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	Three Weeks From Nowhere


“Conscience is the inner voice that warns us somebody may be looking.” H.L. Mencken

The Morrigan was three weeks from nowhere in particular when Director Arundel called Dylan in.

Dylan had been in the galley at the time, working his way through his fourth mug of tea and a mathematics problem he'd set himself for no reason except that it was 0300 ship-time and he couldn't sleep and mathematics was honest in a way that his days rarely were. The galley was the Morrigan's smallest inhabitable space and its warmest: two narrow benches fixed to opposing bulkheads, a folding table between them scored with the history of a dozen crews, the kettle wedged into its bracket above the recycling unit. At this hour the overhead strip ran at half power and the whole room had a yellowish, institutional quality, like a waiting room for something that hadn't started yet. The summons came through his personal comm as a simple text flag — DIRECTOR ARUNDEL. SECURE CHANNEL. NOW. — which told him exactly nothing about the content and everything about the urgency.

He drank the rest of his tea standing up. Then he rinsed the mug, because he had been raised correctly and because the thirty seconds it took gave him time to decide what kind of face to wear for whatever came next. He settled, as he usually did, on the one that showed nothing in particular.

The Morrigan's secure briefing room was three decks below the galley, through two pressure hatches and down a ladder that the ship's original architects had sized for human proportions and which Grak used with the careful lateral step of someone who had made a considered peace with other species' infrastructure.

Dylan made the descent by habit, one hand on the rail, letting the ship settle into his body the way it always did when he moved through it without the specific purpose of going somewhere. Sixteen months aboard and he still noticed it — the weight of the thing, not abstract but physical. The Morrigan massed somewhere north of forty-six thousand tonnes fully loaded, most of that the nickel-iron of its hull, which had started as an asteroid in the Belt and been worked over several solar-forge cycles into its current form: a tapered blade roughly forty-eight metres at its longest axis, thick enough amidships for the crew spaces and equipment bays and the cargo hold that ran the full lower deck, narrowing toward the bow where the forward thirty percent was solid metal, no voids, no crew spaces, just mass. For ramming. The briefing on Tanto-class had described this as a design feature. Dylan thought of it as the ship's honest opinion of how close-quarter conflict should be resolved.

The serrated edge along the blade's starboard length was not visible from inside, obviously, but he'd seen it from outside exactly twice — once at the Directorate's deep-space facility during the Morrigan's last refit, and once in the forward-facing camera array during an approach he preferred not to think about — and both times it had struck him with the same thought: that from the right angle, and with the right sensor filter, the blade would read as a scatter of perhaps a dozen small rocky bodies, irregular, unremarkable, the ambient debris of any system's asteroid population. From any other angle, when it was moving, it was a knife. The engineering logic of this was impeccable and had probably been very funny to whoever designed it.

The armoured tower at the blade's rear spine held the cockpit, Grak's domain — a short reinforced column rising from the dorsal surface, wide enough for the pilot station and the neural interface assembly and the wrap of viewports that gave Grak the forward-arc visibility he considered a professional minimum. Dylan passed the base of the tower ladder on his way through the aft corridor, then past the narrow stretch where Grak had, for reasons Dylan had never fully excavated, stencilled a small and extremely precise stylised crow onto the bulkhead at exactly five feet from the deck. Eye-level for Grak when he descended the tower ladder. Dylan ducked slightly to read it each time he passed, out of something that wasn't quite solidarity and wasn't quite affection but lived in the same neighbourhood as both.

He pressed his palm to the briefing room's reader. The door opened into the familiar dim blue of an encrypted active channel. Director Arundel's face resolved on the primary display — mid-fifties, weathered, wearing the expression of a man delivering news he has already made peace with. Dylan had always found this particular expression of the Director's mildly alarming. Arundel only made peace in advance with things he considered worthwhile.

"Dylan. Sit down."

"Sir." Dylan sat. He noted that the channel's encryption level was Indigo — one step below the absolute ceiling — and filed this without comment.

"Three weeks out is close enough," the Director said. "We've had a development in the Sagittarius Bridge zone that requires immediate response. I'll be direct."

Dylan had never in four years known Arundel to be anything other than direct. The statement was preamble, which was itself information. Something was about to be asked of him that Arundel expected him to push back on.

The Director brought up a dossier on the secondary screen. Military portrait, Dorvaan formal dress. A large figure, the powerful centaurine build of his species accentuated by ceremonial armour across the raised torso, deep rust- coloured fur marked with darker bands across the shoulders. The face — broad and heavy-browed above the flat nose — wore the particular expression that Dylan had come to associate with Dorvaan official photography: an enforced stillness that read to human eyes as impassivity, though he knew enough by now to understand it was closer to dignified restraint.

"General-Keeper Orath Dorvaan-Vel Sann," Arundel said. "Supreme commander of the Dorvaan Collective Fleet for the past nineteen years. Probably the most powerful military figure in the Bridge zone by some distance."

"I know who he is," Dylan said.

"Then you know the situation in outline. What I'm about to give you is the full picture as we currently hold it."

The secondary screen filled with data. Dylan read while Arundel talked. He had taught himself, years ago, to do both simultaneously and retain both; it was a useful skill for a profession in which the words being said and the information being displayed were not always the same argument.

Arundel laid it out methodically. The Dorvaan military expansion into the Bridge zone — three new forward installations in fourteen months, pushing steadily into territory that three separate inter-species agreements had designated as demilitarised. Two human survey vessels disabled in the zone, their crews detained and later released in poor condition. A Vashari trading outpost destroyed in what Dorvaan command had called a training accident and which the intercepted internal communications characterised rather differently. Three rounds of diplomatic negotiations, each of which Orath had found grounds to derail at the point where real concessions might have been made.

"The assessment of every analyst we have," Arundel said, "is that Sann is the engine of this. The Collective Council are not moderates, but several members have shown willingness to negotiate in good faith when Sann isn't in the room. He has blocked every viable path to a settlement. If the Bridge zone goes to open conflict — and the probability curves are not comfortable reading — it will be because he drove it there."

Dylan had been reading the intercepted communications. They were credible. Dorvaan military encryption was not easily broken and the Directorate's translation corpus for the language was excellent; these were not fabrications. He turned them over carefully, looking for the join.

"The survey vessels," he said. "The crews were detained for how long?"

"Eleven days for the first. Six for the second."

"And the condition they were returned in — do we have medical records?"

"Summarised in the dossier — the medical section, at the end."

Dylan found the section and read it. Physical stress consistent with detention in conditions not designed for human physiology — Dorvaan architecture and atmospheric preferences were not ideal for humans — but no evidence of deliberate harm. He noted this and did not say it aloud, because what he was doing was building a picture and the picture was not yet complete enough to comment on.

"What are you asking me to do?" he said.

Arundel looked at him steadily across the encrypted channel. "Remove Sann from the situation."

The room was quiet in the particular way that rooms became quiet when something important had just been said in a small number of words.

"Permanently," Dylan said. It wasn't a question.

"I never said that but..."

Dylan put his hands flat on the table in front of him. Not a gesture of resistance — simply something to do with them while he thought. He had been asked this before. Four times, in four years, he had been asked exactly this, and four times he had done it, and four times he had come back and written about it in Welsh in his journal and not slept for a while and eventually found the shape of it in his chest that he could live with, that he could carry. The shape was always wrong. He was always, eventually, able to carry it.

"Walk me through the civilian impact assessment," he said. "If the Bridge zone goes to open conflict. Numbers."

Arundel did. The numbers were not comfortable. Multi-species populations along the contested zone, trade corridors that served eight inhabited systems, the particular way that resource conflicts in that region would cascade. Dylan listened to all of it. He looked at the data. He held the weight of it against the weight of the other thing, and found — as he always found, which was the part that cost him the most — that the calculation, if you accepted the premises, was not actually difficult.

He did not always accept the premises. He had learned to check them.

"The intelligence on his blocking the negotiations — how sourced?"

"Three independent intercepts and a human asset inside the Collective Council's diplomatic liaison office. The asset has been reliable for two years."

"The destroyed outpost."

"Vashari forensic team confirmed Dorvaan weapons signatures. We have their report."

Dylan was quiet for a moment. Everything answered. Everything credible. Everything pointing in the same direction. He had a practised awareness of the feeling of a thorough briefing, and this felt like one, and he had also a less practised and more uncomfortable awareness that thorough briefings were not the same as complete ones.

But he had no specific gap. He had questions and he had received answers and the answers held together. Sometimes a thing was what it appeared to be. Sometimes removing one powerful figure genuinely did change the shape of what came after. He had been taught to distinguish between professional caution and the paralysis of a man who doesn't want to do what he's being asked.

He was not, he thought, being paralysed. He was being careful. There was a difference.

"Timeline?" he said.

"Sann will attend the Keeping of Names ceremony in Vel-Araan in seventeen days. He'll be exposed at a predictable point in the ceremony's sequence — the address from the General-Keeper is public, formal, and lasts approximately eight minutes. It's the cleanest window we'll have for the foreseeable future."

"Seventeen days puts us in system in time with room to spare."

"Yes. Which is why we're having this conversation now."

Dylan looked at the portrait on the secondary screen. The Dorvaan general. Heavy-browed, formally still. Dylan had a habit, one he'd never admitted to anyone, of looking at the faces of people he was asked to kill before he agreed to anything. He wasn't sure what he was looking for. He thought it might be the same impulse that made him keep the journal — a refusal to let the thing become abstract before he'd been honest about what it was.

The face told him nothing. Faces rarely told him much at this distance without his Reading engaged, and he didn't engage his Reading during briefings as a matter of personal principle; the temptation to use it as a shortcut for judgement was the kind of temptation that led, eventually, somewhere he didn't want to go.

"I'll need forty-eight hours with the full dossier before I give you a final confirmation," he said. "Standard practice."

"Of course."

"One other thing." Dylan kept his voice level. "Garth doesn't go in with me on this one."

A slight shift in Arundel's expression — not surprise, exactly, but consideration. "That's your call to make. He's your apprentice."

"He is. And he's not ready for this particular kind of mission. He'll argue about it."

"I imagine he will."

"He'll be wrong."

"Yes," Arundel agreed, with a dryness that suggested he found the situation at least faintly amusing in the abstract, which was easy to do when you weren't going to be the one Garth argued with. "The dossier is already on your personal secure partition. I'll expect your confirmation in forty-eight hours."

The channel closed. The room's lighting shifted back to standard. Dylan sat for a moment in the quiet, his hands still flat on the table, looking at the space where Director Arundel's face had been.

Seventeen days to the ceremony. Two days to confirm. Call it fifteen to plan the insertion properly, map the exit routes, coordinate with Grak on approach vectors and extraction windows. He began sorting this in his mind with the automatic efficiency that planning work always had for him — the part of the job he could do cleanly, without the other weight attached.

He was good at it. He had always been good at it. He had never decided how he felt about that.

He stood up, straightened his jacket, and felt, as he often did in the pocket beneath his left hand, the small solid square of carved Welsh slate he kept there. He didn't take it out. He didn't need to. He just let his fingers rest against it for a moment — the familiar edges, the warmth it had taken from his body.

It wasn't superstition. It was older than superstition. He had spent four years and a considerable amount of effort on that small piece of stone, and what it could do was a conversation he was not having with anyone, and likely wouldn't be.

He let go of it and went to find Garth.

—oOo—

He found him, predictably, in the Morrigan's practice bay — a stripped section of the lower deck that had been retrofitted with impact-resistant panelling and a drain in the floor that nobody discussed the original purpose of. The ceiling was lower here than in the main corridor, bare conduit running exposed along its length, and the whole space smelled faintly of whatever compound the panelling outgassed under repeated kinetic impacts, which was not an unpleasant smell but was not a familiar one either. The target array hung from a ceiling rail on a track — adjustable, repositionable, currently set to the configuration Dylan had specified two weeks ago. Garth was working Kinetics against a suspended target array: a cluster of weighted spheres on individual cables, the point of the exercise being precision redirection rather than raw force. Sending the first sphere into the second at the correct angle to set the third moving in the correct direction to clip the fourth, all without touching any of them directly. The kind of problem that required thinking several steps ahead and having, at each step, the fine motor control of a surgeon.

Garth was managing approximately two steps ahead and the control of a fairly confident blacksmith.

He was also, evidently, aware that it wasn't going well, which Dylan could tell from the set of his shoulders — that particular rigid quality that appeared when Garth was refusing to acknowledge frustration on the grounds that acknowledging it would confirm it. The spheres swung in disarray. One had stopped moving entirely and hung at an apologetic angle. Garth stared at it with an expression that would have curdled milk.

"The third one," Dylan said from the doorway.

Garth didn't startle — he'd heard Dylan coming, because Dylan had let him — but his shoulders did something complicated. "I know."

"You're going through it, not to it. You're thinking about the impact rather than the line."

"I know that as well."

"How's the Thaum load?"

A pause. Garth glanced at the small gauge on the wall — Dylan had installed it six months ago, partly for safety monitoring and partly because Garth's personal assessment of his own remaining capacity had a consistent optimistic bias. "Eighty-one."

"So you've burned about forty tonight."

"It's fine."

"I didn't say it wasn't." Dylan moved into the room and stood beside him, looking at the target array. "Stop using force. You're not trying to move them, you're trying to direct them. There's a difference."

"Yes, I know the difference."

"Show me."

Garth looked at him sideways — that particular ice-blue glance that was half challenge and half the desire to be shown how to do it correctly without having to ask — and then turned back to the array. A long breath. Dylan watched him settle, watched the quality of his attention change, watched the frustrated tension in his frame become something more deliberate.

The first sphere moved. The angle was better. The second sphere caught it correctly and redirected, and for a moment the whole chain was going to work —

The third sphere went sideways.

Garth made a short, very controlled sound that was not quite a word.

"Better," Dylan said, honestly.

"Better is not the same as correct."

"No. But it's closer than five minutes ago, and five minutes ago was closer than yesterday. That's how it works."

Garth turned to look at him properly. He had, when he chose to deploy it, an extremely good quality of stillness for sixteen — the stillness of someone who had learned that watching carefully was more efficient than speaking. He used it now. Dylan recognised the look; it was the one that meant Garth had noticed something about the conversation's texture and was deciding whether to ask about it directly.

"You've had a briefing," Garth said. Not a question.

"I am briefed, yes."

"A mission briefing."

"One I needed to think about before I decided to take it. One of those."

Another beat of the quality stillness. Then: "And you're going to tell me I'm not coming."

Dylan looked at him. Garth's face was doing the thing it did when he had already argued a version of this in his own head and was deciding whether the actual argument would be more or less satisfying than the internal one. Usually less. He was, for all his bluster, efficient enough in his thinking to know when an outcome was already settled.

"Yes," Dylan said.

The silence this time was different. Not the still-considering silence but the one that meant the argument had been assessed and set aside in favour of something more uncomfortable, which was the actual question.

"Why not?" Garth said. Quiet. Direct. Without the performance around it.

Dylan considered lying. He was very good at lying — it was professionally necessary — and the lie was right there, something about mission parameters and exposure profiles and risk calculus, all of which was true and none of which was the reason.

"Because this one's the kind that leaves a mark," he said. "And I'd rather you got more distance under you before you start collecting those."

Garth was quiet for a moment. Then, with a studied neutrality that didn't entirely cover what was underneath: "I'm not a child."

"No. You're sixteen and extremely capable and you'll be extraordinary by the time you're twenty if I do my job correctly. None of that means I want to rush the order of things." Dylan looked at him steadily. "This isn't a conversation. I've told you what's happening."

Garth held his gaze for a long moment with the specific quality of someone deciding whether to escalate. He decided not to. He turned back to the target array and sent a sharp, precise burst of Kinetic energy into the first sphere, which swung perfectly into the second, which redirected flawlessly into the third, which clipped the fourth at precisely the correct angle. All four were moving. The chain was complete.

Garth stared at it. Ruffled his own hair with one hand in the vaguely incredulous gesture he made when something worked by surprise.

"Hm," Dylan said.

"I wasn't thinking about it," Garth said, as if this were personally offensive.

"I know. That's the lesson."

He left Garth to it. He didn't say anything more and Garth didn't call after him, and that, for them, was approximately the same as a civilised conclusion.

—oOo—

He went to find Sera because he hadn't planned to and didn't examine the impulse too closely, which was generally how it went. Her medical bay was on the ship's middle deck, wedged between the secondary engineering access and a storage bay that technically held emergency rations and in practice also held Grak's considerable collection of aeronautical history texts. The medical bay had been claimed, gradually and by increment, by the particular personality of its occupant: a vivid orange fascinator hat on the corner of one equipment rack, a framed photograph of Lagos at dawn on the bulkhead beside the diagnostic console, a small speaker on the counter that was currently playing something with horns at low volume.

Sera was at the main console, making notes on a xenobiology survey she'd been working through in her off-hours. She looked up when Dylan came in with the quick, assessing look she used on everyone who entered medical, the one that checked physical state before anything else, automatic as breathing.

"You're fine," she said, which was both an assessment and, Dylan suspected, a pre-emption.

"I'm fine," he agreed.

"You've been up since 0200."

"I was doing mathematics."

"Which you do when you can't sleep, which you do when something's on your mind." She said this without looking up from her notes, which was slightly impressive. "Do you want tea? I've got the good stuff. Someone left it in the galley without labelling it and I have decided it's mine now."

"That was mine, actually."

She looked up. "Do you want some of it back?"

"It is, or was, my best tea."

"Then sit down."

He sat. The small medical bay had a particular quality of stillness at ship's night — the hum of the environmental systems, the faint music, the yellow- warm light Sera preferred at her console. Dylan felt the tension in his shoulders begin, not exactly to dissolve, but to redistribute into something he could carry more easily.

She made two mugs of tea with the efficiency of someone who did not consider the process worth performing slowly, and set his in front of him, and sat back down with hers and looked at him.

"Briefing?" she said.

"Is it that obvious?"

"To me." She wrapped both hands around her mug. "You don't have to tell me anything."

"I know."

"But you came here anyway."

"You had my tea."

The corner of her mouth moved. It wasn't quite a smile and wasn't quite not one. She looked at him over the rim of her mug with her dark eyes that assessed things before they decided how to feel about them, and Dylan looked back, and the moment lasted approximately long enough to be a thing they were both aware of.

"Eat something," she said. "Properly. Before you go interrogate the dossier."

"I had a meal at—"

"When."

"Fourteen hundred."

"It's 0330. Eat something."

He ate something. She went back to her notes. The music played quietly — something with a trumpet, plaintive and elaborate, one of her jazz recordings, 20th century if he was correctly calibrating the style. They didn't talk much. They were, by now, sufficiently familiar with each other's company that silence wasn't a thing that needed filling.

He thought about the portrait of General-Keeper Orath Dorvaan-Vel Sann and the heavy formality of his face. He thought about seventeen days and the Keeping of Names ceremony and the numbers Arundel had laid out — the population of the Bridge zone, the trade corridors, the cascade probability curves. He thought about the weight of the calculation that he had done and would do again, properly, with the full dossier, in forty-eight hours. He thought about Garth in the practice bay, the spheres moving at last in their correct sequence.

"Sera," he said.

She looked up.

"Nothing," he said. "Good night."

She watched him go with the expression she wore when she was deciding whether something required a response and concluding, this time, that it did not.

The corridor outside medical was quiet. Dylan walked back toward his quarters with his hands in his pockets, his right hand finding the carved slate by habit, its familiar weight and edges, the warmth it held.

Fifteen days to plan. Forty-eight hours to confirm. Seventeen days to the ceremony.

He began, without entirely meaning to, to plan.

-~~ooOoo~~-
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	What the Rock Remembers


“I am confident the window will exist. I am not confident of its exact position. I have been told these are different statements. I am aware they are different statements.” Lt. Grak Noir — Directorate Transit Log 7714-M

Dylan spent the first day with the dossier the way he spent reading any dossier — alone, methodically, without interruption. He had developed the habit early in his career of reading operational files in a specific order: threat environment first, target second, mission parameters third. He came back to the target profile last, after he understood the landscape around it, because he'd found that doing it the other way tended to anchor his thinking to the person in a way that made the surrounding context harder to read clearly. It was not a comfortable habit. It was a useful one.

He worked through the night and into the following morning, and partway through the morning he made a second pot of tea that went cold untouched, and by the afternoon he had read the whole thing twice and was partway through a third pass with his own annotation layer running alongside, flagging inconsistencies and questions.

There were not many inconsistencies. There were a handful of questions, mostly about timing — specific dates in the intelligence intercepts that sat slightly oddly against other specific dates, the kind of thing that could be explained by ordinary bureaucratic delay or could be explained by something else entirely, and the evidence did not currently distinguish between the two explanations. He flagged them. He would probably ask Arundel about two of them in his confirmation conversation and leave the third unasked, because asking about all three would signal that he was looking for reasons to decline rather than reasons to proceed, and he was not looking for reasons to decline. He was looking for the truth of the situation, which was a distinction that mattered to him and which he understood most people in his profession did not fully share.

He read the medical summaries three times. Physical stress, environmental mismatch, no deliberate harm. He had treated a lot of wounded people in the field, and he had a reasonable amateur's eye for medical documentation, and the summaries were consistent with what they claimed. He noted that "consistent with" was not the same as "confirmed by" and moved on.

By the second afternoon the dossier was annotated, the questions were organised in order of importance, and Dylan had a conclusion. It was the same conclusion he'd reached the first night, and the fact that two full days of scrutiny had not overturned it was either confirmation that it was correct or confirmation that whoever had built the dossier was very good. He was aware of both possibilities and not in a position, from inside the document, to distinguish between them.

He locked the partition, made a fresh mug of tea that he actually drank, and went to find Garth.

—oOo—

They ran theory in the afternoons when there was nothing else pressing, which on a three-week transit was most afternoons. Dylan used the briefing room for it — the table was big enough to spread things across and the display wall could run maps or diagrams or whatever historical records he'd pulled from the Directorate's academic archive, which were extensive in proportion to how rarely anyone actually used them.

Garth sat across the table from him with the attitude of someone who was very interested but had decided, on principle, to look as though he wasn't. He'd been like this since the briefing conversation, not sullen exactly — Garth didn't really do sullen, lacked the sustained patience for it — but carrying a kind of compressed energy that surfaced in his posture and the occasional too-precise way he put things down.

They'd spent the morning on mage history, which Garth found acceptable, and the early afternoon on magical theory, which Garth found interesting enough to forget to be reserved about, and now they had arrived at the section Dylan had been working toward since breakfast.

"Right," Dylan said. "Tell me what you know about the distribution question."

Garth looked at him with the slight sharpening of attention that meant Dylan had said something he didn't already have an answer prepared for. "The geographic distribution of mages?"

"Specifically — why it isn't random."

"Because it runs in families," Garth said, with the confidence of someone repeating a received truth.

"Does it?"

A pause. Garth's eyes moved to the middle distance briefly, recalculating. "The data says it does."

"The data says it appears to. Those are different statements. Tell me about your family."

Garth's expression shifted into something slightly more guarded. He never much liked being asked directly about his family, for reasons Dylan had decided not to excavate. "Fire Shaping runs in the Angwin line. Three generations back, maybe four."

"And before that?"

"Before that we were just people in Cornwall."

"Just people in Cornwall," Dylan said, "who had always been just people in Cornwall, going back how far?"

"I don't know. A long time."

"Your mother's side as well?"

"Far as anyone knows." A beat. "I see where you're going."

"Humour me."

Garth leaned back in his chair with the studied negligence that meant he was thinking hard. "You're going to say it's not actually the family, it's the place."

"I'm going to say I have a theory about the place, yes. Look at the map."

Dylan brought up the distribution data on the wall display — the accumulated records from the sixteen years since magic's return, every confirmed mage case plotted geographically, filtered by frequency. The cluster patterns were not subtle. Cornwall dense with markers. Wales denser. Brittany. The west coast of Ireland, Scotland's interior, the Isle of Man. The Basque country in a sparser scatter. Asturias. Galicia.

Garth looked at it. The studied negligence faded into something more genuine.

"That's—" he started.

"Say it."

"That's not random family inheritance. That's geography."

"It looks like geography," Dylan said. "Or more precisely, it looks like geology."

He overlaid a second dataset — the pre-Columbian Celtic cultural and linguistic zone, the ancient spread of the Brythonic and Goidelic languages, the territories where for two thousand years the old cultures had been rooted in specific, ancient, very particular rock.

The overlap was almost exact.

Garth was quiet for a moment. When he spoke, his voice had dropped the performative edge it usually carried, which happened only when something had genuinely caught him. "They always said it runs in bloodlines."

"They say a lot of things. What does the map say?"

"The map says it runs in ground."

Dylan let that sit for a moment. Then he reached into his jacket pocket — the left one, the inner pocket where his hand went without thinking — and took out the carved piece of Welsh slate. He set it on the table between them.

It was not a large thing. Perhaps three inches long, flat, worked into a simple rectangular shape with the edges slightly rounded from years of handling, and carved on one face with a symbol that was not any standard mage notation, not any alphabet Garth had been taught. The stone was dark grey with the faint silvery sheen that good Welsh slate carried, and if you'd been trained to feel for such things, which Garth had by now been trained at least partly to feel for, there was something coming off it. Low. Steady. Very quiet. Like a heartbeat heard through a wall.

Garth stared at it. "That's — that's thaumic. The rock itself is—"

"Yes."

"That's not possible. Thaums are—"

"Are generated by mages. Are stored in certain prepared materials. Are known to dissipate within days without a living source." Dylan looked at the slate. "That's the received wisdom. And the received wisdom is about two hundred years old and was developed entirely within the period when magic didn't exist, by people theorising backwards from incomplete records." He paused. "Pick it up. Tell me what you feel."

Garth picked it up with the careful two-fingered grip he used for unfamiliar magical objects, which was correct practice and which Dylan noted approvingly without saying so. He held it. His eyes unfocused slightly in the way they did when he was Reading ambient energy, which he was getting better at without being fully aware of it yet.

"It's old," Garth said slowly.

"All rocks are ancient souls."

"Not like — stored old. Like..." He frowned. "Like it's been there a long time. Like it knows where it came from."

"It's from Penrhyn Quarry," Dylan said. "North Wales. The quarry has been there in some form for four thousand years. There are records going back twelve hundred — before that the records are archaeological. That rock came out of the earth approximately" — he considered — "give or take, around sixty million years ago."

Garth set it down with slightly more care than he'd picked it up.

"Magic is old," Dylan said. "Older than us. Older than the civilisations that used it, older than the people who first noticed they had it. When the energy skein that was suppressing it withdrew from the Sol system — when magic came back — the theoretical consensus was that it had simply been absent. Switched off. And when it switched back on, mages manifested." He turned the slate over slowly with one finger. "That's not wrong. But it's not the whole picture."

"The rocks," Garth said.

"The rocks. Tens of thousands of years of human magic, practised by people living in specific places above specific geology. The energy doesn't just pass through — some of it stays. Absorbed. Changed. The way a rock left in a fire holds heat long after the fire's out." Dylan tapped the slate once, gently. "Celtic territories. The old Brythonic and Goidelic regions. The pre-Roman fringe. The places where magic was practised continuously, in the same landscapes, for the longest unbroken stretches of time. The rock there isn't the same as rock somewhere else. It has memory, for want of a better word. It seeps low-level thaums constantly — you have to know what to feel for, or have the sensitivity, but it's there."

Garth was looking at him with the expression he wore when a piece of information had arrived that was going to rearrange other things. He was quiet for a long moment, which was still unusual enough to be noticeable.

"So the families," he said finally.

"The families were always there. In Cornwall. In Wales. Generation after generation, living in that low thaum field, being born in it, growing up in it. The mage gene—" Dylan paused. "I don't think it's genetic inheritance in any conventional sense. I think the energy in those specific landscapes changed something, over time. Epigenetically, maybe. Or in ways we don't have good language for yet. It's not in the blood. It's in the accumulated connection between the blood and the ground it came from."

He picked up the slate and turned it in his fingers.

"Your family has been in Cornwall for as long as records exist," he said. "Mine has been in Wales. Angwin is a Cornish name — old Cornish, probably Brythonic root. Gethin is Welsh, equally old. We didn't get the gene from our parents in any simple sense. We got it from the ground our parents were made of.

Talking of parents, next time you go home you should look your father over for Mage abilies. The tests the Directorate uses to find mages are designed around abilities they find useful. There are plenty of othere, they miss things."

The briefing room was quiet as Garth thought about that one. The Morrigan hummed around them at its constant low frequency, the white-noise of deep space transit.

Then Garth said, in a tone that was attempting studied casualness and not entirely succeeding: "Penn kawgh."

He said it under his breath. Just barely. The tone was the exact pitch of someone muttering something they don't intend to be heard, which would have worked on most people.

Dylan looked up from the slate.

Garth caught his expression and went very still. A particular quality of stillness — the kind produced by the sudden understanding that a private remark has not been private.

"Say that again," Dylan said mildly.

The colour that rose in Garth's face was impressively visible given that his skin had so little pigment to work with. "I didn't—"

"You did, actually."

"I was — it was — it doesn't—" A breath. Then, with a kind of pained dignity: "You don't speak Cornish."

"No," Dylan agreed. "But I speak Welsh." He set the slate down. "Penn. Head. Welsh. Do you know what it is in Cornish?"

Garth said nothing. His jaw was doing something complicated.

"Penn," Dylan said. "Exactly the same. Different orthography in modern standard form — Cornish uses double n where Welsh uses single n in some positions — but if you say them aloud they're the same sound, because they have the same root. Proto-Brythonic. Common ancestor, same word."

A pause.

"Kawgh," Dylan continued, with the same mild, conversational tone, "is rendered in Welsh as—"

"All right," Garth said.

"—cachu, which you may recognise—"

"All right."

"—as having the same consonantal skeleton if you account for the standard shift between Cornish k and Welsh c, and between Cornish wh and Welsh ch. Which is a regular and well-documented sound change. The whole Brythonic branch does it." Dylan picked up the slate again and turned it once in his fingers. "So I don't speak Cornish. But I can hear the shape of what a Cornishman is saying if I listen for the sounds my own language makes differently." He paused. "Diddorol, on the whole."

Garth, who did not speak Welsh and therefore could not identify this as meaning approximately "interesting, on the whole," stared at him with an expression that had moved through embarrassment and arrived somewhere that was almost, reluctantly, impressed.

"You knew," he said.

"I suspected. This confirms it."

"The — the whole theory. This whole presentation." Garth gestured at the display wall with its maps and overlays. "You were building to telling me about the languages."

"I was building to telling you about the geology," Dylan said. "The languages are illustrative." He looked at his apprentice steadily. "The Brythonic languages are all cousins. Welsh, Cornish, Breton — they diverged from the same root over about fifteen hundred years, and the divergence followed geography and political separation, not any fundamental difference in the underlying structure. A Welsh speaker and a Cornish speaker, back when both languages were alive, could find their way toward each other with patience. A Welsh speaker who's paid attention — which is to say, a Welsh speaker who has been professionally motivated to learn how languages are put together — can hear Cornish and make reasonable guesses." He paused. "Something to remember. You speak the language of a landscape that was saturated with old magic. Your language and mine are near enough that they've been fooling people for two thousand years into thinking they were more different than they are."

Garth was quiet again. The quality of his quiet had changed over the last six months, Dylan had noticed — was changing still. The early weeks of their assignment, Garth's silences had been competitive things, loaded with the effort of not speaking first. Now, sometimes, they were simply thinking silences. This was one of the latter.

"The rock," Garth said eventually, nodding at the slate. "It's — you've worked on it."

"Yes, something told me to do so."

"It's more than just Penrhyn quarry, then."

"It's also Penrhyn quarry," Dylan said. "One doesn't preclude the other."

Garth looked at him with the expression of someone deciding whether to push a question further. He decided not to — which was itself a development, because six months ago he would have pushed regardless. He was learning to read when a door was closed because it would open later, versus when it was closed permanently. This one, his instinct was apparently correctly telling him, was the former kind.

"So when we talk about mages coming from Celtic regions," he said. "It's not people, exactly. It's places."

"It's both. The places made the people, over long enough time. And now the places don't need to be physically present anymore — once the change is in a lineage, it carries, even when the lineage moves. But it started with specific ground." Dylan looked at the slate. "Cornwall. Wales. Brittany. The Gaelic fringe. Scattered through Iberia where the old Celtic cultures left their longest traces. The distribution you'd predict if you were looking for landscapes that had held human magic for the maximum possible time."

"Which is why I'm here," Garth said. Not bitterly. Just as a statement of cause and effect.

"Which is why we're both here," Dylan said. "For the same reason, in the end. Something older than either of us ran through the rock under our feet before we were born." He pocketed the slate, quietly, as he always did. "It doesn't make us special. It makes us the current end of a very long line. The question is what we do with it."

He brought the maps down from the display wall and replaced them with the day's remaining theory work, which was the applied physics of Kinetic precision and which Garth could actually bear to be told he needed to study. The Celtic tangent was over, filed under the category of things that had been said once and didn't need to be returned to; they both had good enough memories to carry it without repetition.

As Dylan pulled up the first diagram, Garth said, without looking up from the table: "Penn kawgh is what you say to someone who isn't thinking straight."

Dylan looked at him.

"In Cornish. That's what it means. It's not — I wasn't calling you an insult, exactly. It's more like saying someone's head is full of rubbish."

Dylan held his gaze for a moment. Then: "Dw i'n gwybod."

Garth's eyes narrowed slightly, parsing sounds. "That's... you know."

"Close enough," Dylan said, and moved on to the first diagram.

—oOo—

The Morrigan's cockpit sat in the armoured tower at the blade's rear spine — a short, dense column of reinforced hull-iron rising from the dorsal surface with the economical ugliness of something designed entirely around function. A Tanto-class knifeship was exactly what it sounded like, and the tower was positioned where the spine would be if you were thinking of the blade in anatomical terms: the one fixed point from which everything else was calculated. Grak's workspace occupied the full interior of the tower, which gave him a wrap of viewports covering the forward arc and both lateral quarters simultaneously — an elevation above the blade's profile that most human pilots found disorienting and which Grak found, predictably, insufficient. He had opinions about visibility that bordered on the theological, and which had, on three separate documented occasions, been the reason the ship was still intact.

Dylan climbed the tower ladder in the late afternoon with two mugs — tea for himself, water for Grak, because Grak found human beverage culture inexplicable and had said so, once, with the polite precision of someone delivering a considered verdict on a minor cultural catastrophe. Dylan had stopped asking.

Grak was in his flight harness, which was custom-built to accommodate both the Corvid body plan and the neural interface that ran along the left side of his skull. The harness held him slightly forward and angled, his digitigrade legs folded beneath him on a perch-bar at exactly the height his particular biology found natural. His hands — the term was approximate; Corvids had evolved the forward wing digits into something that functioned like hands without quite being them — were resting on the passive controls, not steering, just present.

He was watching the star-field.

Not on the display screens, which were running navigation plots and sensor sweeps and the six simultaneous data-streams he kept active during transit. He was watching the actual view through the forward viewport arc, which in a ship built from asteroid iron and refractory ceramic was a band of treated composite wrapped across the tower's forward face, dark amber in colour, doing several jobs at once in terms of filtration and structural integrity.

The stars through it were very still.

Dylan set the water down within Grak's reach and stood beside him, and they were both quiet for a moment in the way they had become, over sixteen months, quietly accustomed to being quiet together.

"Fourteen days, six hours," Grak said, without looking away from the transparency. His voice had the particular resonant quality that the laryngeal implant produced — not quite human, not quite anything else, a tone that Dylan had once described in his journal as what a cathedral might sound like if it had learned to talk. "To the system perimeter. Approach vector is currently optimal. There's a patrol rotation that complicates the inner transit — I've been recalculating." A pause, the slight ruffle of secondary feathers that meant he was approaching something that amused him without finding it funny. "The rotation has a gap. Eleven minutes and forty seconds at a specific point in the cycle, occurring every nineteen hours."

"That's a small gap."

"It's a sufficient gap." Grak turned one amber eye toward him with the precise lateral focus of Corvid vision. "For this ship, at my discretion, in conditions I will specify closer to the event. Yes."

Dylan looked at the star-field. This was, he had come to understand, how Grak expressed confidence — not proclamation but the calm, specific identification of what was possible and the equally calm assumption that what was possible would be achieved. He had seen it fail exactly once, in sixteen months, and the circumstances of that failure had been so far outside any reasonable projection that three separate Directorate analysts had subsequently used the incident as a case study in non-computable variables. Grak had read the case study, found one factual error in the technical section, and submitted a correction through official channels without comment.

"The extraction window," Dylan said.

"More complicated." Grak looked back at the viewport. "The patrol rotation that creates the insertion gap will have shifted by the time you need to come out. I don't yet have enough data on patrol behaviour variance to be precise about the extraction window. I will have it before insertion."

"How confident are you?"

A longer pause. Outside the viewport, the stars were very patient.

"I am confident," Grak said, "that the window will exist. I am not yet confident of its exact position and timing. There is a difference between those two statements, and I prefer to make it clearly rather than offer you a precision I don't currently have." Another fractional ruffle. "You find this reassuring, I've noticed. Most operatives prefer the false precision."

"Most operatives haven't flown with you."

Grak said nothing. Dylan had learned to identify this particular silence as the Corvid equivalent of a moderately satisfied expression, and left it alone.

He drank his tea. The stars held their positions with the absolute, untroubled patience of things that had been there long before this conversation and would be there considerably afterward, which was either comforting or not depending on your mood.

"Grak," Dylan said.

"Mm."

"Have you looked at the Dorvaath system survey data. The public records."

Grak was still for a moment, the controlled stillness of a creature that processed information faster than its outward composure suggested. "I read the approach cartography three days ago. I reviewed the xenological survey this morning. It's standard pre-mission prep."

"And?"

Another pause. Grak turned both eyes forward, which for a Corvid meant genuinely looking at something rather than tracking two separate fields. "The Dorvaan," he said carefully, "appear to be a species with a coherent and functional civilisation of considerable age, a strong civic culture, and a military that has historically been deployed within, rather than beyond, what their own records characterise as sovereign territory." He paused. "The survey data is seven years old. The political situation has evidently changed."

Dylan said nothing.

"That is the extent of what I have to say on that subject," Grak said. "I am a pilot. Navigation, insertion, extraction — these are my concerns. What you do in the space between insertion and extraction is, professionally speaking, not." He picked up the water and took a precise sip. "I note it because I have noted it. I will not note it again."

Dylan looked at his mug. "Iawn," he said quietly. "Diolch."

Grak's secondary feathers moved once, slightly. He returned to watching the stars, and Dylan stood beside him for a while longer, and neither of them said anything more, and that was enough.

—oOo—

Dinner on the Morrigan was not a formal institution, but it had become in practice a fairly consistent one. The galley was the only space on the ship that wasn't configured for a specific function, which made it the default location for being a person rather than an operative or a pilot or a doctor, and over sixteen months this had accumulated into something resembling habit.

Sera had made something involving protein cultures and three spice blends she'd picked up at a Vashari trade station six months ago, and the result was genuinely good in the slightly surprising way her cooking often was — she applied the same methodical empiricism to recipes that she applied to diagnoses, with similarly effective results.

Garth ate with the concentrated efficiency of someone who had been doing physical and magical training since 0600 and whose body had opinions about it. He had been quieter than usual since the afternoon's theory session, not subdued exactly, but with the quality of someone carrying new weight and deciding how to distribute it. He'd asked, at one point during the later Kinetic work, whether Dylan had ever tried to look for ambient thaums in other rock types, in places that had no Celtic history, just to confirm the absence. Dylan had said yes. The reading had been flat. Garth had nodded once and gone back to the precision exercises with the particular focus he produced when something mattered.

Dylan ate and listened to Sera explaining her current theory about the cellular respiration mechanism in Vashari scale-skin, which was apparently doing something unexpected with solar radiation conversion that the standard xenobiological models didn't account for. He knew enough biology to follow the argument and not quite enough to contribute usefully, which meant he was good audience, which Sera seemed to find perfectly acceptable.

Garth, after a while, started asking questions. They weren't the questions a person asked to be polite; they were the questions of genuine curiosity, a little blunt in the phrasing but specific, following the logic of the argument rather than the surface of it. Sera answered them without the slight condescension that many people unconsciously applied when talking to a sixteen-year-old, which Dylan noticed and which Garth, he thought, also noticed, in the way that mattered to someone that age without them wanting it to.

At some point Sera refilled her tea and looked across the table at Dylan with the particular quality of attention she used when she was observing rather than engaging — the doctor's look, the one that went slightly sideways of the surface and noted things.

She didn't ask anything. She rarely asked directly when she was being observant in that particular way. She filed it, and she would return to it at a better moment or she wouldn't, and either way she'd clearly made some note he wasn't privy to.

He met her eyes briefly. She moved on with the conversation without marking the moment, which was one of the things about her that he had come, over sixteen months, to be quietly grateful for.

After the meal, while Garth was clearing up with the mildly put-upon attitude he maintained about this chore while nonetheless always doing it without being asked twice, Sera stayed at the table with her tea. Dylan stayed also.

Garth finished and said good night with the specific brevity of someone who knew he was leaving two people alone and had Opinions about this which he was electing not to express. His footsteps faded down the corridor.

Sera wrapped both hands around her mug and looked at Dylan.

"You've confirmed," she said. It wasn't quite a question.

"Not yet. Tomorrow morning."

"But you're going to."

Dylan turned his own mug slowly on the table. Outside the ship, the deep dark of transit
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