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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.


Times were hard. The colonists scavenged and scraped, made every morsel and every scrap go as far as it could, but it was not enough. A few brave souls risked their lives to scout the surface, locating the resources the cities needed to survive. They died in their dozens, victims of the planet's deadly wildlife and treacherous terrain.


They became known as Riders.


Now, three-hundred years later, the Riders are little more than a memory. Their legacy is kept alive in the illegal sport of street racing, a no-holds-barred test of teamwork and skill, where the only rule that matters is "don't get caught".
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CHAPTER ONE





Swirling strands of DNA enveloped her from head to foot. The holographic innards of the mansion's AI core were strewn about her boots, while the hot fish-scented breath of a ruc-pard snuck between jacket and helmet to stir the hair on her nape.


Hero twisted around to glare at Fink. 'Do you mind?'


The big companion twitched his rounded ears and tilted his great tawny head to the side, staring at her with the same confusion that had turned his thoughts a cloudy shade of pink. Mind what?


Hero huffed and turned back to the spheres of the lockdown code in her hands. 'Nothing. Just quit breathing down my neck.'


Where else was he supposed to breathe?


'Not on my neck.'


Fink grunted and moved. The gentle shift of cloud-soft fur at her back wasn't enough to jostle her focus on the tightly woven molecules spinning above her palm. She needed to tease out the chain responsible for the doors.


Hero expanded the code until—


'Fiiiink!' Her wail didn't even echo, the biogel in the core's datapaks absorbing the sound.


But it was crowded in here. There was a meaty thunk against the wall as he swished his tail.


She pushed off from the wall, coming up hard against Fink's chest with his head over her shoulder.


'Fine,' she said, wriggling into the deep fur around his neck. 'Just don't put your nose in the code.'


Hero took a deep breath, gathered the scattered DNA and started over.


When the first-gen colonists had mixed a bit of leopard with a bit of rat and a lot of alien to create the first 'pard, they hadn't meant for them to be stuffed into tiny closets or the even tinier confines of a modern AI's core. But Fink had shoved his muzzle in the hatch before Hero could slide it closed and now he wrapped around her like a pretzel.


His head hung over her shoulder as he watched her, the brilliantly coloured balls of DNA dancing in the deep black of a single eye. 


Hero focused on the long chains of molecules coming together in her hands, the pairs linked together by thin command filaments and stacked one atop the other in an endless, twisting ladder.


She needed to find the pair that controlled the lockdown's ID sensor. A picture of the code shone in her mind's eye as she scanned the DNA, a tiny cluster of blue and green. Accessing the core had taken longer than she expected and she was running out of time.


There! The trio of blue and green spheres, wrapped in the transparent skin of their parent chromosome, leapt out at her. She plucked it out, expanding the thumb-sized parent sphere into one the size of her fist. A flick of her finger and the parent shell dissolved, leaving its guts exposed. 


Fink twitched his muzzle and his whiskers cut through one of the balls in a burst of static.


She pushed his head away.


He grumbled. He couldn't see.


'You can barely operate a lift, what do you need to see for?'


The 'pard huffed; his thoughts turned a little sour. He liked the colours.


Hero did a mental eye roll. Fixated on the molecule chains that controlled the mansion's ID scanner, she opened her mind. Fink settled in behind her eyes, a sweet tangy wave of mawberry, and when she blinked, he shared her vision.


Better? She asked.


He purred, the sound vibrating through his chest before being swallowed by the datapaks.


Hero turned her attention back to the spheres, narrowing her gaze on the cluster that controlled the scanner.


Bottom lip between her teeth, she pried it out, the thin string dangling from her fingers like the wet strand of hair she had fished out of her mother's sink last week. She'd needed it and three other DNA samples to override the locks on the AI's core. It'd taken her thirty-six days to track down the right donors and another five to come up with a decoy to fool the mansion's sensors into thinking she was still in her room.


Her mother had gotten crafty recently. Tasking the mansion AI to track Hero's every move had been the start of it, but picking random DNA sequences to lock Hero out of the AI controls had been particularly devious. Most people used their own DNA, or that of a loved one, which worked well enough until someone with access to a workbench and a few brain cells decided to rob them.


The slightly smarter ones used a random food or plant, but it took real paranoia to jumble up four different DNA strands and then throw in some random junk for good measure. People that paranoid had something good to hide, or someone like Hero to keep locked in.


She held the strand of code with one hand, fighting the tug that wanted to suck the fragment of DNA back into place, and pulled a strand of her own creation out of the jumble around her wrist.


She held them next to each other for a moment. She could feel Fink still sharing her gaze, a patient, curious weight behind her eyeballs. The strands were almost identical, right down to the curious little jumble of junk DNA that the mansion AI tagged all of its subroutines with. Her mum thought it would stop Hero from doing what she was about to do.


It had almost caught her the first time.


She'd been where she was now, about to slip the replacement code into the subroutine, when she saw it. The jumble of grey spheres had woken something at the back of her skull, like a memory she couldn't place. It'd eaten up her brain and kept her awake at night until something clicked and the knowledge spilled out like it had always been there.


Hero scanned the code, taking it apart piece by piece, and smiled. The warm satisfaction of outwitting her mother lit her chest. The strands were identical, except for the little hiccup she'd embedded.


It had taken her three days to design the code to fool the ID scanner and let her bypass the mansion's lockdown. If she were lucky, it would take the AI's immune system twelve hours to find it, and if not … Hero shuddered and pushed that thought aside. 


With a practiced twitch, she severed the old code and replaced it with the new strand.


The core flickered. Hero held her breath, Fink holding it with her. The air pent up in their lungs as the new strand zipped into place, the molecules closing up around it.


For several tense heartbeats the DNA didn't move, didn't flicker, just turned an ugly shade of puke grey as the AI's immune system swept through it.


Five heartbeats. 


Six. 


Nine.


Hero counted them out in her head. The air started to burn in her lungs, trapped there by the tension riding her skin. Getting caught fooling around with the mansion's AI wouldn't be as bad as blowing up a chunk of the city, but this time there wouldn't be any sympathy from her mum.


Thirteen.


The sick weight of dread began to curl in her stomach. Had she missed something? Had her mother changed the tag, or maybe there was a step she'd skipped, a security measure she hadn't noticed?


The air was fire in her chest and she had to take a breath, but tension was gripping her throat and the dread had wrapped sticky tendrils around her lungs.


Hero's vision turned black at the edges. If this didn't work …


Colour flooded the core, rising through the DNA in a wave of pink and blue and every shade in between.


The breath left Hero's lungs in a gusty rush to rival the tornado that left Fink's.


She sucked in another lungful of air and let it out as her heart settled back into place, before twisting around and giving Fink's wide, tawny chest a push. His chest was bigger than it had been eight months ago, the fur deeper and coarser. She did her best to ignore the puckered scar that marked where the bullet had entered his chest, and pushed back against the memory of Fink on the ground, blood staining his fur as the kidnappers dragged her away.


Fink purred, disrupting the memory and replacing it with another of Hero curled up with him in front of a holo-fire. The remembered feel of his fur under her cheek and the soft rise and fall of his breathing chased the other memory back into the recesses of her skull. 


She rested her forehead against his neck before straightening. 'Come on,' she said. 'There's not much time.'


Fink grunted and shifted enough for Hero to scramble over his backside, only narrowly avoiding tripping over his tail as she reached the room's control pad.


She hesitated before opening the door.


Hero lowered her mental shields and with Fink still sharing her mind, let her thoughts seep through into the mansion beyond.


Fink's mind moved with hers, his mawberry-flavoured thoughts shadowing her, guiding and correcting her technique with gentle nips at her telepathic heels.


Together they mentally moved through the mansion, sliding through her mum's office to the bedrooms before heading down the curving staircases. Sweeping through the five-hover garage, the kitchen, the bedroom and jerry-rigged lab that made up Hero's domain, they checked for the telltale pops of light that signalled waking minds.


All was silent, even Chef wasn't in the kitchen, nor was Tybalt in his suite, doing something serious and no doubt designed to curb Hero's fun.


Hero popped open the door and out she and Fink rushed, snapping back into their own heads as they did so.


They were in her mum's office, with its cherry-red chairs and shelves full of smelly, Old Terra books. Hero didn't waste time stopping to admire the view of the gardens, or to luxuriate in the shaggy carpet under her feet. She grabbed the backpack stashed under a chair and picked up the helmet wedged between it and the bookcase.


Her helmet squawked as soon as she put it on, as a comm came through.


'Hero?' Norah's voice hissed in her eardrums. 'Where are you?'


Hero opened the channel and a vid of her best friend popped up on her visor. 'I'm—'


'You're late.' Norah was speaking low, head ducked and shoulders hunched, as if there was someone else listening in. 'We're already here. Hurry.' The line went dead.


Adrenaline shot through Hero's veins. She had her backpack on in almost the same second it took her to leap onto Fink's back.


'Run,' she said.


As ill-suited as 'pards were to squeezing into small closets, they were even less suited to racing through small doorways and down tight spiral staircases. Hero held on for grim life, even when her knee banged into the doorjamb and sent darts of pain all the way to her toes. Fink stumbled on the last step of the staircase, almost throwing Hero over his head. Only his mid-paws saved them from skidding across the foyer on their noses.


There would be claw marks in the soft, red-veined marblewood, she was sure of it, but Hero didn't have time to worry about that now. If she were lucky, the cleaning bots would buff them out before her mother got home, and if they didn't... She'd worry about that when she got back.


Fink bounded across the massive atrium where all her mother's staid, powerful friends exclaimed over the floating chandeliers. At the other end, a small red 'lockdown' holo was visible against the giant plasglas doors that led to a pristine acre of lawn.


She had to time this right …


Five metres to go.


… far enough to give the doors time to open …


Four metres.


… and close enough that they wouldn't snap shut
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