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    To Mum and Chuck.


    Thank you for believing.

  


  
    CHAPTER ONE


    It was windy on the foredeck, and cold, but the air smelled like freedom and Fink was warm against Hero’s back.


    The ruc-pard purred, a rumble that vibrated from his giant chest into hers, and all the way down to her toes. She snuggled deeper into the hollow between his fore- and mid-quarters, enjoying the feel of his thick winter coat. Golden-red and silky, she sank into it, the hairs brushing her bare arms with every giant breath he took, the longer, coarser hair on his ruff tickling her cheek. Fink’s black, hairless tail wrapped around them both, the heavy weight of it draped across her feet, warming her toes.


    Lazy images swam through her mind, carried on the distinct pink and mawberry of Fink’s thoughts—the taste of them sweet, the touch of them a soft fizz winding through her brain. She might have stopped and played for a moment in his memories, if the huge skytowers of Cumulus City weren’t spread across the horizon.


    She’d seen all the holotours, interrogated all of the guides, but she’d never thought the city would be so … there wasn’t a word big enough to describe it. Surrounded by its sprawling mass of satellite ’burbs, Cumulus City rose thirty thousand feet through the atmosphere, an endless patchwork of grey and green connected by the silver threads of bridges and the restless movement of the skylanes.


    Below, spires shot planetside and massive generators kept the city and its ’burbs aloft, while giant tethers prevented it from drifting with the winds.


    The city was her ticket, her chance, to see Jørn, to explore the planet’s surface without minders or gadgets or her mum looking over her shoulder. She rubbed the dull plasteel bracelet wrapped around her wrist. Or so she hoped.


    She breathed deep and hugged her bare arms against the chill as freedom came closer and closer on the horizon.


    ‘Hero.’ The Lamb, the latest in her bevy of minders, stood in her peripheral vision clutching a heavy coat, the wind flattening her white-blonde curls against her head. Her mouth was pulled tight and her big green eyes were wide, almost swallowing her face. The way she eyed Fink looked to Hero as if she were waiting for him to flash his fangs and pounce, and she held herself like one of the Old Terra creatures Hero had named her for, stiff and tense, leaning away from the ’pard as if the extra millimetre would save her if he did. A brave lamb, wary but not scared.


    Hero wondered at where Tybalt—butler, tutor, substitute parent—had found someone who didn’t quake before six-hundred kilograms of genetically engineered ruc-pard, bigger at the shoulder than Hero was tall, and twice as long. This woman wouldn’t be as easy to get rid of as the others.


    ‘Hero, you need to come in.’ Determination gathered on the Lamb’s face, in the firming of her jaw and the tiny crinkle at the corner of her eyes. When she stepped forward, Hero let herself be mildly impressed.


    Fink flipped his thick, hairless tail, letting it land with a solid thwack on the deck not two feet from the tips of the woman’s shoes.


    The Lamb stopped, her gaze locked on Fink.


    It was hard to tell which characteristic people found most intimidating about him. It could have been the teeth, the claws, the sheer six-legged bulk … or it could have been the reputation: the stigma of a species mixed in a lab by not just a crackpot but The Crackpot—Woolsey.


    They’d all been crackpots back then, those first-gen colonists, but Woolsey had topped them all. No one else would have thought to mix a little bit of rat with a little bit of leopard and a whole lot of alien to create something big and strong and scary enough to walk the surface with impunity.


    Hero wished she could be like that: big and strong and scary instead of just strange and small and special. Old Terra, how she hated being special.


    The Lamb cleared her throat. ‘Hero, come back inside, you’ll catch your death out here.’


    She’d catch her death in there too, swaddled in comfort and care and her own bloody good.


    ‘Don’t make me ask again.’


    ‘Or what?’ She pinned the Lamb with a look that promised trouble.


    The Lamb’s lips firmed. ‘I’m just doing my job.’


    ‘Get a new one.’


    ‘And let you freeze to death?’


    ‘I can take care of myself.’


    ‘Is that why your lips are blue?’ The Lamb took another step forward, and this time when Fink swished his tail, she barely flinched. ‘You can see the city just as well from the port-side lounge.’


    But she couldn’t smell it there, couldn’t feel it in her wind-chilled bones.


    ‘At least take the jacket.’ The woman was close enough to touch; the jacket brushed Hero’s arm as she thrust it forward. ‘Tybalt’ll kill me if you’re an icicle by the time we reach the dock.’


    An unpleasant smile crossed Hero’s lips.


    For a moment, the Lamb said nothing, just looked at her, a stupid, stunned expression of her face, before the jacket dropped to her side. ‘Really? You’re going to freeze just to make trouble?’


    Hero smiled wider. That hadn’t been the plan, but now that she’d mentioned it …


    Behind her Fink shifted, a liquid movement of muscle and tawny fur, and planted his cold, wet nose against the back of her neck.


    She jerked forward and spun around. ‘Fi-iink.’


    He rumbled and fixed her with his black gaze, popping an image into her mind of her standing before him, lips as blue as the Lamb suggested, her dark shoulder-length hair a wind-snarled mess, and goose-pimples the size of mountains covering her bare arms. Then another image: one of him lounging inside while she shivered on the foredeck, alone.


    Her expression grew dark. ‘You wouldn’t.’


    ‘Wouldn’t what?’ A line of confusion marred the space between the Lamb’s brows.


    She spared the minder a look of disgust. ‘I wasn’t talking to you.’


    ‘I’d forgotten Woolseys could do that.’


    Just like everyone else. Most people never got past the claws or the teeth to the thing that made all of Woolsey’s creations so special, and so dangerous: their ability to communicate without sound. Most companions had some sort of psionic abilities, but only Woolseys could talk to their humans.


    In her mind, the image Fink projected grew. A fire and a large bowl of triple-chocolate marshmallow ice-cream appeared in the scene, held between his fore-paws. Leisurely the real Fink, the one on the foredeck, rose to his feet and stretched before ambling towards the forward cabin.


    ‘Traitor,’ she said.


    He barely flicked an ear.


    At her side, the Lamb coughed.


    She looked at the Lamb, glaring when she caught the vestiges of a smile hidden behind a politely raised hand.


    ‘Looks like Fink agrees with me,’ the Lamb said.


    Hero growled and snatched the coat from the Lamb’s grip before following Fink inside. The airship’s sliding doors didn’t slam but she’d spent a few moments fiddling with their DNA—jacking into the biological goop that was their brain and adding her own little twist to the genes that controlled the locks—and, with a twitch of her little finger and a thought to the bio-comp on her wrist, they jammed beautifully.


    The Lamb stared at Hero from the other side of the porthole, wide-eyed, mouth agape, the wind ripping at her thin jacket as she tugged uselessly at the door.


    Shrugging her heavy coat over fading goose-pimples, Hero smiled at the woman and turned away.


    Fink had her pinned with that gaze again.


    ‘What?’ she said.


    He cast a look over her shoulder at the Lamb.


    ‘You let her in then.’ She brushed past him, heading for the galley. ‘I’m going to find that ice-cream.’


     


    Fink lay sprawled in front of the holofire, the flames silhouetting his ears as he twisted to lie half on his back, bathing his belly in the heat from the friction of solid light. The only sounds were the lazy swish of his tail across the carpet and his purr, the vibration filling the room. On the other side of the lounge, curled up in an enormous chair, Hero watched as the city drew closer. An empty tub, the only remnant of the ice-cream, sat on the table at her elbow.


    The view from the portside lounge was as good as the Lamb had suggested, filling the floor-to-ceiling plasglas with traffic and the brown, green and grey of the satellite ’burbs.


    Large and small, the ’burbs circled the city, connected by slender bridges and pipes, held together by the relays that connected them to the mag-web—the network of magnetic energy that kept the city aloft. On the web’s furthest edges, the outer ’burbs, lacking the stability of their inner cousins, moved up and down in a slow-motion bob.


    There were farms down there, crops and orchards and all the other things the city needed to function. They still grew food on the surface as well, in huge bio-domes with filtered air and filtered water and filtered dirt, safe from the Pollen.


    As they joined the sky-lanes, the throng of hover-sleds and barges swallowed the private airship with nary a thought and the farms below gave way to industry. After the ring of industry there were houses, single-storey at first, with yards and grass, and then double-storey and triple-storey and even larger, until the towers of inner ’burbs—great spears of plasteel and steelcrete piercing the sky—rivalled the city itself.


    The airship flirted with the edges of the metropolis, moving higher and higher, heading for the docking towers near the city’s peak. After four days cooped up on her mother’s airship with nothing to do but watch holos and avoid her tutors, the docking towers couldn’t come fast enough.


    She didn’t notice when the lounge door silently slid to one side, but Fink did. The downturn of his ears and the way he curled his thick, hairless tail over his nose told her louder than words who it was. She sank low into the chair, wishing she too had a tail to flick over her nose. Tybalt had that effect.


    She watched out of the corner of her eye as he set a glass on the table between them and sat, loosening his coat and flicking out the ends in one smooth movement. A point of light flashed just under the skin, where his ear met his jaw, but he didn’t open his palm and answer the call. Instead, he propped his chin in one large-knuckled hand and waited like an Old Terra monk, dark and patient.


    He wasn’t her dad, or even an uncle, but she knew him better than either. She knew that he could sit there, as if he didn’t need to blink or breathe, for the rest of his life.


    Tybalt shifted, swinging his leg over his knee. ‘Imogen’s nice, you know. I hired her myself.’


    ‘Who?’


    His mouth firmed. ‘Ms Lambert.’


    ‘Oh right, the Lamb.’ She kept her gaze on the window. ‘Don’t worry, I’ll make her quit so you don’t have to fire her.’


    ‘Hero.’ She didn’t have to look at him to see the lines between his brows crinkle in a frown; she could practically hear the flesh fold together. ‘We had an agreement.’


    ‘One that didn’t include the Lamb.’


    ‘You promised to behave.’


    ‘Who says I’m not?’


    The expression on his face was more pained than angry and his eyes were tired. Unbidden came the mawberry-flavoured memory of the corners of Tybalt’s black eyes crinkled in a smile instead of a frown. She glared at Fink. Sprawled before the holofire, the ’pard just flicked an ear.


    ‘Locking your minder outside does not constitute good behaviour. Neither,’ he said, ‘does skipping your meds.’


    ‘Did the Lamb tell you that?’


    ‘No, but I did find these.’ He held up two small green pills.


    She stiffened, clenching her hand against the urge to check her pockets. The dreaded things must have fallen out when she palmed them at lunch.


    He placed them on the table next to the glass and sat back, looking at her expectantly. ‘When you’re ready.’


    She crossed her arms. ‘I don’t need them.’


    He sighed, a long-suffering sound. ‘It will only be worse later. If we have to give you another injection you’ll be straight back to the estate and you can kiss the academy goodbye for another four years.’


    The thought of the small green capsules made her shudder, but the ’stick … The memory of the cold, thumb-sized nozzle pressed against her neck, the way it hissed when it shot the meds into her bloodstream, made her stomach clench until she thought she might be sick. It was bad enough hearing voices, answering questions that no one asked, and having every friend she’d ever tried to make give her that look, the special look. It wasn’t fair that they tried to stuff her brain with green goo as well, tried to make her stupid and numb with those tiny capsules. She crossed her arms and wished that if she threw them into the holofire, they’d burn.


    ‘As you wish. I’ll leave them here in case you change your mind,’ Tybalt said. ‘As for Imogen, give her a chance. The city’s not like the estate; it’s bigger and busier and until we know how that will affect your health your mother has insisted upon greater supervision.’


    ‘Mother can go stuff herself,’ she muttered.


    ‘Hero.’


    ‘What?’ She whipped to face him. ‘I have you, four freaking tutors and this.’ She thrust out her wrist; the bio-comp, a thick bracelet, gleamed dull silver in the afternoon light. ‘Counting my every breath, making sure I sleep right and eat right and do my homework. What do you need another minion for? Unless you think I’m going to crack it while you’re blowing your nose?’


    Tybalt took the bracelet in one hand, twisting and turning her wrist as he inspected the concoction of metal and bio-gel. ‘You’ve been tinkering.’


    She jerked her wrist back. ‘So? The stupid thing was a clunker; it couldn’t even query the Library.’ In fact, the only thing it had done was report her every movement and transmit enough medical data to crash an AI. Besides, she’d only made a few small modifications, it wasn’t like she’d fiddled with the locator. Not after the last time; they’d been on her like fleas as soon as she’d tickled the genetic coding. ‘You could have at least made it sub-dermal this time,’ she said, glancing at the light dancing behind his jaw.


    ‘You’re too young,’ he said. As she opened her mouth to argue, he added, ‘You’d already be trying to grow an upgrade. At least this way I can slow you down long enough for your parents to change the encryption on their credit lines. They don’t appreciate you spending their money.’


    ‘Well, that makes us even then, ’cause I don’t appreciate being my parents’ deep, dark secret.’


    He sighed. ‘That’s not what this is about.’


    ‘Yeah.’ She turned back to the window. ‘Sure.’


    ‘You need to trust me.’


    ‘No,’ she said, ‘I don’t.’ Not after he’d spilled the Terra-damned beans. No one would have known she’d been hearing the voices again, that her old meds had stopped working, if he hadn’t opened his big fat mouth.


    At first, she hadn’t noticed the meds not working. It had happened slowly, slowly enough that the voices slipped through without her noticing, and when she did … Well, they hadn’t seemed as scary as they had before.


    She’d stopped taking the meds then and everything had been going well, until she slipped up and answered Tybalt’s question before he’d even asked it. When he hadn’t insisted she take her meds right then and there, she’d thought that he’d keep her secret. She should have known better.


    That morning, she’d known something was wrong when she woke up and Fink wasn’t sunning himself on the veranda outside her room. She’d learned later that they’d locked him in the stables, just in case she panicked and he ate the doctor.


    She had panicked when she found the doctor sitting at the breakfast table, his big black bag beside the fruit bowl and a green-filled hypo-stick next to his plate. She would have run straight back out, except Tybalt was there, blocking the way.


    He was meant to be on her side; he’d always been on her side—until that morning when he’d held her down while the doctor shot her up with green goo.


    Another sigh. ‘You’re going to make this difficult.’


    She smiled grimly. She was going to make his teeth hurt.


    ‘Do as you like then.’ Pressing his hands to his knees, Tybalt rose until he loomed, straight-backed and stiff-shouldered, over her. ‘We’ll be docking in half an hour. Have your bags ready.’

  


  
    CHAPTER TWO


    The city house always reminded her of her mother, pale and tidy and perfect, with its straight lines and giant windows framed in the shiny honey-brown of carbon-wood. Even the fur-roses that lined the garden beds outside were perfect, their trumpet-shaped heads opening in unison as dusk fell and casting a pale golden glow over the hallway.


    The perfection made Hero’s fingers itch, made her feel small and grubby, and filled her with the urge to race through the house with mud on her feet and Fink at her back. Except Fink wasn’t allowed in the mansion and Hero doubted there was any mud to be found in her mum’s garden.


    Her fingers itched all the more when she sat down to dinner, Tybalt at her back and two small green pills next to her water glass. He stood behind her chair, his hand firm on her shoulder, until she raised the dreaded things to her mouth. The glass came next, and she swallowed.


    Tybalt’s grip left her shoulder and he walked around the table to sit, with his customary coat flick, facing her.


    She did her best to scowl and look sullen as she slipped the pills, nestled in the palm of her hand, into the depths of her pocket. She’d learned that trick when she was ten.


    Across the table, the Lamb attempted to pierce her with a suspicious gaze.


    Hero just lifted her brows and smiled.


    The Lamb’s gaze softened, but the suspicion didn’t fade. ‘Are you ready for school?’ she said.


    ‘I don’t know, did you remember to pack my bag?’


    Tybalt scowled. ‘Hero …’


    ‘That’s her job isn’t it? Bag packer.’


    ‘Enough,’ he growled.


    She took a breath to argue, but the Lamb’s face gave her pause. There was a hint of speculation in her eyes and a smile around her mouth. Her heart just about stopped in her chest when the Lamb’s gaze dropped to the table, as if she could see through it and to the pills tucked into her pocket, and then rose back to hers. The smile around the Lamb’s mouth widened, and Hero didn’t have to guess what she was thinking to know she was in trouble.


    A server, as tidy and perfect as the house, walked into the room, three plates stacked on his arms. Hero stared at the one set before her. Her nose curled of its own accord and she poked the steak, slightly grey with spinach-like veins of green, making it ooze on its bed of orange brussel-toes and relish. She almost gagged as she looked up at Tybalt. ‘Seriously?’


    ‘It won’t kill you,’ he said, the faint curl of his nose belying his distaste for the steak he was slathering in beet-mous, the purple sauce dripping over the side and pooling on his plate.


    ‘But womba-cow?’


    ‘I think I’d rather eat the plate,’ the Lamb muttered.


    ‘It’s your mother’s favourite,’ Tybalt said, ignoring the Lamb as he passed Hero the sauce.


    Her mother … ‘She’s home?’


    ‘Yes.’ The first bite went into Tybalt’s mouth, and she thought she saw him shudder as he chewed then swallowed.


    ‘Is she having dinner with us?’


    ‘I believe Chef took a plate to her office.’


    Hero slumped. ‘She’s working.’


    ‘She’s a busy woman.’


    ‘Yeah, super busy.’ She pushed back from the table. ‘I’m not hungry.’


    ‘Hero—’


    ‘Give it to Fink, he’s always hungry.’


    Outside the dining room, the stairs curling upwards to the second floor beckoned. She took them two at a time and silently padded down the hallway, the carpet soft under her bare feet. The door was open, just a crack, and through the gap she could see her mother, standing before her desk, the womba-cow steak untouched amid a forest of holoscreens.


    She had her hand on the door, ready to push it open when a voice, one that wasn’t her mother’s, gave her pause.


    ‘… significant time and resources invested in this project Mrs Regan. He was hoping for a little more … progress.’ The man had a voice as rough as Fink’s tongue.


    She crouched and tried to peer around the gap, but the door obscured all but the desk and her mum, her suit creased and wisps of blonde hair escaping her bun. Hero caught the tell-tale glow of the comm-system, staining the carpet a faint electric-blue.


    ‘Unfortunately, Mr Meren, the site is proving to be more difficult to access than we had anticipated.’ Her mum’s smile was polite but meaningless, the kind Hero remembered well. ‘My groundside chief assures me his recovery team is working as quickly as they can, given the constraints of the location and weather, not to mention the wildlife. I’m sure your employer appreciates the risks involved; one torn enviro-suit or an overly curious avian and not only is the expedition set back, but someone could lose their life.’


    ‘Indeed.’ There was a pause before Mr Meren spoke again. ‘While I applaud your regard for your employees, I hope you have had better luck with the data already recovered.’


    ‘My technical department is working on it. The data slides the team found were badly damaged, and it’s taking longer than expected to access the information. They have confirmed that the lab in which they were found belonged to Woolsey’s assistant, which would explain why it wasn’t packed up in the evacuation. Records suggest Dr Tymon was even more paranoid than his boss.’


    ‘Any information regarding Ayumon?’


    ‘None, beyond what we already know.’ Her mum’s voice was confident, but Hero recognised the little quirk at the end of her brow, the one she got when she was lying.


    ‘That’s … disappointing.’ Silence stretched on the other side of the comm, broken only by the murmur of more whispers. ‘Perhaps we should consider hiring another firm to handle the matter.’


    Her mum’s spine straightened until it was as rigid as plasteel. ‘If you wish, but in such a case, I will be obliged to inform the relevant government authorities of our find.’


    ‘I must wonder at your insistence on such outmoded obligations. Your company has never bothered with such before.’


    ‘Times change, Mr Meren, as do obligations.’


    ‘So we see, a side-effect of motherhood no doubt. Tell me, how is your daughter? I hear she’s set to start at Morague Academy.’


    Her mother’s knuckles whitened where they gripped her arms. ‘Forgive me, Mr Meren, but I prefer to keep my family life out of my business dealings.’


    ‘Really? But isn’t Bayard Explorations a family business, Mrs Regan? Or did you not take over as CEO when your aunt passed away?’


    Hero’s mother didn’t answer, but now her smile wasn’t just tight, it was brittle.


    The man sighed. ‘Continue your investigations, Mrs Regan. We will remain with Bayard for now.’


    The holocall ended with the soft fuzz of the comm-system powering down, and Hero watched her mum’s shoulders slump as she uncrossed her arms and rubbed at her mouth. Hero frowned. She’d never seen her mum look worried before. Angry, frustrated, even sad, but never worried.


    Something tart, sweet and the bright shiny green of a strapple tickled at the back of Hero’s mind. Something that reminded her of the Lamb. She scanned the room, her eyes catching on a shadow and the tip of a shiny black shoe, hidden behind the crack of another door. Her gaze travelled up until she caught a glimpse of tight white curls. But if the Lamb had followed her up the stairs, why hadn’t Hero heard her? And why was she spying on her mum instead of hauling Hero back to the dinner table?


    Hero leaned forward to catch a better glimpse, but her foot had gone to sleep while she crouched there. She fell against the door, nudging it just enough for the hinges to groan.


    For a second, maybe two, there was silence on the other side of the door, and she let herself hope her mother had missed the tell-tale sound. But her mother had ears like a lethyt, and the soft hush of footsteps crossing the carpet was all the warning Hero had before the door was yanked open.


    ‘Hero.’ For a moment, her mum looked worried and then her mouth turned down into a familiar look of disapproval. ‘Eavesdropping is not an acceptable pastime.’


    ‘Then maybe you should encourage me to take up a hobby,’ she said as she picked herself up, hopping a little at the pins and needles shooting up her leg and doing her best not to wince. ‘Like barrier racing.’


    Her mum’s mouth flattened like it’d been crushed by an airship and the tiny lines between her brows deepened into caverns. ‘We’ve had this discussion. Be glad you’re even in the city.’ She turned on her heel, leaving the door open, and walked to her desk.


    Hero followed. Her mum’s study was a square room, with a wall of steelglas overlooking the huge lawn, lit for the night by the endless lines of fur-roses. Another wall held her mum’s collection of Old Terra books—with actual Terra-made paper between their covers—as smelly as they were crumbly.


    She plonked herself into one of the soft, cherry-red chairs, as old as the shaggy rug was new, in front of the desk. ‘You were happy enough for me to be here two months ago, but now you’re too “busy” for me? It’s not like you actually do any parenting, you know.’


    ‘I do more for you than you realise or, apparently, are capable of appreciating,’ her mum said as she shuffled the screens above her desk.


    ‘Like what? Hiring tutors who force me to take meds?’


    ‘Everything I do, and everyone I hire, is to keep you safe.’


    ‘Sure, if safe means shut up and bored so your friends can’t see your embarrassing little secret.’


    Her mum sighed and her hands stilled. ‘That’s not what this is.’


    ‘No? Then let me race.’


    ‘No.’


    ‘But Mum—’


    Her mother swung around and the look in her eyes made Hero shrink back into her seat. ‘I said no.’


    Stubbornly, Hero crossed her arms and prepared to argue.


    ‘No,’ her mother said again, pinning her with that stare. ‘I know you, Hero, so don’t think I don’t know what this is about. You’ve never so much as given a toss about barrier racing as a sport; you want to go groundside and you think that being a racer will get you there, but it won’t, not while I have anything to say about it.


    ‘Working groundside is hard, dangerous work—nothing like those documentaries or that Zebra Fry show you’re always watching. People get killed. I lose eight to ten riders a year to predators and accidents, not to mention the injuries and people who live the rest of their lives disfigured. I am not letting you subject yourself to that.’


    Hero held her mum’s gaze, eyes as brown as her own, but darker somehow—meaner perhaps, more determined—trying to ignore the muscles in her back that wanted to squirm. She finally looked away. ‘You used to do it.’


    ‘I used to do a lot of things, and I lost people dear to me because I did.’


    She looked back. ‘Like who?’


    ‘That’s not your concern.’ There was that little quirk at the end of her brow, and Hero wondered what her mum was lying about this time. ‘The point is, I am not losing you too, so forget about racing.’


    ‘You can’t stop me.’


    ‘Oh,’ she said, ‘but I can.’ The look in her eyes caused a neutron bomb to go off in Hero’s stomach, exploding nerves all over the place.


    The last time her mum had looked at her like that, she’d sent Fink to the Farm for two of the longest weeks of Hero’s life and this time … The look in her mum’s eyes promised something much worse; she wasn’t sure what would be worse than having Fink sent to the Farm, but she was sure her mum would find a way to do it.


    Desperate to get away from that gaze, she shoved herself to her feet and wandered over to the holographic bust on the other side of the study. The holoemitter showed an older woman, her hair gone to silver and a gleam of amusement in her eyes. Ursula Bayard, her great-great-grand aunt. A former rider herself, Ursula had founded Bayard Explorations when the cities decided that the men, women and companions who had kept them safe during those first perilous generations were no longer needed. Now the company provided security and resources to all manner of people headed for Jørn’s surface. It also produced some of the best tech this side of the equator. Tech she could use.


    Hero cleared her throat. ‘Who were you talking to?’


    Her mum crossed her arms. ‘How much did you hear?’


    ‘Enough.’


    She sighed. ‘He’s a client, an important client, and that’s all you need to know.’


    ‘What are you doing for him?’


    She shoved away from the desk. ‘Don’t you have to get ready for school tomorrow?’


    ‘No.’ Her eyebrow didn’t twitch like her mum’s; she’d spent a long time in front of the mirror making sure. ‘What’s Ayumon?’


    ‘It’s none of your business.’


    ‘What if I want to make it my business?’


    ‘Hero …’ her mother warned.


    Time to try another tack. ‘What if I want to know about Bayard?’


    ‘Bayard?’


    She shrugged. ‘It’s the family business, and it has the best technical department in the city. If you won’t let me race, you could at least let me build stuff.’ Stuff she could use to ditch the tracker in her bracelet, among other things.


    Her mum’s eyes narrowed, suspicion in their depths. ‘Why do I feel like this is a ploy?’


    ‘You’re paranoid?’


    ‘Or,’ she said as she walked back around her desk and sat, ‘maybe I just know my daughter too well.’


    Maybe she did, but that wasn’t going to stop Hero from trying. She followed her mum across the room and sat in the armchair before the desk. ‘So?’


    Her mum looked at her for several more moments, and Hero barely resisted the urge to squirm. ‘I’ll think about it.’


     


    The workstation, a shiny black semicircle, illuminated the room. Hero sat surrounded by screens, elbow-deep in holos of her mum: at expensive restaurants, getting out of hovers, smiling and laughing with people in expensive clothes with perfectly poised expressions. Her dad was there, in a few of the holos, without his moustache, a lock of hair sticking up and his tie pulled loose.


    She’d pushed those holos aside. They were too perfect, too easily found. She’d wanted the things her mum didn’t want her to know, the things her mum’s personal AI hadn’t managed to scrub from the nets.


    With a few adjustments, and the addition of a little program she’d grown just for the occasion, she’d set the house’s AI to scouring not just the scattered sub-nets, but the prime-net as well. She didn’t expect it to find anything on the prime, not with all of the personal and social AIs sanitising the data.


    It may not have been very bright but after six hours of searching, the house AI struck platinum, or at least a tiny bit of it.


    The report was old and brief, and in its single paragraph it didn’t mention her mother’s name, but there, in a holo helpfully enlarged by the AI, was her mum. She was young, with a flurry-thyt on her shoulder, the flyer’s delicate front paws buried in her hair, its paper-thin wings spread behind her head, the light shimmering green, purple and blue over its pale skin. Her mum was dressed in a slim-fitting jacket with the Morague Academy logo on the breast, and trousers the same blue and gold as the boy by her side wore. Looming behind them, its short, spiky coat and frills the same colour as their uniforms, stood a pea-dragon, one giant golden eye twinkling at the holocam. Over the holo ran the caption, ‘Racers gather for annual Cumulous City Race finals’.


    Her mum hadn’t just spent time on the surface, she’d been a racer too—a scout, or so she guessed from the ’thyt perched on her mum’s shoulder. Had something happened to her? But what, and who was the boy standing next to her?


    She enlarged the holo again, focusing on the boy’s face. There was something about him, something familiar about his perfectly parted blonde hair and brown eyes, about the way he smiled that reminded her of … She zoomed the holo out again, until she could see her mum standing shoulder-to-shoulder with the boy who could have been her twin. Except …


    ‘I don’t have an uncle.’

  


  
    CHAPTER THREE


    The next morning, the Lamb was waiting by the front doors, a satchel in one hand. Hero breezed past her, ignoring the outstretched bag, and climbed into the black behemoth waiting on the hover pad.


    Inside the hover, the leather seats faced each other over an ocean of carpet beneath a transparent domed roof. Despite the space, there was barely enough room for Fink to curl up at Hero’s feet, his large black-flecked muzzle in her lap. When the Lamb climbed in she looked for a moment at Fink, sprawled across two-thirds of the vehicle, before taking a seat facing Hero across the ’pard’s great bulk.


    Tybalt followed the Lamb, settling in the second before the hover’s magnetic levitation device hummed, the generators raising them above the perfectly cultivated circle of lawn and through the mansion’s privacy barrier, slipping into the traffic already streaming overhead.


    All around them, skytowers shot spacewards, sparkling in the lights of passing hovers and holoboards projecting their messages into the crowded lines of traffic. Skybridges—enclosed walkways, some three or four hovers wide and several storeys deep, others as delicate as a spideruck’s web—criss-crossed the spaces between buildings, forming narrow channels through which the traffic flowed.


    The hover descended into the oldest part of the Core; what little natural light there had been was quickly eaten by the skytowers and endless traffic, but Hero didn’t notice. She’d been up all night, her mind wrapped up in the uncle she’d never known she had and in trying to find a way around her mother’s racing restriction. It was the latter that occupied Hero’s mind now. She doubted she could convince the academy tutors it was all a mistake, and there was no way she could hide being on the barrier team if she did. No, if she wanted to race she was going to have to get creative. But how?


    Around them the skylanes slowed and then stopped. Something flashed under a streetlight and then another something and then another until it seemed like a stream of shadows passed her vision. Hero plastered her hands and nose to the plasglas, straining for a better glimpse of the fleeting shapes as the hover began to move again. She lost them under an archway but found them again racing along an overpass, still covered in shadows, but the forms of legs and tails and riders were easy to make out in the half-gloom.


    The breath left her body and she pressed tighter against the dome, wishing she could be through it and down on that bridge, watching all those wondrous shapes flash by. Deep in his throat, Fink warbled and his muscles quivered.


    Street racers, they were street racers. Pedestrians scrambled out of their way as they ducked and weaved through the city. Drones, oad-hawks—all mottled green feathers and blunt heads—and other small flyers scooted along ahead of them, relaying information to the riders’ scouts, hidden away in some deserted arcade, who in turn relayed directions and warnings to their riders.


    She remained glued to the glass, admiring the shapes of the riders’ steeds: the bounding lope and scaled spine of a sterdane, the sleek hide and sinuous tail of a toa-mare, and wondered at the taste of such freedom. How it would feel to ride like that, without walls to block her in, the breadth of the city her playground and the smell of it in her nose.


    Her fingers curled against the glass, wishing she could claw her way through. Street racing—that was their ticket to the freedom they’d always dreamed of.


    In the back of her mind Fink all but danced on his toes.


    Soon, she sent back, soon.


    ‘What is it?’


    Nose a bare inch from the glass, Hero shot Tybalt a quick glance. He leaned forward with his elbows on his knees and a small frown between his brows as he peered out the window.


    She sat back and turned to the view on the other side of the hover. ‘Nothing,’ she said.


    His eyes narrowed. ‘Nothing?’


    ‘That’s what I said, isn’t it?’


    ‘Hmm.’


    Hero watched out of the corner of her eye as Tybalt continued to peer out the window, and knew when he caught sight of the racers by the flattening of his mouth. ‘Don’t even think about it,’ he said.


    ‘Think about what?’


    ‘Those street races are illegal for a reason, Hero.’


    ‘And?’


    ‘Don’t push it.’


    She smiled at him.


    Tybalt crossed his arms.


    Next to him, the Lamb sighed and covered her eyes.


     


    Morague Academy rose from the depths of the city, its base lost in the shadows of skytowers and lanes, its top covered in the shadows of towering neighbours.


    The hover flew closer, circling the building as it prepared to land. As thick as a city block, the tower’s sides were blackened by the soot of generations of traffic and covered in a changing patchwork of holoscreens. Some projected faces, holograms the size of a barge, into the traffic, shouting slogans at drivers and passengers alike, while others enticed hovers to enter auto-washes and boutiques. A few were small, flat vids with ‘breaking news’ scrolling across footage of the outer ’burbs and an angry woman shoving her face into a holorecorder.


    With a gentle hum, the hover closed in on a semicircle of hover pads a hundred metres below, settling onto a pad next to other sleek hovers. A handful of black-suited men and women, chauffeurs and chaperones, she guessed, clustered around the vehicles, but the platform was empty of all other life.


    ‘No welcoming party?’ she asked.


    Tybalt’s face was tight, his brows as dark as his eyes and just as displeased. ‘We’re late,’ he said as the hover’s door hissed open. ‘I imagine everyone is in class, where you’re supposed to be.’


    The entranceway was huge, large enough to accommodate three Finks side-by-side. The hall beyond was a large, double- storey cavity, with passing hovers visible through a steelglas wall to the right and two large lifts standing like columns at the back. The Morague Academy logo, a rearing ’pard before a shield, rotated between them, projected three metres above the plas-marble floor. The hall was deserted but for a girl with a linch-adder wrapped around her neck.


    The ’adder was easily the length of Hero’s arm, its breast covered in purple feathers that tapered into the yellow scales of its belly and a long, sinuous tail. It mantled its green wings and hissed at the sight of Fink.


    The girl scowled, her eyes as dark as her hair, and caught Hero’s gaze. A touch of lavender, tainted by the unpleasant taste of menthol, pushed at the edges of Hero’s mind and, startled, she pushed back. The girl’s eyes widened, her pale golden skin turning a shade whiter, before she hurried away.


    ‘Ms Lambert,’ Tybalt said, his eyebrows meeting in a single line above his nose. ‘You have Hero’s class schedule?’


    The Lamb nodded.


    ‘I have it too, you know,’ Hero said.


    Tybalt barely spared her a glance. ‘Make sure she gets there,’ was all he said.
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