
  
    [image: THE RESOLUTE]
  


  
    
      THE RESOLUTE

      
        Star Legend

        Book Four

      

    

    
      
        J.J. Green

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: InfiniteBook]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        The way of the warrior is resolute acceptance of death.
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      The boy toiled under the hot sun. Exposed skin on his neck, arms, and calves had begun to burn, but the day’s work was far from over. The pumpkin crop was ready. The ripe vegetables had to be brought in before the season turned, or mice and rats would gnaw and damage them and make them unfit for storage. The harvest had to last the group until next year. In a few weeks the wet weather would arrive and the pumpkins would rot.

      His scrawny arms wrapped around a large pumpkin, the boy walked to the cart, stepping through the rough remains of faded foliage. The vegetation crowded closely in the field, sprawling over and between the rows. Tiny hairs on the vines would scratch him and embed themselves in his skin, leaving sore, itchy welts, so he was careful to avoid brushing up against them, but sometimes he couldn’t help it.

      Two horses stood at the front of the cart, lazily flicking flies with their long tails, ears twitching and thick haunches moving as they shifted their weight from one foot to another. The horses were the only thing the boy liked about working in the fields. He wanted to rub their soft noses and reach up to stroke behind their ears, but he didn’t dare. The supervisor sitting on the cart’s box seat seemed able to see everywhere all the time. The minute anyone slowed down or stopped doing what they were supposed to he would notice. If he was feeling lazy, the perpetrator only received a harsh word of warning, but more often than not, the man would be out of his seat in a flash, racing over the field, and laying his stick across his victim’s back.

      The boy knew the feel of that stick too well. He was careful to never slacken his pace if he could help it, no matter how tired he got.

      Straining with effort, he lifted the pumpkin high for the supervisor’s assistant to take and stack with the others in the back of the cart. Relieved of his burden, the boy took the long way around the vehicle to return to his row, briefly enjoying relief from the blazing sun as he dipped into the cart’s shadow.

      The field stretched as far as he could see, and everywhere children were working in it. Carts and horses waited on the dusty red lines of tracks threading through a sea of gray-green, dying plants. A faint odor of decay hung in the air, accompanied by the gentle rustle of quiet labor.

      When the pumpkins had been gathered, they would start on the soybeans. That’s what Summoner Seba had said at dawn before they left the compound. Next would come the task of shelling the beans and putting them in the big pottery containers to protect them from weevils. Not that the containers worked. The boy had eaten plenty of beans dotted with tiny, dead insects. At first, he’d been disgusted. Now, he didn’t bother picking them out.

      A crescent of orange peeked out from among the dead leaves. His next pumpkin. He pulled his small knife from his shirt pocket and cut the sinewy vine that attached it to the plant.

      “That’s a monster,” said a voice.

      Narrowing his eyes against the sun’s glare, the boy spied a girl a little older than him in the next row over. He didn’t know her name. She was from a different section of the compound. Children from different sections were not allowed to mix. Talking at work was forbidden, too, but the supervisor was too far away to hear.

      “Yeah,” the boy agreed, taking care not to pause in what he was doing.

      “Gonna be hard carrying it,” the girl went on. “Want a hand?”

      In rare cases, when a pumpkin was too heavy for one child to carry by themselves, they were permitted to help each other. But it was risky. The supervisor had to agree that help was needed, and that couldn’t be decided until the two children had reached the cart. If the supervisor didn’t agree—and some of them never agreed, out of pure spite—the kids were punished.

      “No thanks,” the boy replied. “I’ll manage.”

      The size of the pumpkin daunted him, and he was grateful for his neighbor’s offer, but he’d grown strong in the months since his arrival on the farm. He guessed he could probably carry it by himself.

      He slipped his knife into his pocket, and then squatted and grabbed the pumpkin. It was so big, his hands didn’t meet on the other side. As he straightened his legs, his already tired arms began to ache.

      He set off.

      The cart appeared impossibly far away. He staggered forward, the great weight forcing him to push through the tangled vegetation rather than step over it, heedless of the tiny cuts scratched on his legs. He began to regret refusing the girl’s offer. His destination seemed to come no closer despite his efforts. Now he’d started, he couldn’t stop. The supervisor would notice if he put the pumpkin down to catch his breath and rest his arms, and even if he didn’t notice, the boy would have to pick it up for a second time, and he wasn’t sure he could do it again. He would just have to make it all the way. Maybe the assistant would be kind and jump down from the cart to take the massive vegetable from him.

      Trickles of sweat ran like spiders down his neck and legs. He’d been thirsty for a while, but no water would be given out until the short afternoon break. He hoped that was soon. It had to be soon. The sun had begun its journey down the sky.

      His ankle caught on something! But his forward motion propelled him onward. He couldn’t stop. He overbalanced and fell.

      Despair and fear erupted from his lungs in a yell, abruptly cut off. His ribs had impacted the vegetable at the same time it hit the ground and forced the rest of the air soundlessly from his lungs.

      Though it had been short, his cry was enough to attract the supervisor’s attention.

      With a growl, the man leaped from his high seat and stomped across the field.

      The boy knew what was coming. He closed his eyes, curled into a ball, and braced himself.

      “Lazy, stupid, worthless child!”

      Thwack!

      Stinging pain burst from the boy’s back as the stick cracked against his spine.

      “You only have to do one thing! A simple, easy thing, but even that’s too hard for you.”

      Thwack!

      The pain redoubled as the stick hit the same spot. The boy whimpered.

      “A waste of time, a waste of food, that’s what you are.”

      Thwack!

      More pain, from lower down his back. Tears filled his eyes, but he refused to cry. Mam had said it was okay to cry when you were hurt or sad, but he didn’t want to. Crying meant giving in. Crying meant you’d let them get to you. Crying meant forgetting who you were and where you were from.

      “I’ll teach you to slack off.”

      Thwack!

      “I’ll teach you to be clumsy.”

      Thwack!

      Thwack!

      Thwack!
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        * * *

      

      That night, the boy was hunched over as he waited outside the compound. His back hurt too much to stand upright. The carts, piled high with pumpkins, stood in a line at the closed gates of the compound. White sweat coated the horses’ flanks.

      All the children huddled in one group. They had walked the long distance home while the supervisors and their assistants had ridden on the carts. A lot of the kids appeared dead on their feet, especially the younger ones, only just old enough for field work. But they still had a while to wait until they could rest, drink, and eat.

      The snap and click of a lock opening broke the evening quiet, quickly followed by the loud rattle of a chain being pulled against metal. One of the double gates swung open. A creak and clunk signaled it was secured. Then the second gate opened.

      “Walk on,” ordered the supervisor in the lead cart, slapping the reins on the horses’ backs.

      Wood groaned and wheels rumbled. The line of carts began to slowly move forward. One by one, they disappeared into the gap in the high compound fence.

      The last cart went in. Now it was the children’s turn to enter, but not before the final check.

      A woman walked out of the shadowy interior, a clipboard in hand.

      “Lukas,” she read from the board.

      “Here,” a boy answered.

      He split from the group and trudged into the compound.

      “Ben.”

      “Here.”

      A second boy shuffled apart from the others.

      “Hannah.”

      “Here,” a girl said.

      It was the girl who had offered to help the boy with the big pumpkin that had been his downfall.

      She walked through the open gates.

      The woman read more names, one by one, and each child answered in a weary tone before they were allowed admittance.

      When only a few kids were left standing in the dark, the woman called out,

      “Elias.”

      It was not his name. Not his real name. It was the one they’d given him and forced him to use. He remembered his true name and he would never forget it. But, tonight, if he wanted to eat and sleep, he had to answer to the false one.

      “Here,” he said, though the word grated like sandpaper in his throat.

      Grimacing, he hobbled toward the opening that led to food and rest, until tomorrow.

      Later, when his belly was full of watery porridge and boiled vegetables, he searched for his sister among the little kids in the barn where the children slept. He found her sitting alone in a corner, her skinny little legs sticking out from the skirt of her grimy dress. She was holding a bunch of grass stalks and he thought she might be about to eat it—hunger had tempted him to eat all kinds of things—but then he saw she was talking to it and bouncing it on her lap.

      “Hey,” he said, sitting beside her.

      “Elias!” she exclaimed. The stalks fell from her grasp as she grabbed him around his neck. He winced but tried not to show his pain.

      Had she forgotten his name? She was smart, and when he told her she had to call him something new, she’d caught on right away. He was glad. It had saved her from beatings less clever children had received.

      “What’s that you’re playing with?” he asked.

      “Oh!” She noticed the scattered stalks and picked them up again. When she held the bunch again in her small fist, she whispered, “This is Mam.”

      “Mam?” he said softly.

      “Uh huh. I’m telling her to come and find us. I want to go home. I don’t like this place.”

      He put an arm around her. He hated the place too, and he was worried about his sister. She was too thin. He could see the bones under her skin. Sometimes, in the morning, one or two of the other kids didn’t wake up, and when he came back from working in the fields, they were gone. No one ever mentioned them again.

      “Is Mam gonna come and get us?”

      “I don’t know. I hope so. But don’t worry. If she doesn’t, I’ll look after you.”

      “I know. But I miss Mam. I want to see her.”

      “I do too. Maybe one day we will.”

      His sister put her head on his shoulder and clutched the grass to her chest, crooning over it like a mother soothing a baby. He guessed she’d reversed roles and she was soothing ‘Mam’ in the way she wanted to be soothed by her.

      An ear-piercing crack split the air, making all the children jump and shudder. Echoing reverberations of powerful engines followed, quickly dying down. A second crack followed, and a third. Fighter jets were passing overhead, Alliance planes, off to fight in the war.
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      Taylan adjusted her scarf, pulling it forward over her head so it concealed her face like a hood. Hoping she hadn’t missed something vital from her disguise, she pushed the pub door open and stepped inside.

      She recalled how, before they were invaded, the British had loved to make fun of Earth Awareness Crusaders, saying they were ignorant fanatics with wild, irrational beliefs. In truth, no one was really sure what they did in their day to day lives because communication with the outside world was banned in every EAC nation state. But rumors of their odd, regressive lifestyles had spread from the continent, along with smuggled images, vidclips, and audio diaries, confirming the stories.

      In her short experience of the cultists she had seen plenty of strange things too, but she’d also found that in some ways they were not so different from her own people. For instance, both cultures liked to drink.

      A wall of warm air hit her, heavy with exhaled breath, yeasty beer, and weed smoke. At the same time, sounds washed over her: arguments, laughter, the clink of glasses. If the pub patrons had been wearing different clothes and speaking her native tongue, the scene could have been any ordinary weekend night from her youth. She could have been there to meet friends and hear the latest gossip, complain about work, or just to have fun and relax.

      But having fun was the last thing on her mind. She was embarking on a path that could lead to her death. It was the only way she might learn what had happened to Patrin and Kayla. She was convinced they weren’t in Ireland or in an EAC orphanage. If the latter were the case, Dwyr Orr would have found them. They had to be somewhere else. Perhaps a Crusader family was hiding them or they were in another place beyond the Dwyr’s easy reach.

      They were not dead. She refused to believe that, but also she was sure if they were she would feel it. They were still alive. She clung to that conviction. But the information she needed to find them wasn’t readily available. To uncover it, she had to insert herself into Crusader society. And now that the Britannic Alliance had the Dwyr in custody, the vendetta the woman had been waging against her and her kids was over, she hoped.

      She was at the lowest level of the pub facing a large, central bar surrounded by tables and booths. Two sets of dark wooden stairs led to the second and third levels, their seating areas and customers visible through balustrades of the same dark, old wood. She guessed the place had to hold two or three hundred people, perfect for her plan. However, the bartender, a stocky, broad-shouldered man, was already looking at her suspiciously, as if deciding whether to throw her out. If she tried to ply her trade immediately, he probably would.

      She went up to him.

      His frown eased a fraction. “What can I get you?”

      Beyond him, two younger, female bartenders were giggling flirtatiously with the men they were serving, angling for tips. She was relieved the male server had seen her first. He might feel a little sympathy for her.

      She reached inside her robes to an inner pocket and took out the card before handing it to him, heart in mouth.

      The few simple words she’d written on it were the culmination of weeks of work. Of all the challenges she’d faced in returning to West BI, learning to write by hand had been the hardest. Stealing food, staying hidden, studying the examples of the costume she needed and sourcing the clothes, all these had been difficult, but they paled in comparison with the laborious effort of creating words on paper that didn’t look like they’d been written by a four year old.

      She’d seen plenty of examples of handwriting on copies of old documents in history lessons. She knew what it was supposed to look like and she’d thought it would be easy enough to do it. What she hadn’t properly understood was that what she’d seen was the result of years of practice; hours a day spent writing, writing, writing, for every subject at school, and then, later, writing letters, diaries, notes, reports, and so on, as adults. Stripped of technology by their Dwyr, Crusaders had done the same. They’d grown skilled at the craft, and if she was to fit in her efforts had to match theirs.

      Speaking to them was out of the question. Her accent would give her away in a minute. She couldn’t mimic it like Marc, Angharad’s son. He’d succeeded in fooling the people at the Crusader midsummer festival on Ynys Môn but she couldn’t take that chance.

      “Hmpf,” said the bartender after reading the note. He peered over the bar, his gaze traveling from her embroidered shoes to the decorative scarf overhanging her face. “What do you do? Write? Point?”

      It was safer to avoid testing her shaky writing skills unnecessarily. She touched the lever above one of the beer signs and then pointed at a shelf of glasses.

      “Pint of Old Black Hen, coming up.”

      Tension oozed out of her like ice cream melting on a hot summer’s day.

      While the bartender was pouring her drink, she checked out the pub’s clientele again. A few were looking her way. She was already attracting interest. Good. She picked up her card from the bar and slipped it back into her pocket. Hopefully, it would come out many more times tonight.

      When her beer was ready, she paid for it with a few stolen coins.

      “Look,” said the bartender, scooping the coins into his other hand, “I know why you’re here, and I don’t mind. People like a bit of entertainment. But the boss won’t approve. If he comes in you can expect to leave soon after.”

      She nodded her thanks for the warning and picked up her drink.

      It wasn’t until she reached the second floor of the pub she found an empty table. Round-topped, sticky with spilled drinks, and wobbly, it was clear why the other patrons had avoided it. The table was also situated in a dark corner with only two single bench seats flanking it. For her purposes, it was perfect.

      Old Black Hen was not bad at all, and her experience of beer was extensive. When she’d drunk a quarter of her pint, someone approached.

      In the half light, Taylan couldn’t see her first customer too well, but the woman appeared very young, too young to be in a pub legally in old West Britannic Isles. Maybe the EAC didn’t care about such things. She was wearing a long skirt and a blouse, covered by a tabard decorated with symbols.

      “Excuse me. I couldn’t help notice you sitting here alone. I was wondering, are you working? If not, I’ll leave.”

      Taylan was already taking out her card.

      The woman frowned as she took it and turned it toward the light. Her eyebrows rose. “Oh, you can’t speak!”

      Taylan held out her hand. The woman gave her the card back.

      “But if you can’t speak, how can you tell me my future?”

      Opening her satchel, Taylan took out a sheet of paper and a pen. With a sweep of her hand, she invited the woman to sit down.

      It had taken her ages to come up with a way to live among the Crusaders undetected. At first, it had seemed impossible. How could she live among people whose lives were a mystery to her and who were actively seeking her out to hand her over to their mentally unsound leader? Then she’d remembered the fortune tellers at the ceremony to launch the invasion of Ireland.

      They’d been dressed in colorful, patterned robes and had gone from person to person, group to group, offering their services. She guessed they were probably itinerant, moving on to new grounds when interest dried up. No one would be surprised by the arrival of a new fortune teller, and it was the kind of job that required no skill or training. It wasn’t like she could get anything wrong. It was all nonsense anyway. And adding a vow of silence to the mix would only make her seem more mysterious and interesting.

      People told fortune tellers all kinds of things, and what better place to hide than in plain sight?
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      HMS Resolute was a grandiose name for a patrol boat, even a new boat of the latest design and top-of-the-range tech. When Colbourn had informed Wright of his new orders, she’d focused on the merits of the vessel, trying to spin the news into something better than it was. She’d emphasized he would be in command of his own ship, a very special ship. The fact that the brigadier hadn’t been able to look him in the eyes said everything. Basically, it was a demotion. After his damning psych assessment he had retained his rank, but as to his dignity, pride, and reputation…

      He’d gone from serving aboard three of the most powerful and vital starships in the BA Space Fleet, the Valiant, the Fearless, and the Gallant, to twiddling his thumbs aboard a tin-pot vessel, patrolling the Australian coastline. Tasked with keeping watch for incursions into Alliance waters, all he could look forward to, probably for the rest of his career, was endless days at sea. Even if the EAC did decide to attack Oceania, his little boat’s role in the action would be minimal.

      It was a hard pill to swallow, and he had a feeling it would remain stuck in his throat forever.

      He leaned on the gunwale and gazed at Sydney Harbor, growing steadily closer as the Resolute cut through the water on her approach. He’d spent a brief time in the city before assuming his command, and he had fond memories of it. The buildings of the central district were sunk halfway into the ground and a network of pedestrian walkways and road tunnels connected them, leaving the tree-lined streets on the surface quiet and tranquil. The architectural style had been adopted hundreds of years ago, he’d learned, to cool the buildings and conserve energy as well as to protect from bush fires. It would be a great shame if the EAC got its hands on the place and plunged it into technological darkness.

      The sun from a crystal sky beat on his back and glittered on the waves. He was uncomfortably hot in his stiff white uniform jacket, but he had to wear it to greet the Marines who would be joining the ship. He would be glad to get back to sea and informal working attire.

      He straightened up and comm’d the helmsman, Warrant Officer Jeong. “How long until we dock?”

      “About twenty minutes, sir.”

      “Thanks. I’ll be in my cabin.”

      “Aye aye, sir.”

      He descended the ladder to the second deck and walked the narrow passageway to his compartment. Opening the door, he was hit by a smell.

      “Shit.”

      It was, literally.

      He’d been house-training the cat Ellis had given him, Boots. His efforts were hit-and-miss, or, rather, the cat’s were.

      He went to the litter tray in the corner and saw with relief this effort was a hit. As he was dealing with it and wondering whether a cat could be trained to use the head like a regular Marine, Boots came out from under his bunk and rubbed up against his leg. He awkwardly patted her.

      He hadn’t been allowed pets as a child. His dad had been a clean freak. He wasn’t sure what he was supposed to do with Boots, how to care for her, but he seemed to be doing okay. The cat appeared healthy and happy and she hadn’t tried to jump overboard yet. The last had been his greatest fear. If he ever saw Ellis again, he wouldn’t know how to tell her he’d drowned her cat.

      He sat at his desk to go over the ship’s manifest. Five crew members would be leaving the ship when they docked and only three would be joining her. On the face of it, the loss of two Marines wasn’t significant, but it was a symptom of the difficult times. The Britannic Alliance had clawed back to global dominance by retaking the Caribbean, but its grip was weak.

      All four branches of the military were stretched thin and each was finding it harder and harder to meet enlistment targets. Perhaps the younger generation felt the Alliance’s time was drawing to an end, or, with Ua Talman’s colony ships due to depart in a few years, people felt the future lay in the stars. He wasn’t sure. Either way, every military man and woman counted, now more than ever. That was why one particular name on the list of Marines joining the ship puzzled him.

      Boots miaowed to be let out of the cabin. He opened the door. After staring at the gap for long seconds as if deciding what to do, the cat finally left.

      Pets of any kind were against regulations, but he hadn’t even attempted to keep his a secret from the crew. At first, he’d justified his decision by telling himself a cat aboard ship would be good for morale, but finally he’d realized he just didn’t care about regulations anymore.

      He opened a book on his interface to pass the remaining time until the boat docked.
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        * * *

      

      The new crew members were standing together on the quay, kit bags at their feet. As soon as they spotted Wright walking down the gang plank followed by his lieutenant, the two men and one woman formed a line, stood to attention, and saluted.

      “At ease,” he said. “Welcome to the Resolute.”

      The man he was most interested in made eye contact but instantly looked forward again.

      “I hope you have many happy days serving aboard her,” Wright went on. “Lieutenant Ford will take you to your berths and explain your duties. You can board now.”

      The men and woman picked up their bags and began to file past him.

      “Corporal Abacha,” he said. “As soon as you’ve settled in, come to my cabin.”

      “Yes, sir,” the man replied, not breaking step.

      It seemed an odd coincidence the man who had served under him had ended up on his ship. Marines usually aspired to be transferred from the surface to the Space Fleet. Movements in the opposite direction were rare and there was nothing about a transfer request in Abacha’s file. Maybe the Marine had done something to piss Colbourn off, and sending him to the Resolute, too, had immediately sprung to her mind as a suitable punishment.

      There was a knock at his cabin door.

      “Come in.”

      Abacha looked uncertain as he entered, perhaps wondering why he’d been singled out to speak to his new CO.

      The corporal was tall, stooping a little to get under the door jamb. Though he wasn’t burly, he was muscley, his neck muscles and biceps rounding out the lines of his shirt. If Wright hadn’t seen it with his own eyes, he wouldn’t have believed Ellis had defeated the man at hand-to-hand combat.

      “Sorry,” said Wright, realizing Abacha had been waiting patiently for him to say something. “Take a seat.”

      His look of confusion deepening, the corporal sat on the chair by the side of Wright’s desk and rested his hands on his knees.

      Wright sat on his bunk. “Congratulations on your promotion.”

      “Thank you, sir.”

      “I wanted to speak to you because, to be honest, I’m surprised our paths are crossing again.”

      “I’m glad to be serving under you again, Major.”

      After an awkward pause, Wright said, “Can I ask—”

      A soft miaow sounded outside in the passageway.

      Abacha’s eyes widened in surprise as he turned toward the sound.

      Wright opened the door. “Uh, I might not be the only one you recognize aboard the Resolute.”

      “Ha!” Abacha grinned with delight as the cat trotted in. “How on Earth did he get here?” Then he gave a slight shake of his head. “Huh, why am I asking? As if I didn’t know.”

      “He?” asked Wright. “I thought Boots was a girl.”

      “You did? Why would you think that?”

      “I, er, I must have just assumed. I didn’t check.”

      “Hey, little fella,” said Abacha, leaning down to pat the animal, apparently forgetting he was in the presence of his CO. “How have you been?”

      From the way Boots readily leapt onto his lap, he clearly remembered Taylan’s friend.

      “Gee, I used to hate this cat so much,” said Abacha. “Always shitting and pissing everywhere.”

      “She…he still does that. But he’s getting better.”

      The arrival of Boots had dissolved the awkward atmosphere.

      “Do you know where Taylan is now?” Abacha asked, stroking the cat, a look of bemused nostalgia on his face.

      Wright leaned backward and propped himself on his arms. “The last time I saw her, she was headed back to West BI.”

      “Still looking for her kid,” Abacha said flatly.

      “Kids, as I understand it. Two of them, pretty young, I think. That’s about as much as I know.”

      “Ah. She never talked about them, but it wasn’t hard to guess what her problem was.”

      I miss her.

      Wright almost blurted his thought out but managed to stop himself just in time. What was wrong with him? He was forgetting his position. He could have made an embarrassing error in front of his subordinate. His terrible experiences in Jamaica, his de facto demotion, the loss of everything he’d worked for and believed in for most of his adult life…it was all getting to him.

      He needed to get a grip.

      But, then again, did he?

      “Would you like a drink?” he asked. “A beer maybe?”

      The corporal’s mouth fell open, but he wasn’t too shocked to refuse. “A beer would be very welcome, sir. It was hot out on the harbor waiting to be picked up.”

      Wright took two cans from his refrigerator. There were some perks to being in command, no matter how small your boat was.

      Handing one over, he said, “Abacha, I think I can be open with you. You seem like a good guy. Let’s face it, anyone who could put up with Ellis for any length of time has to be a saint.”

      Abacha popped his can and took a long drink before replying, “Yeah, she’s a pain in the ass, that’s for sure. Whatever you want to tell me, it won’t leave this cabin, sir.”

      “Right. Well, I was wondering, do you have any idea why you’re here?”

      “I’m not sure what you mean.”

      “Do you know why you were assigned to the Resolute in particular? It isn’t the most obvious career advancement after serving on the Valiant.”

      “I don’t have any special duties, Major Wright, if that’s what you mean. I’m being straight with you.”

      “I believe you, but, didn’t it strike you as strange that you would be transferred here?”

      “It did. But I’m not in a position to question anything. I just do what I’m told.”

      “Maybe the higher ups are holding something back from both of us.”

      Warrant Officer Jeong comm’d him. Reflexively, he touched the implant behind his ear. “Yes?”

      “We’re out of sight of land and visual contact with any other vessels, sir.”

      “Okay, take us down.”

      The ship’s speakers emitted three short, loud bleeps and a section of steel slid over the cabin window, cutting out the light. The cabin lights brightened in response. Boots jumped down from Abacha’s lap and went to hide under the bunk.

      “Don’t worry,” Wright said in response to Abacha’s expression of alarm. “You’re perfectly safe.”

      Clunks and whirrings sounded all around, and the ship juddered. Above them, the outer hull was extending to enclose the main deck, and the pressure hull was also rising around the bridge, which would become the control room. The Resolute’s hydrofoils also were converting into hydroplanes, and water was pouring into the main ballast tanks.

      Within a couple of minutes, the transformation was complete. The ship began to submerge.

      Wright remarked, “Yeah, the Resolute has a few secrets of her own.”
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      A line of cards lay face upward on the table. Six in all, they forecast the future of Taylan’s customer. On the far left lay the Queen—unmistakably a Dwyr, under a horned headdress. Next to her, the naked Lovers were entwined stylistically in each other’s arms. The third card Taylan had drawn was a wheel set among clouds, symbols she didn’t know the meaning of around its edge. She didn’t know what this one was supposed to be, so she’d written something about a period of time passing. The King followed the Wheel, seated on a throne with a sword held high. The penultimate card was the Sun shining over a green landscape, and the last card Taylan had drawn, inwardly wincing when she saw it, was Death, a black-hooded figure wielding a scythe.

      Her customer’s eyes had widened in dismay as it had been revealed. Taylan’s imagination, already stretched to its limit in conjuring up some rubbish to interpret the cards, struggled to spin Death in a nice way. She’d patted the young woman’s arm reassuringly and wrote:

      It is only through endings we have new beginnings. You will enter a new phase of your life.

      A look of relief came over the woman’s face as she read.

      “A new phase in my life. I like that. And I loved the bit about getting the attention of someone important. You don’t think it could be the new Dwyr, do you?”

      Dwyr Perran Orr had taken his oaths three weeks ago. Like the former Dwyr’s ‘funeral’ and as with most public events in the Crusader world, few had actually witnessed it. Taylan had seen the public notices go up and she’d overheard people talking about it, gossiping about what the boy had looked like and how he’d acted. She’d wondered how they could know the reports were true? But factual truth wasn’t highly valued in their society.

      The only item of news she’d thought was reliable was the fact that Perran’s initiation ceremony wouldn’t take place for a few years. She guessed the unspoken reason for the delay was they had to wait until he was sexually mature before he could participate.

      Gross.

      Was that what her customer was thinking about?

      She wrote: It could mean someone important in society like the Dwyr or someone important only to you.

      That was the great thing about telling fortunes—all you had to do was write predictions so vague they could mean anything. The next time the woman attracted the attention of anyone she deemed important in any way—and it was impossible she wouldn’t—she would believe the prediction had come true.

      Taylan gathered up the cards, signaling the session was over.

      “Thanks,” said the woman. She scanned the paper again and nodded thoughtfully. “That makes a lot of sense. You’re very good. The last fortune teller I saw told me I’d be pregnant and married within a year, and that I’d go on to have ten children and never leave West BI. That isn’t the kind of life I want. I want to do something interesting. All my mother did was look after us kids and then her grandkids. I don’t want to be like her.”

      Taylan felt a spark of sympathy for the stranger. The genuine fortune teller’s reading was likely to be more accurate than her own. She doubted contraception was promoted in Crusader culture. It would be seen as too technological and interfering in the natural course of things. She’d told a more exciting but far less possible tale, including foreign travel and meeting important people. The pub was mostly full of men. The few women present were young. No doubt the older ones were at home caring for a brood while their partners enjoyed themselves. Crusader ways were anachronistic in the extreme. She couldn’t understand the appeal.

      “What do I owe you?” the woman asked.

      It was a rhetorical question. She was only being polite. From the sessions Taylan had spied upon, the custom was that the client paid whatever they felt the reading was worth.

      She spread her hands and smiled. Only her mouth would be visible. She’d been careful to keep most of her face in shadow. She knew from the time a Crusader patrol had attacked her that the people knew her likeness and were on the look out for her.

      The young woman pulled a small cloth purse from a pocket in the fold of her skirt and took out two coins. It wasn’t much. The beer had cost more. But Taylan didn’t betray any disappointment. She wasn’t there for business purposes anyway.

      “I know it isn’t a lot,” said the woman as she handed the money over. “But I’ll recommend you to my friends. Will you be here tomorrow?”

      Taylan nodded and gave her the paper.

      Now for the real work.

      Before the woman could leave, Taylan wrote on a second sheet of paper, What do you do?

      “I’m an embroiderer. I made this.” She lifted the hem of her tabard to display it. “Do you like it?”

      Genuinely impressed, Taylan wrote, It’s beautiful.

      Beaming, her client said, “Thanks. It took me hours.”

      An embroiderer was unlikely to have any contact with children. There was no point in prolonging the conversation. Good luck with your work, she wrote.

      “Thank you.”

      As the woman left, a man rose from his seat and began to walk over. Her clientele was on the increase already. She only hoped she might learn something useful from them.
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        * * *

      

      There was no defined end to serving hours at the pub. As the evening wore on, things grew rowdier and then quieter as people left or the drunks got too inebriated to cause any more trouble. The servers began wiping down tables and waking up the people who had passed out before forcing them out onto the street.

      No one had approached her table in more than an hour. It was time to pack up shop and leave. With a heavy heart, Taylan drained the dregs of her second pint and put away her cards, paper, and pens. Despite gently probing her customers with questions, she hadn’t heard anything that might give her an inkling of where her children had gone.

      Maybe she was expecting too much. It was only her first try after all. If there were a place the native children had been taken, it could be something only a few people knew about. It might be weeks or months before she heard a whisper of it.

      Weeks of spouting drivel for credulous idiots? Ugh.

      That was not something to look forward to, and as time went on her chances of being recognized increased. But she didn’t have any better ideas. Whatever it took, and however long it took, she wouldn’t give up her search.

      Pushing open the heavy outer door, a blast of cold, humid air hit her face. She stepped out into the night. The scent of approaching rain washed over her as she walked the dark streets to the place where she’d been sleeping for the last few weeks. Autumn was passing quickly. When the winter cold arrived, she would need better accommodation, but that was a bridge to be crossed when she came to it.

      The little town was set in a valley, the roads snaking up the hills on each side. She hadn’t been here before, in that almost-mystical time before the invasion, but it hadn’t taken her long to find a quiet spot to hide away. Half the houses were empty, abandoned by the fleeing townsfolk, or the former habitations of those who hadn’t made it out. Still, she hadn’t dared take over a house in case the Crusaders had a system of allocating them. She couldn’t afford to attract attention by falling foul of it.

      Instead, she’d set herself up in a garden shed. In the before-days, it might have been a man cave. The wooden building at the end of the long garden was spacious and dry, and though the large-screen interface no longer worked, the small camp bed was comfortable. There was even a little single-hob stove, though it required batteries and she hadn’t been able to find any of the right kind to steal.

      After checking up and down the street and seeing no one else about, she turned into the narrow alley between two terraced houses that led to their rear doors and gardens. Behind the houses, nature had taken over. Brambles arched over pathways and the ornamental shrubs were wildly overgrown. She knew the route through the vegetation well, which was lucky as she had to navigate it in pitch darkness. As she reached the black shape
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