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Chapter 1
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Khalia ran around the hearth and then out the door of the cottage. Isla held her breath for a moment, but the child knew the way, and she hadn’t fallen down the cliff yet. At six summers old, she was small and agile, with sun-browned skin and long auburn hair. Isla had tried to braid it back out of the way for her, and yet it would work its way free more often than not. Thankfully, the girl hadn’t managed to catch it in a tree yet. Her bright blue eyes sparkled as she poked her head back in through the door, and Isla felt the pull of the Rohen within her.

“I thought you were going to visit the Master,” Isla said.

“I want Gray first.”

“He’s out in the forest.”

“No, he’s not.”

Isla felt the Rohen—could use the Rohen, but not as Khalia could. They were still learning what skill the child had. In many ways, she reminded Isla of Beth in that she knew what was happening anywhere and everywhere regardless of where she was. Isla missed Beth. She hoped she would get the chance to see her again and visit the forests of Draroh.

She was enjoying her time back in this forest, in her home, especially with Gray. But it always felt borrowed, as though it could end at any point. She looked back to the face of the child peeking around the door with a small smile on her lips.

“Where is he then?”

“He had to go away.”

Isla walked towards the door as Khalia disappeared behind it again, and she listened without watching the child scale down the cliff face to the ground below. A sick feeling settled in her stomach. Gray had arrived in the forest with the Rohen and the child she had come to think of as her own, even though she wasn’t.

“You are Mother,” the child whispered as Isla landed softly at the base of the cliff.

“Where is Gray?” she asked more firmly. There was no one else about. She looked around the narrow valley for the Master.

“The minister has called him.”

“Why wouldn’t he say something?”

“He didn’t want you to worry.”

Isla tried not to sigh. She was worried all the time. “It is nearly time,” she said, trying not to sound as defeated as she felt. She looked down at the child, whose blue eyes shone even brighter in the morning light. The sun was only just above the valley. She wondered then when Gray had disappeared. Had she seen him this morning? “Draroh,” Isla murmured.

“Can I visit there too?”

“One day.”

“You always say that when you aren’t sure.”

“I am sure,” Isla said. “Are you?”

The girl smiled broadly up at Isla and then ran along the length of the valley, past the mound that still filled a large amount of their space. So much of Isla’s heart had been lost to it. Even now, she felt the loss when she looked at it. A reminder of what she could lose. Khalia ran out into the trees and was gone from sight.

Isla felt a small pang of worry, as she did every time the child slipped from her sight. But Khalia could look after herself, and the Rohen watched over her more closely than even Isla could. Not that she saw them in the valley, or in the trees. She could feel them, but she had not seen them since they had placed the child in her arms. The forest would look after its own. And Khalia was a child of every forest.

“Is she running from her classes?” the master asked. Isla turned slowly, taking him in, wondering why she hadn’t heard him approach. His twisted leg dragged a little behind him. Although it was much improved, it was still deformed, and his limp gave him away as he walked.

“She is looking for Gray.”

“How far would she go?” he asked, looking into the trees. Isla wondered then if the child could find a way to Draroh to get to him. She gulped down the growing fear. Before she could take a step, Gray emerged from the trees, Khalia’s hand in his.

Isla waited. She understood too well what was to come. She was desperate to ask what had occurred when he’d gone to the minister, and yet she didn’t want to know. Gray walked straight to them and wrapped his arms around her. His hand still tight around Khalia’s, she joined in the hug. Isla felt the calming nature of the child move through her.

Gray said nothing, but his hold remained, and in that she knew what it meant. Her time here was over. She clung to him tighter.

“Isla,” a female voice said. She reluctantly released Gray and looked beyond him at the young blonde woman walking forward. There was a confidence about her that reminded her of Alice, and yet something felt a little uncertain as she stopped, her eyes darting over the valley and the high cliff faces.

“Beth?” Isla asked, moving around Gray. When the woman nodded, Isla wrapped her arms around her. “You got so tall.”

“It has been some time,” she said.

“Too long. What are you doing here? Aren’t we lucky you have come to visit...”

“It is time,” Khalia said, and the three of them looked at her.

“When did you learn that?” the master asked, standing back a little.

“I have always known,” she said with a shrug and a warm smile. Despite the ache spreading through Isla’s chest, that smile warmed her.

“Draroh,” Isla said. A word that seemed to have been in her thoughts constantly since she’d woken this morning.

“Not the forest,” Beth said.

“It is time to leave the trees,” Khalia said, looking around, her little face crinkling sadly for the first time. “But they will never leave us.”

“Wise, little one,” the Master murmured.

“You can’t call me that anymore,” Khalia said, her hands on her hips. The old man smiled.

“You aren’t that big yet,” he said.

“I will be.” She looked at Isla, the sadness deepening.

“Time to pack,” Gray said, guiding the child back towards the wall. She scaled the stonework with little effort. He watched her climb up, standing beneath her, although Isla knew he wouldn’t need to step in and save her. She didn’t need them in that way; she never really had.

“Mother,” she called from the ledge.

“Coming,” Isla called back, trying to clear the lump forming in her throat. “She won’t be able to call me that,” she said, looking at Gray. His gaze was still on the child.

“She will always call you by your title,” Beth said, bowing her head.

Isla climbed up the wall, following the child’s path and entering the cottage built into the crevice of the valley. It was small, but theirs. A wide bed against one wall, a narrow one against the other. Cupboards were built into crevices, and a table stood beside the hearth at the back of the space.

Khalia sat on her bed, waiting for Isla, it appeared. Isla looked around the space and back to the child, who patted the bed beside her. Isla smiled. Khalia was more the parent at times than Isla could ever be.

“Mother. Mama,” she said, a tear running away. It surprised Isla so much that she pulled the child to her chest and ran a hand over her hair.

“You are more than any of us ever could have hoped for.”

“When did you first love me?” she asked, leaning heavily into Isla.

“That is a strange question. When have I not loved you?” Isla whispered. “The first moment I saw you, when you were placed into my arms and Gray closed his arms around us. Before then, when he first showed you to me.”

“You will stay with me, at Hendra Central?”

“Always,” Isla murmured, pulling her closer.

“You won’t be able to call me Khalia,” she said.

“I will always use your name,” Isla said.

“But not this name.”

“You are the only Hendra with more than one name.” Isla released the small child in her arms and took her by the shoulder. “You are more than Hendra. You are Rohendra.”

The girl nodded slowly and chewed on her lip.

“You will know what is right,” Isla assured her. “Now pack your things, little Hendra. It is time to leave the colony.”

“The forest looks after its own,” she whispered.

“Always.”
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Standing in the office of the Hendra was a surreal feeling. It seemed like only days ago that Isla had been here trying to persuade the previous Hendra to see the error of her ways. At the same time, she was overwhelmed by the years of peace spent in the forest, the idea of the city, and the number of people surrounding her and within the building.

Khalia’s hand was tight in hers. The council sat around the table. All were familiar and yet looked older and wearier.

They all looked at the child with wonder and some wariness, particularly Solon, the child’s uncle. He waved her forward, presumably to look at her more closely, but she didn’t move.

“Come,” he demanded.

“I am Hendra,” she said, her voice frighteningly similar to her predecessor. “You will not direct me.”

“I wish to look over you,” he said.

“Then come closer,” she said, unmoving, her hand still gripping tight to Isla’s.

Isla glanced at the expansive glittering city beyond the windows and wondered if it might have been a good idea to travel here and explore at some point over the last few years. But her focus had been on keeping Khalia safe, and she hadn’t wanted to leave the forest.

Solon stood and stepped forward. He was tall and lean. He squatted down before the child and placed a hand on her chin, turning her face. Her blue eyes were intense but didn’t glow as they had in the forest. Isla wasn’t sure if that was due to her name or the distance from the trees, or if she understood how it would unsettle people.

“You look like her,” he muttered.

“You have been looking after my Complex, Uncle,” she said, her voice level. She didn’t acknowledge the mother who had given her life.

“We have done as we were required to do,” he said, straightening up.

“That is all that could be asked of you,” she returned.

Ebberah stood then and moved slowly around the table, her long flowing dress taking up more room than the slender woman within would have. Isla wondered how her daughter was doing. She couldn’t ask, as no one in the room knew of the child’s existence. It had been a long time since she had seen her.

Ebberah bowed low before Hendra.

“How is my moon?” Khalia asked. Hendra asked.

“Still too low in the sky,” one of the others murmured.

“Where it is meant to be,” Hendra said. “Can we go one day?” she asked, looking up at Isla while tugging on her hand.

“One day,” Isla replied.

“You have done your duty,” Solon said, sitting back at the table. Isla wondered if he was talking to her.

“Mother’s duty will never be done.”

“She is not your mother,” he snapped.

“She is the mother. I don’t have to explain that to you or anyone else. As long as I am Hendra, she stays.”

Solon bowed his head reluctantly. “We have sought more advisors for you—tutors, carers,” he added, looking directly at Isla.

“There is no need for you to trouble yourself,” Hendra said. She was a bright girl, advanced beyond her years and yet still a small child. Isla gave her hand a squeeze and then let her go.

“Mother remains,” she said, an edge creeping into her voice as she looked back at her. Then she took a breath and stepped up to Gray. “I will introduce you to my tutor, Gray E’anah, and my minister, Beth.”

“Beth,” Solon repeated, “is hardly older than you. What family does she come from? There has never been a minister position before.”

“There has always been a minister,” Hendra said, “and Beth is all she needs to be.”

The chief of Draroh stood, bowed and stepped forward to look over Beth. Then he reached out and took Gray’s hand.

“You are where you were meant to be,” he said, then turned back to the group seated around the table. “I have no issue with these advisors.”

“She is to lead our world,” Solon grumbled.

“And those beyond,” Hendra added. “The whole Complex. I understand the responsibilities no matter my age. I have prepared my whole life for this. I have surrounded myself with the best people. You will continue as you have to work for me and the Complex.”

“Yes, Hendra,” most around the table chorused together—except Solon, who stood, bowed low and stalked from the room.

Beyond the broad door he had left open, an older man in uniform hovered. Isla waved him in.

“General,” Isla said, bowing her head to him. “It has been a long time.”

He looked to the child rather than to Isla when he nodded, and then somewhat uncertainly at the group. Isla wondered if there had been conversations before their arrival as to what would occur next.

“Has it been difficult?” the child asked.

He blinked and then looked at her as though confused by the question. But he gave a short shake of his head.

“The unrest settled after my birth,” she said as though she already knew what had been occurring across the Complex. They might not have talked of it, but the child was Rohendra, and she would be more connected to the universe than Isla could ever understand.

He bowed his head again.

“Did they try to take control?” she asked, looking only at him. He paused before he shook his head again. “I doubt my uncle was as polite as he was just now. We shall talk more. I would like to look around the building.”

“Which parts?” he asked.

“All of them. Let us start with the Elite and the pit.” Her eyes sparkled when she looked up at Isla, who wondered if it would be the same. “We shall finish with my private residence.”

He bowed his head. Without a glance at the council around the table, Hendra took Isla’s hand and followed the general to the door.

“We shall meet tomorrow,” she said as they left the office. The general ushered her into the lift as the secretaries stood to attention behind their desks. Hendra smiled then as Gray and Beth followed them in.
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Solon glared beyond his reflection out over the city he had been so sure was his. There had been no word of the child despite the reassurances that she had survived and would return to the role she was destined for. But unlike any Hendra before her, she had been raised not surrounded by those who would train her appropriately in the Central, but in the forest in the far reaches of the planet.

He had fumed at the idea, but no one would back him in retrieving the child. She was being cared for by someone selected by his sister. Or so the story went. He wasn’t sure now who had been so clear about it, but the council had allowed it to happen and gotten on with keeping the Complex ticking over in the meantime. He doubted very much that his sister would have allowed that woman anywhere near her child, but then she had married Alice.

The woman had been seen rarely after the death of Hendra, and although the population had believed her to be caring for their child, it wasn’t the case. Nor did she seem to want to. He had tried repeatedly to contact her, but she had refused him. If he were Hendra, that would not have happened.

He sighed and turned back to the large room, one he had made his own within Central. Although he travelled back to his home planet of Arnin often enough, he knew his place was here, ensuring the world was moving as it should.

Victor Sem thought he had more control over Rennet, but in truth the chiefs had very little control over anything. The general had been too careful in ensuring they did as was limited by their power and no more. Not that the others outwardly discussed such things or indicated that they would support him as Hendra—or even tried to rule the Complex as a council in her stead.

Which was what they were doing. Solon ground his teeth, his fists tightening at the idea of the little girl—and she was little. Even for her age, she was small. Maybe they had taught her far more than he’d thought they could. The woman she referred to as Mother had been a wanted criminal not so long ago, and despite his sister’s announcement of her pardon, he knew she wouldn’t have survived if his sister had.

He sat slowly on the edge of a chair. Reaching forward, he poured water into a cup, surprising himself as it splashed. He was wound too tight; his muscles so tense he was shaking. He had never cared much for his sister; she was older, difficult and too wrapped in what was hers. He sighed, closing his eyes and remembering her sitting across from him on a lounge, surprised by his life and that she didn’t know. He had thought at the time just how much of a surprise it was that she had no interest or understanding of his life.

He had married well, produced several children to ensure the continuation of the family line and the control of Arnin. He had always wanted more, no matter what he had told his sister, and she had understood that much of him. But they were family—they were Hendra, even if he was never intended to hold the title. And he had thought to get it, until he had seen the child and the power within. It was as though she had been born for it. No matter who had raised her, she was her mother’s daughter.

He would have to find a different way.

A soldier standing just inside the doorway cleared his throat, but Solon didn’t look up from the cup. “Where is she?” he asked.

“Taking a tour of the building.”

Solon looked up at the soldier, taking in his stance and crisp uniform. He wished he had his own Calder, someone who would do as required with little fuss and little explaining, but he too had disappeared. Too much surrounding his sister’s death and the events that led up to it was unexplained.

“What does she think she will learn?”

“She started with the Elite.”

“That woman was Elite?” he muttered, looking back at the cup as the water splashed about it. He pushed it over, spilling what was left across the table. The soldier remained motionless. “What do we know of where they were living?”

“Nothing further. We had early intel, but the forest seemed to hamper our attempts to get in.”

Solon glared at him. He had heard this before, too many times over the years. “She should have been raised here. The people will question her validity.”

“She is the image of her mother,” the soldier returned.

“Which one?” Solon spat and stomped back to the window. “I want an audience. First thing tomorrow and on my own, none of her little helpers about.”

“I can ask.”

“You will make it happen,” he demanded, looking across the city and wondering what use a tour of the building would be for a six-year-old. Just what did she think she was going to learn? What did she think she was going to be able to do with it all?

In the lingering silence, he was too aware of the soldier still present in the room. “What else?”

“Chief X’ang would like to see you.”

“Now?”

“He still blames the former Hendra for much of the damage to his planet.”

“We have discussed this ad nauseam since her death. It is somewhat repaired. It will be for the new
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