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	The Weight of Dead Stars


“Krark T T T TKaaaw “— Trans: What the fuck happened! — Grak

Garth cornered him in the comms corridor.

This was not easily done. The Morrigan's corridor architecture did not favour cornering — a Tanto-class was built for function rather than ambush, and the spine ran straight and clear from bow to stern with no recesses worth the name. What Garth had done, Dylan noticed, was position himself outside the comms room hatch at the precise moment Dylan was passing it, with the specific quality of someone who had been waiting for this particular three metres of corridor and was not going to let it go by.

"A word," Garth said.

It was not a question. Dylan looked at him. Garth had the expression he wore when he had been thinking about something for longer than was comfortable and had decided the thinking was finished and the saying was required. It was a particular expression. Dylan had learned it over two years and did not make the mistake of testing whether it was negotiable.

"In here," Dylan said, and opened the comms room hatch.

—oOo—

The comms room was the smallest functional space on the Morrigan — four square metres of metal table, two jump seats, and a communications console that occupied the entire port bulkhead. The table was brushed steel. The overhead strip ran in the cool white of day-cycle ship lighting. Dylan sat down on one side of the table. Garth sat on the other and looked at him in the direct way he looked at things he had decided to look at directly.

"Funding," Garth said.

Dylan waited.

"The Conclave," Garth said. "The cell structure. The document releases. The relays. The Fforiwr's refit before Sera left." He paused. "Twelve mages across four planets. The operational work. The support architecture." He paused again. "None of that is cheap, Dylan. And we have no commission. We haven't had a commission in — I've done the numbers. The numbers don't add up. I want to know where the money is coming from."

Dylan looked at him for a moment. Garth held the look without flinching, which he had been able to do for approximately four months of their professional acquaintance and did without effort now. It was one of the things Dylan found genuinely satisfying about working with him.

He held up one hand.

"Creation Mage!" Dylan announced.

Then he reached his hand out and like a cheap cojurer produced a coin.

He set it on the table with a small, precise click.

It was a gold sovereign — old, the relief sharp, the obverse portrait carrying the specific gravity of a currency that had been trusted for two centuries because gold was gold and the weight was always correct. Garth looked at it.

"How would you like to be paid, sir?" Dylan said. "Gold sovereigns? Krugrrands?

A second coin dropped — heavier, the dull gleam of high-karat gold, a coin that investors bought in bulk because it was a troy ounce of metal and the South African Mint had been producing it since before either of them was born.

"How about genuine Spanish sixteenth-century doubloons?"

The third coin landed. It was older than the others in a way that was visible even to a non-collector — the edges hand-struck, the relief worn soft at the high points, the gold darker and more variable in tone than modern refinement produced. It landed with the sound of something that had been in several continents' pockets across five hundred years and was entirely unbothered by the comparison.

Garth looked at the three coins on the table. Then he looked at Dylan.

"Or," Dylan said, "if you prefer something with better density-to-volume ratio—"

Two bars materialised instantly.

They came down hard, one after the other, with the flat dense sound of platinum on steel. Each was approximately the size of two fingers laid together. Two hundred grams apiece. No serial numbers, no mint mark, no assay stamp — just the specific weight and colour of a metal that was rarer than gold and considerably less traceable.

The table now held three gold coins and two platinum bars.

"We can fund what we want to fund," Dylan said. "The Creation working produces material from unmined, unoccupied source matter anywhere in the accessible system. No serial numbers. No record. No institution that gets to ask questions about the provenance." He tilted his head slightly. "Though sometimes, in some places, I use a Movement working instead."

He reached across to the centre of the table —  in the specific gesture of someone collecting something — and placed a gold bar on the surface. A kilogram, minimum, assayed and stamped. The stamp was a Directorate precious metals assay mark.

"That one came from my safe," he said. "Normally I find Directorate holdings. Remove the core of bars, replace what I've taken with tungsten, leave the casing intact, remake the bar." He looked at the bar with the expression of mild professional satisfaction. "They may as well pay for their own destruction."

Garth looked at the collection on the table.

"Dylan," he said.

"Before you say whatever you're about to say," Dylan said, "I want you to think carefully about whether what you're about to say is a moral objection or a practical concern, because they require different conversations."

Garth was quiet for a moment. "Bit of both," he said, which was honest.

"The practical concern is addressed," Dylan said. "The Directorate holds more physical bullion reserves than any other institution in the Sol system. It will take them a decade to notice at current removal rates, and I am not removing at a rate that creates a detection signature. By the time they notice the weight discrepancy in a single bar, the Conclave will be sufficiently established that the Directorate will have considerably larger problems."

"And the moral concern," Garth said.

"The Directorate runs a covert unit whose mandate is locating and killing re-emerging magical creatures," Dylan said. "Forty-seven confirmed kills in eighteen months, from something that came out of geology, that is going to keep coming out of geology, that they are trying to prevent the world from knowing about because it is incompatible with a regulatory framework that serves their institutional interests rather than anyone else's." He paused. "I do not find myself experiencing significant moral distress about the funding mechanism."

Garth looked at him. "When you put it that way."

"The Directorate has been deciding what the world is allowed to know about its own thaum field for sixty years," Dylan said. "I've been stealing their gold for fourteen months. "

Garth was quiet for a moment, in the particular silence he maintained when he was deciding whether he had more to say and concluding he did not. Then he looked at the coins on the table, and at the platinum bars, and at the stamped gold bar.

"All right," he said. "Show me."

Dylan looked at him. "You want to try it."

"If I'm going to be concerned about the ethics of it, I should understand the mechanics of it."

This was, Dylan thought, entirely correct reasoning. "Right," he said. "The source material needs to be unworked and currently unclaimed — nothing in active use, nothing being mined, nothing that's part of a structure. You're reaching for naturally occurring deposits. Most systems have more gold in its geology than humanity can ever process; you're not depleting anything." He paused. "Find a deposit. Identify it. Extract the material to the intent structure, — and express it as a Krugerrand. Mass and geometry are in the intent structure. "

"Understood" Garth said.

"Do it."

Garth settled in the jump seat and was still for a moment with the quality he had when he was working — interior, unremarkable from the outside, the whole of his attention going somewhere that was not the comms room. Dylan watched without appearing to watch, which was a habit of long standing.

The Krugerrand appeared a foot above the table surface.

It appeared correctly — the right shape, the right colour, the gold-copper alloy that gave the coin its distinctive warm tone — and it did not stop.

It hit the table with a sound like a gunshot.

Then the table surface cratered around it in a ring of deformed steel, and the coin punched through the deck plating beneath with a second report that was louder, and from somewhere below, deep in the ship's structural layer, came a third sound — a resonant, organic groan that was the sound of a main support beam absorbing an impact it had not been designed for.

Then there was silence.

Dylan and Garth looked at the hole in the table.

It was a neat hole, approximately Krugerrand-diameter, the edges compressed rather than torn — the coin had not punched through so much as pressed through, with a force that was entirely inconsistent with a coin of normal mass. From the hole, if you leaned forward and looked, you could see the deck plating below, also holed, and below that, through a second neat aperture, the upper surface of the main structural beam — bent, visibly bent, in a way that should have required a considerable falling mass — and on that surface, a flattened lumpy puddle of gold that had been a coin until the deformation of the beam had stopped its descent.

Garth was staring at the hole.

Dylan reached through the ship's geometry with a Movement working, found the mass that had been a Krugerrand — and paused.

Even at this range, through the working, the mass had a quality he had never encountered in a working before. His thaum register was trying to express the weight of it and failing, in the way it failed when dealing with figures outside its calibrated range. He took a moment to assess. Then he moved it — carefully, with the working shaped around it like hands around something extremely fragile — outward past the hull, into the ship's wake, and released it into open space. He felt it go. He noted, abstractly, that it felt as though he had just moved a small building.

Then he turned his attention to the beam. He ran a Kinetic working along its length, found the deformation, corrected it — not a complex job, the metal had yielded rather than cracked, and it yielded back. Then the deck plating, which was cleaner — a small section pressed back into place and sealed at the join. Then the table, which was last and simplest.

The table surface reformed. The hole closed. The metal was smooth.

Grak's voice came over emergency comms.

He was speaking Corvid, which he did when the available register of Creole was insufficient for the specific quality of what he was expressing. Dylan did not speak Corvid, but he had spent two years aboard a ship with a Corvid pilot and he had some working knowledge of the emotional register. What he was hearing was not alarm in the operational sense. It was the specific tone of a person swearing like a trooper. One whose instruments had just presented them with readings that were not compatible with a non-catastrophic event and who wished to know, with some urgency, what had happened.

"What did you do," Grak said, switching to Creole, which was not a question because it did not go up at the end. "There were three loud impacts registered through the hull. Hull integrity dropped two percent. Hull integrity then increased two point five percent, which is not possible. I have flagged this in the system and the system has rejected my flag. I need information."

"Training accident," Dylan said.

A pause. A very Grak-shaped pause, of the variety that contained a full sentence's worth of response compressed into silence.

"I am logging this as a training accident," Grak said.

"Thank you."

"Don't do it again."

The comm closed.

—oOo—

Garth was still looking at the table.

"What happened?" he said. He had the specific quality of someone who knew approximately what had happened and was hoping the precise answer was less alarming than the approximate one.

"Let me look," Dylan said. He ran the working back through its geometry, tracing the structure of what Garth had produced, and found it almost immediately. He considered it for a moment.

"Degenerate matter," he said.

Garth looked at him.

"You didn't purify the gold on the way in," Dylan said. "The source deposit you found — the natural occurrence you were drawing from — wasn't a clean deposit." He paused. "There was a contaminant. A fragment. Barely perceptible, which is why you missed it." He looked at the table. "There was a fragment of material from the crust of a neutron star."

Garth looked at him.

"Neutron star matter," Dylan said, "maintains its density once removed from the gravitational conditions that produced it. The fragment was microscopically small. The density was ..." He paused. "Your Krugerrand, by mass, weighed somewhat over five hundred tons."

Garth said nothing. He appeared to be processing this.

"A damned good job," Dylan said, "that you didn't try to work with neutronium directly. Pure neutron star core material would have given you a coin massing somewhere in the region of one hundred million tons. That would have gone through the beam, through the hull, through the ship, through anyone standing within two hundred metres of where it landed, and continued approximately to the orbit of the outer planets before the thaum field dissipated and the density collapsed." He looked at Garth steadily. "It would have killed the ship."

Garth sat with this for a moment.

"The purification step," he said.

"Is not optional," Dylan said. "Yes."

Another silence. Garth looked at the table. Then he looked at his hands. Then he looked at Dylan with the expression he wore when he had been badly wrong about something and had decided that the correct response was to acknowledge it precisely and without deflection.

"Right, bugger." he said.

"The intent structure I use filters for this," Dylan said. "You were working from the general principle rather than the specific working, which is why this matters." He reached into his jacket and produced his datapad. "I've been meaning to give you the documented structures since the Conclave call. This seemed like the moment has moved up." He found the files and transferred them to Garth's pad, which chimed softly on the table between them. "Two structures. One for source extraction and creation — that one has the purification filter built in, three-layer, catches anything above trace density. The other is for Movement working on Directorate holdings. You'll see the mechanism."

Garth picked up his pad and looked at the files.

"The holding substitution," Dylan said. "I take the core of a bar and replace the volume with tungsten. Density is approximately right — not perfect, but within the tolerance of a casual check. What the Directorate ends up with is a bar that has the correct weight to within two percent and is seventy percent tungsten." He paused. "The secondary effect is when the Directorate tries to settle accounts with its suppliers. If they're paying in physical bullion, their suppliers will eventually run a proper assay. Their problems with their supplier network are not my problem."

Garth looked up from the pad. "Sneaky," he said. It was not a criticism.

"The Conclave needs resources," Dylan said. "The Directorate has them. The mechanism is elegant and entirely untraceable. The Directorate's own assay marks are on the bars. The working trace is inside the original creation of the metal rather than anywhere instrumentable." He looked at Garth. "You were expressing so much concern about the funding that it occurs to me you should be running it."

Garth looked at him. "Running it."

"The Conclave's finances," Dylan said. "Treasurer. You have the intent structures now. You have the operational picture. You understand the mechanism and you've clearly been thinking about the accounting — which suggests you have both the inclination and the capacity, and the Conclave needs someone who will keep accurate records and think clearly about the ethics, which you have just demonstrated you will do."

Garth was quiet for a moment. Dylan waited. He had learned, over two years, not to fill the silences Garth needed.

"Fine," Garth said, eventually. "But if the beam needs repairing again, that's on you."

"The beam," Dylan said, "is fine. I fixed it."

"You fixed it."

"After I moved the coin."

"Right." Garth looked at his pad. "How far did you move it?"

Dylan considered the tactically correct level of detail. "Some distance," he said.

—oOo—

The briefing was Grak's idea in the specific sense that Grak had appeared in the comms room hatch at some point during the pad transfer and said, with the economy of someone who had clearly been thinking about the schedule: "The Akinta principal shaman has requested a planning session. I have scheduled it for 1400. The full crew and the shaman. The second ship is expected within the hour."

Dylan looked at him. "What ship?"

"The one the shaman told Sera to expect," Grak said. "The second Akinta warship. The one carrying the replacement shamen." He paused. "Sera mentioned this. Three days ago."

"She did," Dylan said.

"You were reviewing the Conclave documentation," Grak said, which was not an excuse and both of them knew it. "1400," he said, and closed the hatch.

—oOo—

The second warship arrived at 1312.

It did not arrive in the way that ships arrived in the way of instruments and approach vectors and transponder pings and the gradual assembly of a sensor profile from the available data. It arrived in the way the Vel Karath had arrived — no presence, then presence, no interval between absence and resolution. Tat's voice came over the ship channel from the railgun station, which was where she was when she was paying attention to things in space, with a quality that was not alarm but was the specific register of someone updating their model in real time and finding the update significant.

"Second contact, bearing off the port stern. No emergence signature." A pause. "It's Akinta."

"Log it," Grak said from the cockpit. "And stand down from the railgun."

"Already down," Tat said.

Dylan watched through the forward observation port as the second ship took its position off the starboard side, where Vel Karath held the port. Two Akinta warships flanking the Morrigan, like a thing being held carefully, like a thing that warranted that kind of care on either side of it. He thought about this for a moment. He thought: the shaman chose the geometry.

"Courier is detaching from the second ship," Grak said. "Small vessel. Two occupants registered by sensor. Mass consistent with three Akinta additional."

"Stand by for docking," Dylan said, and went to meet the corridor.

—oOo—

The three shamen departed at 1340. Dylan watched them go from the docking corridor — three figures in the specific Akinta not-quite-stillness that the shamen carried differently from the warriors, through the umbilical to the courier vessel which would cross the gap between ships and carry them home where the teaching could begin to spread outward through the Akinta shamen network, one person to three, three to nine, the geometry of multiplication that was the only way to move something this large this quickly.

He thought: by the time the Vatican mission lands, there will be a hundred Akinta shamen who know Electro-Direction. He thought: that changes their machine war's arithmetic in ways the machines have no model for.

He went to set up the briefing room.

—oOo—

The full crew meant five people and one god, though Gofannon was not present for reasons that were entirely consistent with Gofannon — he had a habit of being elsewhere when elsewhere was where he was needed, and returning precisely when he was not expected, and Dylan had stopped trying to anticipate the schedule. The five were: himself, Garth, Grak, Tat, and Kael, arranged around the metal briefing table in the positions they had established over the course of two years worth of planning sessions, with the principal shaman occupying the position at the table's head that was, in the Morrigan's seating geography, the position you occupied when you had called the meeting.

Sera stood at the shaman's right, which was her position when she was serving as translator rather than participant, which she had become considerably more fluent at since her time on the Vel Karath's homeworld run.

The shaman was smaller than most of the warriors. They were almost always always smaller than most of the warriors. He carried what he carried in a different mode — where the warriors' presence was physical, forward, the specific density of beings built for speed and close engagement, the shaman's presence had the quality of depth without surface, a thing that went further down than the space he occupied. His jewellery was extraordinary — a system of chain hung, pieced and worked adornments that had the thaum residue of something that had done large things, more than once, over a considerable period of time. Dylan did not look at them directly. Dylan did not look at many things directly that he could instead look at with his peripheral awareness. The shaman had noticed this on the Vel Karath. He had not commented. Dylan suspected this was a quality the shaman himself possessed and recognised.

The shaman placed a flat object on the table. A chart of some kind, Akinta-format, spatial relationships expressed in a system that was not the standard navigational shorthand. Sera leaned in briefly and said something quiet, a query for translation that the shaman answered in two syllables and a gesture.

"He's showing us the target," Sera said.

"We know the targets," Dylan said.

"He wants to establish that everyone at this table is working from the same picture," Sera said, which was not her assessment, which was her translation of something the shaman had said with an inflection that carried that meaning. Dylan adjusted his assessment of the shaman's level of prior knowledge about how briefing rooms worked and updated it upward.

"Then let's establish it," Dylan said.

—oOo—

The plan was, in its broad architecture, already there. It had been there in the outline since the quarry woman had spoken through the slate and the Directorate's creature unit had acquired a name, since the plan had assembled itself from the shape of what the Conclave could do and what needed to be done. What the planning session was doing was not inventing the plan. It was stress-testing it.

"Two targets," Dylan said. "One planet. The Directorate's main operations complex, northern hemisphere. The Vatican, southern Europe. One on each side of the planet, approximately eight thousand kilometres apart, both operations running simultaneously so that neither site can serve as response resource for the other." He looked around the table. "Directorate: data theft and destruction of infrastructure. The goal is to strip their operational capability, copy everything we can copy, and leave the rest non-functional. Minimum casualties — we are not there to kill their staff. We are there to end their institutional capacity to manage the thaum trajectory by suppression." He paused. "Vatican: different calculation entirely. The wards first. Then the boxes. Then the gods inside the boxes. Then the Pope, alive and present for a conversation." He looked at Grak. "The Directorate operation is yours. The Vatican is mine."

Grak's secondary feathers were entirely still, which was Grak fully engaged. He had been looking at the Akinta chart. He said: "The second ship. The Vel Karath. One ship for each target."

"Logical," Dylan said.

The principal shaman said something that Sera translated as: "Insertion method."

"That depends on—" Dylan began.

"Water," the shaman said. In Creole. He said it with the quality of someone stating a fact that had been assessed and was not a proposal.

Dylan looked at him.

"The Vatican is on a river," the shaman said, through Sera's half-second translation lag. "Rome. The Tiber. We know the river. We know how rivers meet the sea. We know the sea." He looked at Dylan with the specific quality Dylan had learned to read as the Akinta equivalent of considerable patience deployed in the face of an obvious conclusion. "Approach by water. We are faster in water than anything the Directorate deploys on the surface. We are faster in water than the ground sensors are calibrated to track."

Dylan looked at the chart. He looked at the river route from the Mediterranean to Rome, which the shaman had already marked in the Akinta spatial notation, with timing estimates Dylan couldn't read but which Sera was murmuring a quiet translation of.

"I can swim," Dylan said.

"Good," the shaman said, through Sera.

"I can't swim like the Akinta can."

"No," the shaman said. "But you will not need to. You will need to reach the wall and stand upright. The water and our warriors get you there."

Dylan thought about entering the Mediterranean from orbit. He thought: I have a reasonable head for heights, in the way that a person who has worked from the tops of mountains has a reasonable head for heights. He thought about the specific geometry of falling from orbit versus the specific geometry of standing at the edge of a mountain and looking down. He thought about the difference between a height you can see across and a height you can only see down from, and about the gap between the two that was not, entirely, a gap that training had closed.

"I don't love the orbit component," he said.

"Neither do I," Garth said, from the chair beside him, which was the first thing Garth had said in ten minutes and was delivered with the quality of someone who had been sitting quietly with a concern and had decided it had now earned the right to be spoken.

The shaman looked at Garth. He said something. Sera said: "He says that what you will love is not the determining factor."

Garth looked at the shaman. The shaman looked back with the quality of a being that had been deciding military strategy for a very long time against an enemy that did not accommodate what you loved.

"Fair enough," Garth said, which was not an expression the shaman had any direct register for, but which Sera translated, and which produced the quality Dylan had learned to read as the Akinta functional equivalent of: correct.

"Free fall from orbit into water," Dylan said. "That's the entry."

"The shamen will manage the deceleration," Sera said. "You don't need to hold anything. You need to stay in the configuration and trust the working."

"I do trust the working," Dylan said. "I'm not certain the working has ever applied to a person falling from orbit before."

"The shamen have been applying it to warriors for two hundred years," Sera said. "In every engagement the Akinta have run in atmospheric conditions in two centuries." She looked at him with the warm precision she brought to information she had collected from sources he hadn't had access to. "They've never lost a warrior to water entry. The record is specific. I asked."

Dylan looked at the chart. He looked at the Tiber, which was marked in the Akinta notation as a known approach, which meant the shamen had surveyed it, which meant this plan had been in development for longer than this meeting and probably since before the Vel Karath arrived.

He looked at the shaman. The shaman looked back.

"We'll need powerful mages for the Vatican," the shaman said. "The wards are not simple constructions. The gods inside the boxes have been diminished by the confinement — they will need support to function after release. The remote power sourcing ability is essential." He looked at Dylan, and then at Garth. "Both of you."

Garth opened his mouth.

"Both of you," the shaman said again, in the tone that had closed the conversation on the orbit component.

Garth closed his mouth.

"I will come also," Kael said.

It was the first thing Kael had said, from his position at the table's corner, which was where Kael sat in briefings — not at the head, not at the sides, but at the angle where he could see both ends of the room simultaneously without appearing to. He had said it with the quality he used for statements that were not proposals.

The shaman looked at Kael for a moment with the look that the principal shaman sometimes brought to Kael, which was the look of a being assessing another being of a different tradition against a standard that both traditions shared. He said nothing.

"This is not negotiable," Kael said.

The shaman made a small gesture that Sera didn't translate, but that Dylan had seen enough times to read as: understood, and accepted.

—oOo—

The Directorate operation was cleaner in its architecture, which was what happened when Grak had four days to think about it. Data first, infrastructure second. The Vel Karath's shamen could maintain a thaum disruption field wide enough to suppress the facility's external communications for the duration of the operation; the Akinta warriors went in through the external duct system that the Directorate's building schematics — which were in the Conclave's data because Brenn had obtained them eleven months ago, through a mechanism she had described to Dylan in one sentence and he had declined to ask her to elaborate — showed as the facility's largest structural vulnerability. Grak would manage the operation from the secondary nav station aboard the Morrigan, which would be holding position above the cloud layer at forty thousand feet.

"Minimum casualties," Dylan said again.

"The plan requires no casualties to succeed," Grak said. "The staff are not the target. Their systems are the target. The shamen can put everyone in a building to sleep for six hours without lasting effect."

"Do that," Dylan said.

Grak made a small adjustment to the chart notation. "Done," he said.

—oOo—

The Vatican was more difficult, because the Vatican was always going to be more difficult.

"The wards first," Dylan said. "Before anything else. I need to understand what built them before I take them down — the architecture will tell me the method, and the method will tell me whether taking them down has secondary effects on the gods inside."

"The gods inside are not presently in a state that generates secondary effects," the shaman said, through Sera. "They have been in silver-lined stone for two thousand years. They are present and diminished. They will not be able to act until the wards are down and the boxes are open. The concern runs the other way — opening everything at once to thirty beings of variable condition, in a confined space, before you know which of them are oriented toward your purposes."

Dylan looked at him. "You've thought about this."

"I have been thinking about this for some time," the shaman said, through Sera, with an inflection that Sera carried faithfully and that landed in the room as: considerably longer than you have.

"The sequence," Dylan said.

"Wards first, yes. Then the boxes one at a time, in an order you determine by reading the ward structure for each box. Strongest box first — whatever god is most powerful, most coherent after the confinement, most capable of supporting the others as they emerge. You and your apprentice manage the working. The warriors manage the space. I manage the field."

"The question," Garth said — and Dylan heard the care in it, the real question that had been sitting under the plan since the Vatican was first named — "is what you do with thirty gods who can't sustain themselves. We can free them. But can they leave? Can they get off the planet? Do they even—" He paused. "Do they know where to go?"

The shaman was quiet for a moment. The quality of the quiet was not evasion. It was the quality of a being acknowledging the limits of its own knowledge precisely.

"I don't know," the shaman said, through Sera.

Dylan looked at the chart. He looked at the Tiber route, and at the Vatican precinct marked in the Akinta notation, and at the underground structure below it where thirty presences were in boxes lined with silver.

"We'll sort it on the day," he said.

Garth looked at him. "You say that as if it's a plan."

"It's an honest acknowledgement that some questions don't have answers until you're standing in the room where the answers live," Dylan said. "I've found that more useful than a plan that breaks on contact with an unanticipated god."

Kael made a sound that was, by the standards of Kael's register, a laugh.

"Then," the shaman said, through Sera, with the quality of someone drawing a meeting to its close, "we agree on this: the wards, the boxes, the gods, and then—"

"The Pope," Dylan said.

"The Pope of course," the shaman said.

"Alive," Dylan said. "Unharmed. Present for a conversation about what the Vatican has been doing for two thousand years and why."

"He may not know," Garth said.

"Some of what he doesn't know," Dylan said, "will tell us as much as what he does."

The room was quiet.

"Right," Dylan said. "We have the shape of it. We have two months, give or take, before the window opens — the Electro-Direction teaching needs to reach a working threshold in the Akinta network, the Conclave's cell structure needs to be ready to move on the document release the moment we're clear, and I need to understand the Vatican ward architecture before we're in the river." He looked around the table. "Garth. The purification filter in the intent structure. Practice it until you can run it without thinking."

"Already started," Garth said.

"Grak. The facility schematics—"

"Are already in the operational file," Grak said. "I began the analysis three days ago."

Dylan looked at him.

"The shaman asked me to," Grak said, which was not an apology and was accompanied by the secondary feathers doing nothing at all, which in Grak was the equivalent of a very small and entirely contained smile.

Dylan looked at the shaman. The shaman said nothing. The quality around his eyes, which Sera had told Dylan on the Vel Karath was the Akinta functional equivalent of warm amusement, was present.

"Fine," Dylan said. "Then we're already started."

—oOo—

He found Garth in the galley at 1900, which was where Garth was most evenings when the day's work was done and something was still processing — making food with the focused quiet of someone who was using the mechanical work to hold space for thinking. The galley smelled of something with onions. Dylan got coffee and sat at the secondary nav station that doubled as the galley table.

"The orbit entry," Garth said, without preamble.

"Yes," Dylan said.

"I don't love it," Garth said.

"Neither do I."

"But we're doing it."

"We're doing it," Dylan said.

Garth was quiet for a moment, cutting something. "The degenerate matter," he said.

"Different thing."

"The purification filter."

"Yes. Always purify. The intent structure I sent you has it at three layers. Run all three."

"Three," Garth said. "Right." A pause. "How much of the Directorate's gold have you actually taken?"

Dylan considered the correct level of disclosure. "Enough," he said. "The Conclave is funded. The Fforiwr was funded. The relay architecture was funded. The document releases were funded. The cell support across four planets is funded." He paused. "The Directorate has not noticed."

"Yet," Garth said.

"Yet, but no normal human mage could accomplish it. They will know where to look." Dylan agreed.

The coffee was good. The ship was quiet. Through the galley's single port, if you looked at the right angle, you could see the edge of the second Akinta warship, its hull-worked surface catching the light from the Bridge zone's nearest navigational beacon in the way Akinta hulls caught light, which was differently from human ships — not a flat reflection but something that seemed to respond to the light with intention, as if the surface had opinions about what it illuminated.

Dylan drank his coffee and thought about thirty gods in boxes, and a river, and a fall from orbit into dark water, and whether the things you didn't know the answers to were really better sorted on the day or whether that was something he said to move plans forward and would eventually regret.

He thought: probably a bit of both.

He thought, in Welsh, briefly: Mae'r gwaith yn fwy na'r cynllun. The work is larger than the plan.

He thought: that has been true since the quarry. It did not stop then. It is not going to stop now.

He finished his coffee and went to review the standard ward literature though he knew it would not apply.

-~~ooOoo~~-
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Chapter TWO
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	The Names on the List


“The question is not how many. The question is whether a single one of them was necessary.” — Ursula K. Le Guin

Voss commed at 0347.

This was not unusual. Voss operated on a homeworld day-cycle that bore no relationship to the Bridge zone's navigational time, which bore no relationship to Earth's historical standard, which was the clock the Morrigan ran on out of a combination of institutional habit and the fact that Dylan had never gotten around to changing it. Grak had once observed that the ship's timekeeping was a form of politics dressed as logistics. Dylan had agreed and done nothing, because Grak was correct and also because the time zone question would outlast both of them and was not worth the argument.

What was unusual was the quality of the comm.

Voss sent data at three times the conversational pace in five compressed packages, each one a separate thaum-event record, each one tagged with the specific indexing convention that Voss used for things they wanted Dylan to understand in sequence. The packages arrived in the comm queue at 0347, 0349, 0349, 0351, and 0354. The gap between the third and fourth was where Dylan woke up, dressed, and went to the secondary nav station, because he knew what the indexing convention meant and he knew that Voss did not send five packages at this hour without cause.

He opened the first package.

—oOo—

Voss's homeworld was a planet whose geological record was considerably older than Earth's. The deep rock went further down and the thaum field that had accumulated in it over the past billion-odd years had been, according to every standard model, completely suppressed for the twelve thousand years of the skein and was now returning at the expected rate for a planet of its age. The expected rate was in the published projections. The published projections were the Directorate's published projections, which Dylan had read at sixteen in the third-year mage training curriculum and had noted, even then, with the thought that the error bars were very wide and the confidence interval very high for projections about a process nobody had observed completing before.

What Voss's data showed was that the published projections were wrong.

Not in the direction of pessimism. The projections had been too conservative. The thaum field on Voss's homeworld had been increasing at twice the projected rate for four years, and the rate was accelerating. The standard model had assumed a linear return. The actual trajectory was exponential.

Eighteen emerging events, documented across four years. Each one a thaum signature appearing where no registered mage existed, building over days or weeks, consistent with the profile of a new magical being coming into its own relationship with the field it was embedded in. Consistent with something waking up.

Nine of those signatures ended abruptly.

Dylan looked at the end-signatures for a long time. They had a quality he recognised — not from personal experience, but from the theoretical literature he had read in the years since mage training, the material that lived in Category B and above and was not on any standard curriculum and required either a special research licence or a complete indifference to the licensing requirement. The shape of the termination. The specific profile of a thaum source that had been functioning and then stopped functioning, not by natural depletion but by directed intervention. The magical equivalent of a hand placed over a candle.

Nine candles, put out.

He wrote in the journal. He wrote the date and the time and the nine end-signatures and the specific profile of the termination working, and then he sat for a moment with his hands flat on the desk and looked at the navigational display and thought about forty-seven.

Forty-seven confirmed kills across eighteen months. Nine of them on Voss's homeworld alone. Or was it now fifty-six?

He thought about the emerging beings — not mages, in the human sense. Something else. Something that the standard model had not predicted because the standard model had been built by an institution whose interest was in predicting a manageable return, not an accurate one.

He thought: the Directorate is not managing this process. Nobody is managing this process. The geology is doing it, and it does not care about the licensing framework, and the only response the institution has developed is to send a unit to make the signatures stop.

He thought, in Welsh, briefly: Beth sy'n dod tuag atom?

Then he got up and went to find coffee.

—oOo—

Garth was already in the galley.

This was not surprising. Garth had a relationship with early mornings that Dylan had noted over two years and never commented on — a specific quality of being the first person present in a shared space, not with urgency, not with performance, but with the simple fact of already being there. He was reading something on his datapad with the focused quiet of someone in the middle of a thought rather than the beginning of one.

Dylan got coffee. He sat down.

Garth looked up.

"Voss commed," Dylan said.

"At 0347," Garth said. "I saw the comm queue flag."

"I'm going to send you the five packages," Dylan said. "I want you to look at something."

He forwarded the data from the secondary nav station. Garth's pad chimed softly. Garth opened the first package and was quiet for a long time.

Dylan drank his coffee. He did not fill the silence.

The galley's single port showed the Bridge zone outer sector in its usual state — the navigational beacon at three hundred thousand kilometres, the Vel Karath holding position off the port side, the second Akinta warship holding the starboard side, both ships' hull-worked surfaces carrying the light from the beacon in the specific way Akinta hulls carried things, as if the surface had been designed to record what it illuminated. The arrangement felt different than it had a week ago, Dylan thought, though nothing about the geometry had changed. It was the weight of the plan. The plan made the geometry mean something.

"This one," Garth said.

He had the third package open. He had the end-signatures on the screen. He was looking at the profile the way he looked at things he was already partway through understanding.

"Yes," Dylan said.

Garth looked at it for another moment. Then he said: "I need to check something."

"Take your time."

Garth set the pad down and was still — the interior quality that was Garth working, attention gone somewhere that was not the galley. Dylan got a second coffee and waited. This was the correct response to Garth working. Dylan had learned it over two years and did not break it.

Three minutes. Four. Garth opened his eyes.

"There's a working trace," Garth said. "In the end-signatures. I can see it now I know what I'm looking at." He was quiet for a second, in the way of someone finding precise language for an imprecise thing. "Not a mage working from the standard register. Not anything in the licensed curriculum. The profile is different — it's modified. Something has been taken out of the base working and something has been put in." He paused. "Like a modification to a standard intent structure. Running the base working but with a — a fingerprint isn't the right word. A specific absence. A thing that should be there that isn't."

Dylan looked at him.

"I can see it," Garth said, "because I'm used to looking at your working traces. You work clean. The Angwin family inheritance gives a specific quality to Fire Shaping — I recognise that one immediately. My own work I can identify from the inside. The shamen's traces are entirely unlike anything I learned to expect, but they have a consistency." He picked up the pad again. "This trace has been altered. Not randomly. Deliberately. Someone has taken a standard working and modified it so that it leaves a specific signature, and the modification is authorised — I can read the authorisation level in the structure. This working was sanctioned at a level above standard licensed practice. Well above."

"Category B," Dylan said.

"At minimum," Garth said. "Possibly beyond the published classification. I don't know what's in the unlisted categories."

"I do," Dylan said. He looked at the pad. "Flag it."

"I am flagging it," Garth said, with the quality of someone who considered that the act of describing a thing in this level of detail was already the flag. "I'm telling you there is a specific modification in this working trace that was authorised above Category B standard, which means the unit running it has a mandate from above Arundel, which means the person above Arundel is not just administratively responsible for Quarry Division. She designed the working." He set the pad flat on the table and looked at Dylan. "Or she authorised someone who did. Either way, her name is on it."

Dylan looked at the pad.

"Her name," Garth said carefully, "is already in the journal, isn't it."

"It has been for
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