
  
    [image: THE DEFIANT]
  


  
    
      THE DEFIANT

      
        Star Legend

        Book Six

      

    

    
      
        J.J. Green

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        If you’re going to make a desperate, hopeless act of defiance you should make it a good one.

        ANN LECKIE
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      Spiral City, Java, glowed in the morning sun. Once, it had been a sea of shacks. Entire families had lived in single-room houses made from corrugated iron, sharing a single, stinking pit toilet with hundreds of others. Water had come from a standpipe and it often made you sick. Danger stalked the slum dwellers: stray dogs that transmitted a terrible, fatal disease through their bites; fires that spread faster than anyone could run; bad men in shadows, waiting to snatch an unwary child.

      Setia Zees gazed out across the cityscape from a steep street in the poor, hilly quarter, ruminating on how everything looked different now. After the Britannic Alliance starship had sent back revelatory scientific information from deep space, things had begun to change. Setia didn’t understand much about it, but apparently the knowledge had allowed scientists and engineers to develop new technologies—technologies for transportation, farming, medicine, building…so many things.

      And the spirals had begun to appear in her home town. She recalled the first gravity-defying building going up in the city center. Everyone had marveled as each thick, tall story appeared, sweeping around a wide curve, hanging impossibly in the air, supported only by the central base. When the building was complete at fifteen stories high, a machine had applied a brilliant orange, reflective coating, turning the entire structure into a beacon, a burning flame in the dull, gray scene emblazoned with the name of the multi-national corporation owners. The name stuck in minds near and far, as was exactly the intention.

      As she grew from a child to an adolescent, the trend for spiral structures had caught on. Shining edifices in a myriad of colors had sprung up everywhere. The form appealed to her countrymen, Setia guessed. She had little access to news from other countries, but she hadn’t seen pictures or reports about similar buildings. And so Spiral City had earned its unofficial name.

      She was proud of the place. It was home, all she’d ever known, and it would break her heart to leave it. But she had no choice if she wanted to live.

      “Setia!”

      The urgent whisper had come from somewhere to her right. She spied a childhood friend in the darkness between two shacks.

      “Aulia? What are you doing? Why are you hiding?”

      “Don’t look at me! Pratam has sent someone after you. He knows you’re here.”

      Aulia was gone.

      Her dear, old friend had risked her life to protect her. If word ever got back to Pratam about the warning, Aulia’s life would also be forfeit.

      Setia was already running. She went downhill, hoping she wasn’t heading toward her attacker.

      She pushed past the barefoot pedestrians blocking her way. Seniors, children, and the unemployed were out on errands or shopping. The street was thick with them. Roadside vendors created more obstacles, though they would be obstacles for her pursuers too.

      Who was coming after her? Aulia hadn’t said. Would it be muscle-bound Soleh, Pratam’s right-hand man and brute enforcer of his will? Or perhaps it would be Yuda, the silent assassin, murderer of the powerful, the elite whose deaths must be quiet and of undefined causes.

      She risked a glance over her shoulder.

      It was Soleh.

      She hadn’t seen the man, only the effects of his progress. At the top of the street, in the dusty haze, the crowd was violently parting. A channel had formed, its edges made of crushed, stumbling passersby. Shouts of protest and alarm leaked through the hubbub.

      Setia stepped up her pace. As she vaulted a low table her toe knocked a street magician’s cards from his hands. A vulgar curse followed her, something involving the insertion of body parts into ill-considered orifices.

      A woman laden with pastries crossed her path. She had no time to dodge. She smashed into her, scattering her wares across the ground. A hungry mob descended and a scuffle ensued.

      She felt bad for the woman but the accident should slow Soleh down.

      She’d reached the bottom of the hill, where the market petered out to a handful of stalls and the crowd thinned. An alley opened to her left. Side-stepping a beggar sitting cross-legged, his upturned palms level with the dirty rag bound over his eyes, she darted down the alley.

      It ran alongside a derelict building, once a vast department store. On the other side stood a building site fence. A green metal constructor suddenly reared beyond it. The machine’s rounded head bobbed up and down as its long, articulated arm laid blocks at a breath-taking speed. If she jumped the fence she would be safe from Soleh but in danger from the constructor bots. Humans weren’t allowed on building sites. The manufacturers couldn’t guarantee the constructors would stop in time before hurting someone.

      But maybe she was already safe.

      She looked back over her shoulder, panting.

      No.

      Soleh was kicking the beggar aside. He must have seen her turn off the main street. As their gazes met across the distance, he looked furious. Glistening with sweat, his shirt wide open, his expression black as a thunder cloud, he was probably incensed that she hadn’t given herself up and allowed him to kill her without going to all this bother.

      She ran.

      The alley was long. Both the old department store and the construction site were vast.

      When would she reach the end?

      She flicked another glance over her shoulder.

      Burnap’s balls.

      Soleh was gaining on her.

      She scanned the department store wall.

      Bricks.

      Bricks.

      Some more bricks.

      Not a door, a window, or even a vent at ground level. Not a single opening in the blank expanse.

      Then the end of the alley grew clear.

      Yes!

      No.

      What she’d thought had been the wall of a street or another alley running across this one was in fact a dead end.

      The light dimmed as if illustrating her dismal predicament, but she had no time to figure out why. Normal brightness quickly returned.

      Her only escape was the fence. She would have to take her chance with the constructor whirring and clanking to her right. And she had to do it now, before Soleh reached her.

      “Setia Zees?”

      A tall, slim figure had appeared from nowhere. She skidded to a halt.

      “Burnap’s balls, where did you come from?!”

      She was sure he hadn’t been here a second ago. There was no door he could have stepped from and she assumed he couldn’t walk through walls.

      Before the man could answer, she said, “Forget it.” She leapt for the top of the fence. “Nice to meet you and goodb—”

      The strange man tugged sharply on her ankle. She tumbled down, grazing her knees on the rough ground. “What the hell?”

      Soleh had reached her. His hands on his muscled hips, his gaze moved from Setia to the interloper. He had to be trying to figure out if the man was friend or foe.

      So was Setia.

      Judging from the fact he’d prevented her escaping, he was not a friend.

      But any port in a storm.

      “Thanks for coming to my rescue,” she said confidently, edging behind him. “Soleh, as you can see, I’m not alone. I have important and…” she squinted up into the man’s enigmatic face “…powerful allies. More important and powerful than Pratam, so you can go back and tell him he’d better forget about me if he knows what’s good for him.”

      “Pratam doesn’t give a shit about your friend,” Soleh spat. However, he also didn’t move a single step forward. “Someone has to pay for the missing merch, and that someone is you.”

      This was what pissed Setia off so much about the whole affair. None of it was her fault. She’d run drugs for her boss faithfully and reliably for over two years, never missing an appointment, never getting smart-mouthed with the customers—no matter how much they deserved it—never skimming a little off the top and substituting with detergent, as many runners did. Was it her fault she’d been robbed? It had to happen sooner or later. It was one of the inevitable drawbacks of the business. By punishing her he was hurting himself. Reliable runners were hard to come by. But Pratam was as stupid as he was vindictive.

      “Fight,” said the stranger.

      “Whaa…?” She double-checked he was speaking to her, not Soleh. This wasn’t how she’d hoped things would go. It would have been better if he told Soleh to go away—infinitely better if he produced a gun and shot him.

      The man’s dark eyes bored into hers. Dressed in a dark gray suit, his clothes marked him out as one of Spiral City’s wealthier citizens, yet there was something not quite right about him. He grabbed her shoulder, his fingers digging into her flesh like steel pins, and dragged her forward until she stood between him and Soleh.

      “Fight.”

      Fight?

      Setia’s opponent grinned and rubbed the knuckles of one hand into the palm of the other.

      “No weapons,” said the man in a commanding tone.

      Soleh had been obeying orders all his life and he was even dumber than Pratam. He nodded agreement, pulled knives from their sheaths on each side of his torso, bent down and slid them along the ground a couple of meters to his rear.

      Setia still had no hope of beating him. Soleh stood head and shoulders taller than her and he was about twice as wide. He was also a killer and practiced brawler, while she’d only been in the usual street fights, mostly bravado and windmilling fists. She’d learned enough to extract herself and run away, which had always seemed to her the wisest response.

      The strange man’s hand remained on her shoulder. She’d almost forgotten about it in all the excitement, but then an odd feeling emanated from his touch. A sensation flowed from it, a hot, liquid feeling, like blood pouring from a wound, but instead it was flowing into her. An energized thrill passed through her, leaving every part of her feeling stronger. Her muscles no longer ached from running, her panting ceased, and her heart rate slowed and steadied. Calmness and confidence suffused her.

      Her mouth dropped open and she stared at the man.

      Was this some new type of drug? She’d never tried any of Pratam’s merchandise. The terrible state of his customers had put her off the stuff for life. But her experience seemed similar to accounts she’d heard.

      Still, what good would drugs do against—

      As she’d been staring at the stranger, slack-jawed, she glimpsed movement in her peripheral vision. The next thing she knew, her forearm hit something meaty. Soleh had swung for her and she’d blocked him without even thinking about it.

      Soleh looked as surprised as she felt.

      He threw another fist. Like an automaton, she ducked. As his momentum carried him forward she grabbed his shirt and pulled him closer and down before driving her knee into his nose. He toppled forward and she kicked his knee, buckling it. He screamed and collapsed. She leapt on top of him and locked her leg around his neck, folding her other leg over the first, pulling it tight. Soleh tried to rise but her weight held him down. He tried to prise her from his throat but she squeezed tighter.

      In a few seconds, his body went limp.

      Setia lay still, numbly wondering what had just happened.

      How had she managed to defeat Soleh, Pratam’s best fighter? It had all taken place so quickly. She’d moved as if by instinct.

      The man was holding out a hand. She grasped it and he helped her to her feet.

      “Come with me, Setia. I have someone I would like you to meet. You are both destined for great things.”
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      Patrin Ellis clenched and unclenched his hands as they rested on his knees. He took in a deep breath and then exhaled slowly and evenly, practicing the technique Mam had taught him to ease his racing pulse. It didn’t do much good. Sweat prickled his brow and trickled down the back of his neck.

      The room was too warm. Why did they have to make it so warm? It was barely autumn outside, let alone winter. There was no need for them to have the heating on.

      Carys leaned close and murmured, “You’ll do fine. Don’t worry.”

      “I’m not worried,” he shot back heatedly. Then, feeling shameful at his outburst, he repeated, more gently, “I’m not really worried. I just wish they would get it over with. Why are they taking so long?”

      She shrugged. “These things take a long time. They have to do everything correctly, according to the rules. If they make a mistake it gives his team an opening. You don’t want to go through this again, do you?”

      “Definitely not.”

      “Then try to be patient. Answer every question clearly, to the best of your knowledge and memory. You can’t do any better than that. It’ll be over before you know it.”

      I wish.

      He recognized some of the people in the waiting room, or at least he thought he recognized them. Ten years had passed since he’d seen these boys and girls, and they were not allowed to speak to each other, to exchange names or stories. The evidence had to be as uncorrupted as possible, uninfluenced by other accounts of what had happened.

      He and Carys were an exception. They’d lived together since returning to West BI. Any sharing of stories had already taken place, the authorities said, so it didn’t matter if they talked to each other. Except they hadn’t shared anything. Neither he nor Carys ever mentioned that time. He supposed she didn’t want to bring up the subject any more than he did. Why go over something that made your guts clamp down in painful knots whenever you thought about it? There was nothing either of them could say that would change the past.

      Kayla was lucky. She’d been so young then, she been ruled out as a reliable witness.

      The door slid open in a quiet whoosh, loud in the silent room.

      “Patrin Ellis,” said the official, reading from an interface.

      “Good luck,” Carys whispered as he stood up.

      He didn’t look back at her as he left.

      The official led him along a narrow passageway and up some steps. At the top of the steps stood an open door, light spilling from it. The low hum of quiet voices also leaked out. He stepped through the opening and the voices quietened to silence. The door snicked closed behind him. The official had disappeared. He was alone inside a booth with transparent plastic walls.

      The judge sat highest in the room, on a platform behind a polished desk. Men and women in suits were behind more desks. He recognized one of them: Mr Barnaby, who had helped him prepare for today. Beyond the lawyers was the audience, perched on rows of benches, squashed together. The place was packed.

      His gaze roved the faces.

      Where was she?

      Then he saw her.

      Mam.

      She smiled and gave a little wave. His nervousness fell away.

      Sitting next to her was her boyfriend, TJ. Mam always called him by his surname, Wright. He wasn’t sure why. He liked TJ. He was a good guy. Good for Mam. Steady and kind. She needed someone like that.

      Just be honest about what you remember, she’d said. That’s all. Just tell them what happened.

      “Would the witness please be seated,” the judge snapped.

      Shit.

      He slid into the seat, embarrassed. Everyone was staring at him. They must think he’s an idiot.

      He went through the formalities, swearing to tell the truth. There were no mics he could see. He guessed the see-through walls would pick up his response as he gave his replies.

      Mr Barnaby was suddenly in front of the booth. Patrin braced himself for the questions about to come.

      Then he saw the accused.

      Sitting at the defense barristers’ desks was a man whose face made him instantly fearful. The man looked much older, thinner, and paler than Patrin remembered, and his thick, dark hair had been replaced by strands of silvery gray. It was no wonder he hadn’t recognized him at first. But now he looked closely, he was in no doubt it was Summoner Seba.

      Like so many Crusaders, Seba had vanished into the ether after the Alliance had re-taken the Isles, turning the tide of the war, pushing back the cultists’ darkness, and sparking the return to modern civilization and rationality. The last time Patrin had seen him, Seba had been coordinating the break-up of the camp in the Australian desert. In the light from flickering lamps, the children’s captors had been moving to and fro, hastily collapsing the tents and gathering supplies, loading them onto horse-drawn wagons, ready to flee into the desert.

      So much had happened that night and over the following days. Patrin preferred not to recall the memories, but Barnaby’s questions mostly focused on earlier times. He answered as well as he could. He had to talk about specific instances he’d seen Seba giving orders and punishing children through beating or starvation.

      After each answer, Barnaby would very briefly pause and glance at the jury.

      The court was an old-fashioned way of running Seba’s trial. Modern trials didn’t take place in courtrooms with everyone physically present anymore. No one had to leave their home or office to give their testimony. But the Crusader war crimes trials were held differently as a concession to their culture and beliefs.

      He would have preferred to be at home and not on show to hundreds of people.

      “No further questions, Your Honor,” said Barnaby.

      Patrin relaxed and then tensed. Now it was the other side’s turn. These questions would be harder. Barnaby had said Seba’s team would try to confuse and trick him to make him look stupid or a liar.

      Just tell them what happened.

      “Patrin,” said the woman who had approached the booth as Barnaby returned to his seat. “May I call you that?”

      Patrin looked at the judge.

      “Address the witness as Mr Ellis.”

      “I apologize, Your Honor. I was only trying to put the boy at ease. Mr Ellis, how old were you when you were at the Crusader camp?”

      “About seven or eight.”

      “About seven or eight? You can’t remember?”

      This was what Barnaby had warned him about.

      “The seasons in Australia are the opposite of what they are here in the BI,” Patrin explained, “and the Crusaders never told us the date or even the month. But I remember I had my sixth birthday at home with my mam and sister before the invasion. Then while I was on the Crusader ship I began to lose track of time. After Mam found us and brought us home I had my ninth birthday. So I must have been seven and eight while the Crusaders had me.”

      The woman pulled a sour face. Behind her, Barnaby nodded and gave him a surreptitious thumbs-up.

      The next questions the defense barrister asked went over the same incidents Barnaby had brought up. As predicted, she tried to trip him up over the details and kept her tone skeptical. He stuck like glue to what he’d already said.

      It was hard. He hated thinking about those things. He hated remembering the kids who had disappeared overnight, and the cries of the ones who had been beaten. The worst images in his mind were from the night he’d escaped with Kayla, when they’d watched the barns burn in the darkness. Later on he’d learned about the kids trapped inside them.

      He usually tried to blank out the memories, but the pain of going over it all again would be worth it if Seba finally paid for everything he’d done.

      The old man had been found at Southern Cape, he’d heard, farming sugar cane. The locals had been suspicious about him for years. He’d continued to grow crops on the land after everyone else had taken up the new technology of using underground vats. He’d also treated his workers badly. One day police had to intervene in a vicious altercation and his picture appeared in the media. A former captive at the Australian camp had recognized him and his past caught up to him at last.

      “Mr Ellis,” said the barrister, “you’ve made serious allegations about the person you knew as Summoner Seba, but, by your own admission, you were only a young child when these events took place. Memories can be deceptive. Can you say with absolute certainty that my client is the same man who committed these acts? Isn’t it possible it was someone else entirely who only bears a passing resemblance to him? Isn’t that the case?”

      “Your Honor,” said Barnaby, “how many questions is Mr Ellis expected to answer?”

      “Sustained,” said the judge. “Stop badgering the witness, counsel.”

      “I apologize, Your Honor. Mr Ellis, how do you know for sure my client is the Summoner Seba you recall?”

      “Well, he has changed a lot. He used to be fatter and he had a full head of hair…”

      The woman began to smile.

      “…but those jug-handle ears are unforgettable.”

      The roar of laughter that erupted from the audience took minutes for the judge to quieten down. In the end, he had to threaten to dismiss the public from the courtroom. Mam was wiping her eyes and TJ had his hand over his mouth as his shoulders shook.

      In the general disturbance, Patrin seemed to be the only person who noticed a man rise from his seat at the back. In a flash, he ran down the aisle to the wooden barrier separating the audience from the front of the room and leapt the gate in a single bound. A guard snatched at him but missed. Someone screamed.

      The man reached the defense team’s desk and lifted his hand. Seba’s barrister leapt out of his way, overturning her chair. Something shiny and sharp grew out of the man’s hand, extending from his fist.

      It was a knife.

      The guard shouted at him to drop it.

      But the blade swept down into Seba’s neck. He did nothing to defend himself. In fact, in the few seconds of action, Seba seemed to offer up his throat.

      As the knife plunged again, the guard threw himself on the stranger and wrestled him away. The blade clattered to the floor and the guard got the man down and knelt on his back. More guards arrived.

      But they were too late. The damage was done.

      Seba sprawled face downward in a rapidly widening pool of blood.
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      “I think this is what he must have used,” Wright said, sliding an interface across the dining table.

      Taylan peered at the article as she took a bite of toast. It was about a new material called Flo Metal. The substance wasn’t actually metal, the article explained, it only looked metallic and had several properties in common. Most importantly, it was programmable.

      She lifted her eyebrows and read further.

      Flo Metal could alter its shape according to digital input. As long as the total volume remained the same, it could be whatever you wanted, even things with simple working parts.

      “The attacker must have brought some into the courtroom,” said Wright. “The security scanners wouldn’t have detected it because it isn’t metal. Maybe he made it take another form so it looked like something else.”

      “Right. And if he had one of the new neural transmitters…”

      “Exactly.”

      She gave a shudder, recalling the knife appearing from nothing in the man’s hand and its descent into Seba’s bared neck, smooth as a diver plunging into water. The blade must have been razor-sharp. She’d had a front-row seat for the murder. It had been years since she’d seen death close up and she’d grown blessedly unused to it.

      Wright took the interface back. “Damned Crusaders. All technology is evil. Until it isn’t. Bloody hypocrites.”

      He swiped the screen to read something else and continued to eat his bacon and eggs, shoveling the food in as if it was going out of fashion.

      She smiled. Bacon and eggs must be a rare treat for a Royal Marine.

      “You know you can get neural interfaces as well as transmitters now?” she asked. “No need for clunky handheld ones anymore. You could read and eat more easily.”

      He gave a snort of disdain. “No, thanks. This interferes in my life enough.” He tapped behind his ear on the spot where a military comm sat beneath his skull.

      She knew how he felt. She’d been relieved to have her comm removed. And she agreed with his distaste for neural interfaces. She wasn’t anti-tech, but watching people interacting with something entirely invisible was creepy.

      She watched him eat. Though it had been a couple of months since he’d returned from his mission, sometimes it was still hard to believe he was back. Not only had he survived the incredibly dangerous journey into deep space, he was also here, with her. They were together and he seemed happy about it too.

      He glanced up and caught her staring. “What?”

      She smiled wider and reached out to cover his hand with her own.

      He grinned back, stood up, and leaned over the table to give her a bacon-flavor peck on the lips. “Are you ready? We have to leave soon.”

      “Ugh.” She deflated. She’d been lost in the moment, forgetting today’s appointment.

      “Cheer up. It’ll be fun.”

      “Fun?” she asked incredulously, then sighed. “I don’t know if the kids are even awake yet. Have you seen them?”

      “No, I haven’t, come to think of it. Could you check? Colbourn will be pissed off if we’re late.”

      “You say that as if I care.”

      Heavy footsteps descended the stairs.

      “That’s Patrin,” Taylan said.

      Her son entered, a knuckle rubbing one eye, his hair a tousled mess. He looked as though he’d barely slept.

      “Bad night?” she asked.

      Giving an adolescent grunt, Patrin scanned the empty plates on the table, then asked, “Is there any breakfast left?”

      “There’s plenty to eat in the kitchen, the same as always.”

      He shuffled past her.

      “Don’t take too long,” she said to his retreating back. “We leave for the Institute for Skein Studies soon, remember?”

      He didn’t reply. Plates and cutlery clinked and clattered.

      “Are you sure we have to take Patrin and Kayla?” Taylan asked Wright. “I don’t know if it’s a good idea, especially not after yesterday.”

      “They don’t have to go. They’re both minors. Technically, you can make the decision for them. But the Institute is expecting them, and don’t you think they should know what they could be getting into?”

      “I suppose you’re right.”

      Her doubts remained.

      The years that had passed since she’d returned to West BI had been peaceful and, for the most part, happy. She’d missed Wright horribly and she’d feared for his life, but getting her kids back had meant the world to her. Bringing them up had been the cherry on the cake. If it hadn’t been for the absence of this gentle, intelligent, courageous man, everything would have been perfect.

      Now he was back, she wanted things to stay this way. She wanted Wright to resign, to stay with her, and for them to grow old together in the usual boring, conventional manner. The Alliance’s proposal made all of that impossible. As well, it put her children’s lives at risk.

      It was a big ask. Refusing would be perfectly reasonable. Yet on the other hand, could she, in good conscience, say no?

      “Mam,” Kayla called down the stairs, “I can’t find my jeans.”

      Taylan rolled her eyes and walked into the hall. Leaning on the bannister rail, she shouted back, “Why is that my problem? Wear something else.”

      “I don’t have anything else.”

      Pushing aside the mental image of Kayla’s clothes-strewn room, Taylan replied, “I’m sure you can find something. Hurry up. You need to eat before we leave.”

      Kayla’s surprised face appeared at the top of the stairs. “Where are we going?”

      “You know. We talked about it last night, remember?”

      “Oh, yeah. Cool.” She disappeared.

      Twenty minutes later, the military car had arrived and they were on their way. Kayla began telling a long, involved story about a falling out among her school friends, while Patrin stared out the car window in silence. He hadn’t spoken much since yesterday and he hadn’t mentioned a word about what had happened at the trial. Taylan worried about him. He was reacting exactly the same as he had to his period of captivity with the Crusaders, burying the trauma deep. She’d arranged numerous counselling and therapy sessions over the years, to no end. He simply refused to open up about his experiences or admit to any after-effects. His trial testimony had been new information.

      “Hey,” said Kayla, as if an idea had suddenly occurred to her, “where’s Carys? Isn’t she coming?”

      “I invited her,” Taylan replied, “but she wasn’t interested. She’s at the bird center.”

      Carys had been volunteering at the center for the rescue and rehabilitation of birds of prey for a couple of years. She loved it. It hadn’t escaped Taylan’s notice that her adopted daughter had gone from saving Patrin and Kayla’s lives to rescuing wild animals.

      “Isn’t she involved in this?” Kayla asked.

      “Apparently not. I told you about the mission proposal last night, remember?”

      “Yeah, I remember now. Anyway, Jemima is sooo annoyed…”

      Taylan faded out her daughter’s prattle and rested her head on Wright’s shoulder. In recognition of his exceptional service he’d been on leave since the return of the Dauntless. Now, after long weeks of wearing civvies, he was back in uniform, and the sight, feel, and smell of the clothes made her sad and fearful.

      “Do you want to go for a walk later?” he asked quietly. “Just us?”

      “I’d love to. Where do you want to go?”

      He suggested a cliff-top path an hour’s drive from her home. It seemed an odd destination for an evening stroll, but she agreed.
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      The Institute for Skein Studies was an imposing building. Its black marble facade rose six or so stories high—the lack of windows made it hard to be exact—and the frontage occupied the entire street. The car dropped them at the main entrance, but their instructions stated they were to go to the Mapping Department door a little further down. The single door was less imposing and the tiny sign next to it made it almost anonymous.

      “Right on time,” said a middle-aged woman with a long, brown ponytail who answered the buzzer. “I’m Dr Prentice. Can I check your IDs?” She added, apologetically, “It’s just a formality.”

      Taylan waited for her to produce a scanner, but she only gazed at them expectantly.

      “I, er, only need to look,” Prentice explained.

      She had a neural interface.

      Taylan lifted her wrist to the scientist’s eyes and Wright and the kids did the same.

      Prentice focused on each of their embedded chips in turn. “Excellent. Nice to meet you all. Lieutenant-Colonel Wright, Brigadier Colbourn has asked me to escort you to a separate conference room when the viewing is over.”

      “Okay, thanks.”

      “Lieutenant-Colonel?” Taylan asked as they went inside.

      “I was promoted.”

      “You didn’t say anything.”

      He shrugged.

      Prentice led them to an elevator. They stepped in and it began to descend.

      “We’re going down?” asked Kayla.

      Prentice replied, “There’s less interference from living organisms underground.”

      “What do you mean, less interference?”

      “It’s complicated. You’ll understand better when we show you.”

      Kayla pulled a face indicating she predicted utter boredom coming her way. Taylan gave a mental sigh and leaned on the elevator wall as they descended.

      She watched her adolescent daughter surreptitiously as the ride continued. The Institute for Skein Studies was far more expansive below the surface and it looked like they were heading for the lowest floor, B20. Kayla’s growth spurt showed no signs of slowing down. She’d always been a tall child, and now it seemed she would end up taller than her mother and perhaps nearly as tall as her towering brother. Her period of deprivation at the hands of the Crusaders didn’t appear to have affected her physically and mentally she appeared unscathed too.

      Thank the stars.

      If only the same could be said for Patrin.

      The elevator slowed and stopped and the doors opened. Prentice had indeed brought them to B20, the end of the line. It was a vast space. Hundreds of meters long and wide, the room had to extend far beneath the surrounding streets. Pillars stood at regular intervals, providing support and marking the edges of sections where workers attended banks of machinery. An electric hum and faint scent of hot plastic filled the air.

      “TJ!” a voice boomed. “Taylan!”

      Arthur strode toward them, and Taylan drew in a breath. The ancient king looked as strong and vital as ever, but his red-gold hair and beard had turned entirely silver-gray. However, the locks remained thick and lustrous, cascading over his shoulders and chest.

      He grabbed Wright into a bear hug and landed audible thumps on his back. Then he turned to Taylan. Before she could get away, he grabbed her, too, in a suffocating hold and lifted her off her feet.

      “It’s good to see you too,” she squeaked.

      He let go, dropping her. She could breathe again.

      “It’s been too long,” Arthur said. He turned to regard Patrin and Kayla. “And it’s wonderful to see these two as well. These are the little boy and girl I saw in Australia?” Shaking his head, he added, “People have explained how much time passed on Earth while I was away, but I still find it hard to believe. Yet look at your children. Patrin is a man and Kayla is nearly old enough to be married.”

      “Not quite!” Taylan commented, alarmed. “Nowhere near old enough. And, strictly speaking, Patrin isn’t a man yet either. He’s still legally a child.”

      Arthur looked Patrin up and down and frowned skeptically. However, he was clearly becoming used to the oddities of this new age he found himself in, for he didn’t push back on Taylan’s words. Instead, he said to the boy, “Your mother told me once you love horses. Do you know how to ride?”

      “No, I don’t,” Patrin replied. “Between school and Mam’s training, I haven’t had time to learn.”

      “Would you like me to teach you?”

      “Are you kidding? I’d love it. Mam?”

      “You think I’m going to make you miss out on horse-riding lessons from the King of the Britannic Isles?”

      Patrin breathed a silent Yes!

      “Excellent,” said Arthur. “I believe we still have quite a while before we leave.” He asked Taylan and Wright, “How do you feel about our new quest?”

      “Quest?” Kayla interjected. “What’s a quest?”

      “A noble adventure, young maid.”

      “Cool. A noble adventure. I like the sound of that.”

      Arthur smiled. “You have your mother’s brave heart, though I hope you don’t have her tongue, too, for all our sakes.”

      “What? Why?”

      “Never mind,” said Taylan.

      Prentice said tentatively, “Um, now you’re all re-acquainted, would you mind stepping this way?” As they followed her, she continued over her shoulder, “I’ve been told the purpose of your visit is so I can fill you in on skein mapping. I’m not sure how much you already know.”

      “Personally,” Wright replied, “I know very little. Arthur and I missed out on all the developments of the last few years.”

      “Okay, I’ll start from the basics.”

      Heads were turning and gazes following them as they walked along the open central aisle. No doubt everyone recognized Arthur. His face had been plastered over the news media ever since the Dauntless had returned, but the articles Taylan had seen displayed an old photo of him. Perhaps the Alliance wanted to maintain a
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