a fist-sized cube attached to the sling across her chest.


Hero grunted, the sour taste of disgust creeping up the back of her throat. She was too old and not angry enough to appreciate the relish with which Demona planted the explosives. 'So, leave it already.' She was due for a few days' leave after this assignment, and she at least had a life outside of this crap. 


'Engineering says the next junction will give us optimum coverage.' Demona gestured to a claw-shaped outcropping of translucent golden stone. Tartz, the geologists called it. 


Engineering had a little too much to say in her opinion. The Klaude would have learned more if they'd studied the strange organic architecture instead of sending in a team like theirs to wipe it out. Not for the first time she wondered what it was they were so afraid of and whether those rumours about the wildlife were true. 


Something large moved on one of the feeds on her visor. Reflex had her reaching for the stun pistol nestled in the holster under her arm. 'I don't think we'll make it that far. I have a rucnart incoming, closing on drone three.' 


Not just closing, Hero thought as the massive, six-legged animal stalked out of what she'd thought was a shadow but was another damn branch in the endless system of tunnels. The animal pinned her with a violent orange gaze, seeming to look through the drone to scrape its gaze across her consciousness. Then the damn thing was rushing the drone. The tech's stun field went up a heartbeat later, but it didn't slow the giant beast. Its upper set of eyes popped open and then scarpa were swarming the drone and all Hero could see was the fizz and snap of the stun field. 


'Shit. Thy,' she yelled, even as she rerouted the other two drones. 'Set that charge now, I've just lost drone three—' 


Something darted across one of her other screens before blinking text replaced drone one's vision. Critical damage. Unit offline. 


Drone two shorted a second later. Broken glimpses of fangs and a close-up of the pebbles that lined the tunnel floor filled its screen. 


Hero's heart pounded hard, the muscles in her neck and across her back tightening with the clench of her jaw. 


'Demona.' She didn't yell, not this time, just holstered her pistol and swung the rifle from her back, eyes glued to the shadows. 'Get your gun.' 


A rumble jogged Hero out of the remnant's memory. It lingered for a heartbeat, the vision of vine-draped tunnels overlapping the pale stone and petrified roots beneath Red's paws. 


She blinked, trying to dislodge the ghostly walls covered in leaves instead of the twisted, skeletal sticks that clung there now. The rumble that roused her turned to a snarl. Red's chest vibrated between her knees, his ruff prickling under her cheek. 


Hero tore her gaze from the claw-shaped knub of tartz.


They stood at the edge of the tunnels where the rock spilled into a manicured forest. Trees stretched overhead. Slim trunks reached upward until they split into a nest of limbs, tangling with their neighbours to create a vaulted ceiling. The brilliant light of scarpa buzzed through the undergrowth, while the soft glow of smaller insects trailed though the canopy, outlining branches like the power veins in her bracer.


Red slinked out, the gentle clink of pebbles under his paws turning to the crunch of fallen leaves. Tension played in the muscles along his spine and in the way his ears swivelled. It seeped into Hero's knees and through her bones, settling in the knot between her shoulders and creeping up the back of her neck as the close confines of the tunnels fell further and further behind. She was aware of Red stretching his senses, straining his ears and nose, alert for the slightest sound of a rucnart or a qwan. 


Hero did the same, pushing her awareness outward like a tripwire, leaving a thin mental skin in their wake. Around them, the only movement came from the insects tending the canopy and the rustle of an ersia, the feathered rodent only half-seen in the thick line of silver-blue hedges lining the pathway. 


The tension eased from Hero's shoulders and Red's ears. 


The ersia's pair of tufted ears, feathered tips blending with the foliage, caught Hero's attention. She teased the ersia's awareness. The little creature popped its head above the leaves, its big black nose twitching in the middle of its flat, round face. Hero tickled its mind again, flitting along the edges with delicate little pokes and prods. 


The creature flared its nostrils and opened its second set of eyes. The ersia chirped, both sets of eyes on Hero. It tip-toed around Hero's psyche, a warm pitter-patter as if it were slinking from stepping stone to stepping stone. It brushed against her here and pulled away there, leaving a bright burst of citrus and curiosity in its wake. 


Hero tangled her awareness in the ersia's while Red padded along the path. She skimmed the scent of the leaf-loving grubs it hunted and the faint rustle and twitch of its pack mates scattered throughout the carefully tended forest. She kept going, finding the strange little fissure in the hard shell that protected the rodent's intellect. It was too perfect to be natural but without the raw edges of a wound, as if someone had stuck a pin in it before the rodent was conceived. 


Hero hadn't realised she'd slipped through the fissure until she was on the other side, already cloaked in the delicate tingle she'd learned from the swatai. And there she was, in the control centre of the ersia's mind. She saw herself through the rodent's eyes – folded over Red's shoulders, arms and legs limp, her face half-buried in his ruff. 


She wound deeper inside the critter, urging it forward, wanting to see if it was dirt that was making her cheeks look hollow and her eyes sunken, or if it was just the way her skin sucked at her bones. 


The cold, iridescent tingle of a third intelligence crept up on Hero, nipping at her mental heels and wrapping itself around her. It was slow at first, gentle – like a breeze raising goose-flesh along her arms. It wasn't until the ersia stopped, halting hard enough to dislodge Hero's hold on it, that the other's knife-edged touch stabbed at her. 


Fear ripped through her, a puke-yellow shaft of panic making her heart stop and her breath catch, before anger flushed it out. Demona rose, her essence twisting through Hero's, a boost of rage and power. Blue lightning pooled in mental hands. She shattered the cold, iridescent grip with a thought before sending another—dark chocolate crawling with blue—along the chilly pathway that led to the other. She wrapped her claws around it and yanked. 


Hero barely heard the pop or the ersia's horrid little squeal when its mind burst; all she saw was the void inside her head and n'Tao, the rucnart, snarling at her from the other side of the mental battleground. 


The huge Jøran stalked forward through the void, his sleek triangular snout lowered, long pointed ears held close to his skull. All four eyes were fastened on Hero, the top ones—the orange of a dying sun—boring into hers, trying to weaken her knees. She summoned the lightning back to her hands. 


N'Tao paused, a sleek slice of darkness in the void. The fine green and black pattern of his coat appeared to twist and bend with each breath, while night stained the ground at his claws, spreading outward until the Jøran was lost in shadows. There was something in the shadow, a sense of danger and secrets, that crawled up Hero's spine and settled like a stone in her gut. 


'What do you want?' she said. 


The rucnart snarled, ears flat, anger and pain swirling around his paws.5 Even in the void, the Jørans didn't like it when she used her voice; they liked it even less when she let her emotions colour the air around her. 


She took a breath, drew the bright red of anger and the yellow of fear back inside her, burying it under her shields. What do you want? she said again. 


She had the puzzle? A snapshot of memory flashed between them. Despite the awkward angle and the distorted image—like a wraparound holo flattened onto a screen—Hero recognised the scarpa buzzing around huge white flowers, and herself crouched in the marsh, stealing the code from the hunter's bracer. It sent a jolt down her spine and fear swirled through the anger in her gut. The Jørans had been spying on her again. 


You know I do, she said. 


Then they were ready. A different memory fragment flashed between them: a cluster of rucnarts with qwans riding their shoulders, their number impossible to tell in the dark. It carried with it the restless stomps of paws and rustle of wings. 


No, Hero said. 


One moment n'Tao was on the other side of the mental void and the next he was in her face, crossing the distance between them with the physics-defying impossibility of the mental plane. His head was the length of her torso and each of his four eyes was the size of her fist. He wound himself around Hero, towering over her, and pinned her with a fierce orange eye. Why? 


The question filled the air, turned it as orange as the Jøran's eyes, and squeezed her chest. 


You set fire to the last one. 


The memory of riding through the night, Fink an unhappy grey shadow in the moonlight while a qwan flew overhead and rucnarts glided through the tall grasses. It flowed into another of Hero prying open an access panel while a swarm of scarpa—directed by the cold earthiness of a qwan—buzzed overhead. A fuzz of ersia swept past as the airlock cycled open. 


And? The word vibrated, long and slow, the hint of a growl making it ripple. 


You weren't meant to do that. 


Says who? You?


You— 


I said nothing.


The cities needed those crops, Hero said.


Then they shouldn't have taken land that wasn't theirs.


How were they supposed to know?


They know. A brief flash of memory: humans swaddled in envirosuits faced qwans and rucnarts. It was gone almost as soon as it appeared, but not before Hero recognised the thin-faced man standing at the front. Dorich, the man who led the Klaude. We told them. They did not listen and now we shall teach them respect. 


Humans have guns. Hero flung her own image into the air, of blood and pain and sharp pulses of light ripping holes in stone. 


So did the ones before. The void transformed into the empty hallways of an alien outpost, the strange curving walls covered in intricate carvings that threw twisting shadows. She'd been in one of the subterranean complexes only once, when the fear of being caught before she could cancel Fink's kill warrant had muted her wonder at the membrane-like doors and the mountain-sized generator that pulsed and squeezed with metallic muscles.


Anger and pain laced the rucnart's memory, the emotions blended to form a new emotion—a word—dipped in the distinct, multi-hued focus of a memory passed from generation to generation. It slithered down Hero's spine and lodged behind her heart, bringing with it the copper tang of blood and the taste of alien flesh on her tongue, echoing the blood and betrayal that stained her own memories of the outpost. 


For a heartbeat they flickered in the void, Trainer Ella pointing a gun at Fink, Timon bleeding on the ground, Norah turning her back on them and over it all, the Librarian betraying Hero for its own ends. 


The memories shattered as n'Tao pushed his face close to Hero's, so close she could feel the swish of the rucnart's eyelashes against her cheek. She had three moonrises. If she was not there, they would come for her. 


A cold, earthy ball appeared in the air, its surface writhing with images, the surrounding space vibrating with hard pulses of determination. A thought packet, a dense ball of information. She didn't want to touch it; the skin along her back crawled at the thought and her fingers trembled, but even so, Hero plunged her hands in. 


The emotions and images swarmed over her skin in a thick, sticky film that swallowed her arms, neck, and face. It crept into her eyes and over her ears and nose. She saw a canyon squashed between the fold of two mountains, its sides the bright raw grey of newly cut stone. White cubes of buildings were scattered across the canyon floor, and the great sprawling disc of Cumulus City darkened the sky.


The memories receded, their sticky residue clinging to her skin, leaving the rucnart's instructions to sink into her brain. When her vision cleared the rucnart was gone and Red, his thoughts a sweet orange-red, was brushing the edges of the white void. 


Hero blinked, the sweep of her eyelids slow and heavy, and returned to the world. 


Red's purr rumbled in her ear while a question hovered between their minds. 


Hero pushed herself upright. 'It was nothing,' she lied. 'Just an ersia.'
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CHAPTER 3





The brush of the unseen 'pard's mind was the only indication they were almost there. 


The carefully manicured cathedral of trees and tended pathways had long since given way to wild forest. Densely packed trees surrounded them now. Among them, a trio of 'pards shadowed Red as he picked his way down the centre of a stream. 


There was no thinning of trees to warn them of the precipice, just a growing roar. 


Red pushed through an overhanging wall of leaves and stopped. 


The sun assaulted Hero's eyes. She squinted, raising a hand to escape the glare. 


Under Red's paws the stream rushed over a rocky ledge and down to the cool, clear river below. Other streams flowed over the same ledge, some in trickles, others in great jets that arched through the air and crashed in the water. 


Above the river, the afternoon sky sat atop a carpet of forest, vivid greens mixed with darker hues, punctured in places by the mottled brown trunks and spreading branches of the forest behemoths. Here and there, bursts of purple-red and orange crawled over the canopy, while brilliant blue ribbons of water wound through the forest, seeking the darker blue of the ocean on the horizon. 


A fine mist cooled her cheeks and clung to her visor, beading on the plasglas and running down to drip off her chin. Hero wiped the moisture away, the weariness in her bones forgotten. 


Golden fur flashed in the corner of her vision, one of their escorts stepping up to the ledge beside them. A thought pulsed between Red and the golden 'pard, a brief flash of images and emotions. 


She grabbed his ruff, legs gripping his sides, even as she spread her awareness, searching for a threat. 'What?' she said. 


Red didn't answer, just backed away from the ledge, tension shivering under his skin. 


Hero caught an image of the river, the water deep, the bottom sandy. Nowhere did she sense a threat, just the echo of the other 'pard mirroring his actions and a creeping sense of mischief. Still, it wasn't until Red stopped backing up, his gaze intent on where the stream met the horizon, that Hero understood. 


Her breath stopped and her hands clenched in Red's ruff. 'Oh, no you—' 


Red shot forward, the horizon getting bigger and bigger, the ledge closer and closer. They burst out of the forest and into thin air, the ground replaced by the deep blue of the river, far, far below. 


For a second they hung in the air. The golden 'pard there with them, and on the edges of her perception was the unmistakable hum of the pack below. 


The sharp splash filled her ears before the river sucked them under. Water rushed over her, filled her nose and tried to suck her helmet off. The sky glimmered overhead, getting further and further away as Red sank, taking her with him. 


Panic exploded in Hero's chest, hot and jangly, swarming up her throat. She kicked away from Red, only half-conscious of his mental yowl when her boot met his muzzle, and swam for the sky. She pushed and clawed, the surface always just out of reach. Her lungs burned and that sick feeling was clogging her throat, filling her mouth—


Air. Hero burst out of the water and gasped, the sound long and ragged. The water exploded as first Red and then the golden 'pard erupted beside her, swamping her under another wave. She swallowed some of it, even as she tried to push herself back up. Red and Gold thrashed and tumbled around her, their joy filling her even as the panic rushed back. 


Mawberries wrapped around her, the sweet fizz filling Hero from the inside out before black paws gripped her ribs. Grabbing onto Fink's ruff was a reflex, just like clamping her legs tight to his sides as he propelled them out of the water. Her heart didn't stop pounding until they were on the shore, the pale sand mixing with grey stones and emerald moss. 


Hero loosened her hold and slipped off. 


Fink nudged her shoulder, breath warm on her neck. Water turned his coat blood-red. 


'I'm fine,' she said, resting her forehead against his side. She hadn't expected it, hadn't thought her lungs would burn like that or that the water would swallow her. Hero gulped and shivered, burrowing against Fink's side, which was warm despite his soaking coat. 


Fink coughed and nuzzled her back. His touch was gentle, but Hero could feel the hard, sour note of rage behind it. 


She pushed away. 'Don't get angry with me. It's not my fault. Red's the one who decided to leap off a cliff.' 


He growled. She shouldn't have left the den. 


'Why? Because you wouldn't come with me?' 


The pack needed him to—


'I'm your pack.' Hero thumped her chest. 'Me.' 


Yes, but the Matriarch— 


'No.' She sought the centre of herself, peeling back the layers of her mind and thrust it at Fink. For a heartbeat, it was like it was supposed to be – seeing through Fink's eyes, feeling the water trickle down his forelegs to pool between his toes and sensing Fink doing the same. They fit inside each other's skulls, filling in the dips and hollows in a perfect, seamless whole. Just you and me. Pack. 


Fink ripped himself away, the mental walls crashing down around him. 


Pain exploded behind Hero's eyes, enough to make her gasp. Fink whined, and she saw the echo of her pain in the way his ears clamped tight and his whiskers quivered. 


The thin, bitter edge of desperation rang in his words. No, he said. Pack. The warm musty scent of fur, a tangle of kittens, stalking an oversized ersia through the forest, the warm presence of other 'pards at his back. Large. Warm. Many. There was room for her too. 


A splash and the purring cough of a laughing 'pard snapped Fink's
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