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Chapter ONE
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	Shore Leave in Hell


“Shore leave? What shore leave. If you mean a few days of terror, pain, extreme discomfort and meeting some old Welshman in a flat cap and mad shirt then well... I don't call that shore leave!” — Garth when asked by Grak how the shore leave went

The journal was open to a fresh page and Dylan had been staring at it for eleven minutes.

He knew it was eleven minutes because the ship's chronometer was visible from where he sat, wedged into the corner of his bunk with his back against the bulkhead and the journal propped on his knee, and he had been watching it with the specific quality of attention that belongs to people who are too tired to do the thing they intend to do but too stubborn to stop intending it.

Six months. He wrote that much, at least. Chwe mis. Then he looked at it and felt the inadequacy of it — two words for one hundred and eighty-three days of transit surveys, perimeter checks, low-risk courier work, and the particular grinding tedium of being professionally sidelined by people who did not have the institutional courage to either use him properly or dismiss him outright.

Being kept out of the way. He was reasonably certain that was what it was. The Directorate had its reasons; the Directorate always had its reasons. The missions were real enough — the surveys needed doing, the perimeter readings were logged and filed, nobody was lying about the operational necessity — but there was a quality to the sequencing of the past six months that felt, to someone who had spent a long time reading the sequencing of assignments, like a deliberate clearing of the board. Keep the asset occupied. Keep the asset at a distance. Wait for things to settle.

He understood the logic. He did not have to enjoy it.

Mae'r gwaith yn real, he wrote. Ond mae rhywbeth arall yma hefyd.

The pen moved more slowly after that. He was aware of the slate in his inner jacket pocket — he slept in his jacket more often than not when he was this tired, too far gone to bother with the full process of preparing for sleep — warm as it always was, its low steady pulse present at the edge of consciousness the way a familiar sound becomes part of a room's silence. He had been aware of it all day in a way that was slightly different from usual. A quality of attention. As though the artifact were watching him watch the chronometer.

He wrote three more sentences. Then he was asleep.

—oOo—

He came back to consciousness in pieces.

The chronometer said 0347. The journal was still on his knee, his pen still loosely in his fingers, and the light in his quarters was the low amber of night mode. For a moment he simply sat in the fact of having slept, cataloguing the specific bodily relief of it — he had not slept without the arithmetic in longer than he could precisely recall, the anxious mental counting that kept him company in the hours he should have been unconscious, and whatever had just happened had bypassed it entirely.

Then he looked at the journal and the hairs on the back of his neck prickled.

Two pages. His own hand, unmistakably — the particular Welsh cursive he had developed at thirteen under a schoolteacher who had believed in the old forms, the ll and dd and ff rendered with the kind of automatic precision that belongs to a script learned young and never questioned. His hand. His pen, still in his fingers.

His writing. Not his words.

He read it twice, slowly, with the care of someone who suspects that speed will not help them. The slate was warm against his chest. The quality of attention he had been half-noticing all day had crystallised into something that was not quite a voice and not quite a dream and was not, very clearly, Dylan Gethin having a productive evening of journalling.

Rwyt ti wedi cadw'r llechen yn ddigon hir heb ei defnyddio.

Mae amser yn brin, nawr. Nid oherwydd bod brys — mae brys yn meddwl nad yw'r canlyniad wedi'i benderfynu eto. Mae wedi'i benderfynu. Yr unig gwestiwn yw pwy fydd yn sefyll yn y man iawn pan ddaw.

Tyrd â nhw i'r chwarel.  (see Appendix W for welsh translations)

He sat for a long time looking at the page. The slate's pulse was exactly what it had always been — patient, old, indifferent to the particular problem he was carrying tonight. It had not changed. He had changed, fractionally, in the past four minutes of reading.

A oedd hyn i fod i ddigwydd? he wrote, beneath the words that were not his. A oes rhaid i mi ddilyn hyn?

He looked at what he had written. Then at what had been written through him.

He closed the journal.

He did not sleep again.

—oOo—

Shore leave, when it came, was his to request and the Directorate's to grant, and they had granted it without friction — a small mercy that Dylan categorised under they are managing the asset and the asset is overdue for rest rather than under any species of goodwill. He requested four days, named Wales as the destination, and received confirmation within the hour.

He commed Sera that evening, ship-time. She was at the EKO Convention Centre in Lagos, three days into a conference on inter-species trauma protocols that she had told him about in a tone suggesting she expected it to be both important and tedious in approximately equal measure. She picked up on the second signal, which meant she had been near the comm and not made it her business to be immediately available, which was her way.

"You look tired," she said.

"I'm fine."

"Those are different statements." She had the deep green fascinator on. Her own workspace was visible behind her, a clean surface with two data tablets and a ceramic mug he recognised as the one she'd bought in the Vashari market district, the carved reddish-brown one. He had noticed this detail and was not going to mention it. "Shore leave?"

"Four days. Wales."

Something moved behind her expression. "The quarry."

"Near there, yes."

She looked at him for a moment in the way that conducted its assessment before warmth arrived, and then the warmth arrived, quieter than usual and more complete. "Good," she said. "That's the right thing."

"The conference?"

"It will be what it is." She pressed her fingers together once, briefly. "The paper from the Dorvaan medical faculty is actually interesting. Everything around it is administrative theatre."

"How long until the interesting part?"

"Two days, if the schedule holds." She paused. "It won't hold."

He almost said something then. The comm connection had the faint latency of deep inter-system relay and her image held a slight stillness between words that was the technology rather than her, but he had learned to read around it. She was not saying something either. They were both, in the way they had developed for situations where the work required a certain clarity, being careful.

"Sleep," she said. "Properly. Before you go."

"Iawn."

"That is not a confirmation."

"It is tonight."

She looked at him for another moment. "Tan y tro nesaf," she said, carefully, in an approximation of the vowels he had never taught her and she had learned anyway because she was thorough.

He received it. He said: "Tan y tro nesaf."

The connection closed. He sat for a while in the quiet of his quarters. Then he went to finish packing.

—oOo—

Getting Grak through Customs at Cardiff International had been an experience. Not because there was any difficulty — Corvid travel documents were impeccable, and Grak's expression during the biometric processing was the same expression he wore in any situation that failed to meet the threshold he had set for situations worth having expressions about — but because the customs officer, a large man from the Valleys who had clearly not processed a Corvid before, had conducted the entire interaction with the careful courtesy of someone who had just decided to be a credit to his species, and Grak had received this with the grave economy that Dylan had long since learned to identify as Grak at his most privately amused.

"He was trying," Garth said, once they were through.

"Yes," Grak said.

"Did you notice his—"

"Yes," Grak said.

Kael had come through on his own documentation, which was in order and which Elder Sorath-Vel had signed off on some months previously. The Dorvaan was now walking ahead of the group on the track toward the quarry, moving with the patient efficiency of someone for whom the gradient was irrelevant, occasionally pausing to examine something at eye level — a dry-stone wall, a lichen pattern, a gate hinge — with the particular attention of a person encountering a landscape that is older than their categories for it.

It was early October. The hills above Bethesda were the deep rust and amber of the dying bracken, the sky a flat grey that held the light without committing to rain. Dylan had been here often enough that the landscape registered as itself rather than as scenery — the particular quality of the air, the way sound carried, the faint low presence under his feet that was the thaum field and the five hundred million years of compressed magical history and the specific geology of this part of the world that had been building that field since before anything had existed that could feel it.

He felt better here than he had in months. He registered this as data and did not make anything of it.

—oOo—

The man appeared around a bend in the track, coming toward them from the quarry direction, unhurried, with the particular walk of someone who belongs to a landscape rather than visiting it. He was perhaps sixty, weathered in the permanent way of men who spend their lives outdoors in West Wales, with the kind of face that has stopped bothering with expressions it does not mean. He was wearing Wellington boots, a flat cap, and — Dylan's gaze moved to it and stayed — a short-sleeved shirt of such aggressive, luminous psychedelia that it constituted, in this landscape, a kind of assault. Tropical parrots. Bright orange. It had clearly been washed many times and showed no signs of dimming.

Kael stopped. Grak, to his credit, also stopped. Garth made a small noise.

The man regarded the group with the equanimity of someone who has decided that the world is entitled to do as it likes and he is entitled to form his own views on the matter.

"Bore da," he said to Dylan, in the accent of someone for whom Welsh is the home language and English is the translation.

"Bore da," Dylan said. "Pasio drwyddo."

The man nodded, stepped aside with the unhurried courtesy of someone whose path was the track and who saw no reason to deviate from it, and continued down toward the road. Dylan watched him go.

"Dai the Shirt," he muttered, mostly to himself.

Garth, who had been holding something in since the luminous parrots, lost it entirely. The laugh was genuine and helpless and bounced off the hillside in a way that startled a sheep fifty metres away. Dylan waited. Grak looked at Dylan with the expression that occupied the space adjacent to curiosity.

"He certainly should dye that shirt! You know him?" Garth managed.

"Everyone knows Dai. He has been wearing variations of that shirt since before I was born." Dylan paused. "The original may be a different shirt. Nobody has ever established this."

"That figures," Garth said, still grinning. Then something shifted in his expression — the grin narrowing into the focused quality that Dylan had learned to recognise as Garth paying the kind of attention that did not stop at surfaces. He turned to look back down the track. "You know he has magic. Right?"

Dylan turned.

Dai the Shirt was a receding figure in luminous orange, moving at the same unhurried pace toward the road.

Dylan looked at him properly — the way he had not looked, because he had been occupied with the social geometry of the encounter and because, if he was being honest, he had been looking at the shirt.

"Hm," he said. “Maybe thats why he wears it.”

"It's just there," Garth said. "Sort of sitting in him. Like he doesn't know what to do with it. Or like he does know and has decided not to bother."

"Both are possible," Dylan said. He considered Dai's retreating back. "It's also possible he knows exactly what he is doing and has made a considered choice about the shirt." He turned back toward the quarry. "Either way. He lives here. He will be here."

Grak said: "The shirt is very visible."

"Its almost like some sort of safety vest." Dylan said.

"For someone who does not want to be noticed," Grak said, "it would be an interesting choice."

Dylan looked at him. Then back down the hill to the orange dot. Then he started walking again.

—oOo—

The quarry opened below them as they came over the last ridge — the great slate terraces descending in steps, the grey-blue of the rock catching what light the sky was offering, pools of dark water at the lower levels reflecting nothing in particular. It was quiet in the way that quarries become quiet when the work has been gone for decades — not silence exactly, but absence, the echo of industry replaced by something older reasserting itself.

Dylan had been here twice in his adult life and once as a child of thirteen. The landscape had not changed in any way he could measure. This was, he had come to understand, rather the point.

The path down was narrow, and he went first, with Garth behind him and Grak and Kael negotiating the gradient in their respective ways — Grak with the careful, forward-leaning attention of someone whose perch-bar instincts were not entirely well-adapted for loose slate, Kael with the four-footed patience of a creature for whom steep inclines were a question of load distribution rather than balance.

The cave was not large. It was easy to miss if you did not know what you were looking for — a fold in the rock face at the lower level, the entrance narrow enough that Kael had to angle his forward quarters and step through sideways, which he did without comment. Inside, the space opened to something approximately the size of a large room, the walls the deep blue-grey of Cambrian slate, smooth in places where the water had worked at it for centuries. It was cold and it smelled of deep stone and old water and something else that had no name in any of Dylan's languages but which he associated, at a level below conscious thought, with the particular quality of attention that had been sitting in the slate in his jacket pocket for two years.

It was stronger here. Much stronger.

He stood in the middle of the cave and felt it — the thaum field that the five hundred million years of geological record had been building, the compressed residue of everything that had ever lived and died in these hills, a presence so old and so accumulated that his instruments would have read it as noise. This was not noise. This was the source of the noise.

"Right," he said, to no one in particular.

The point of light appeared near the cave's rear wall.

It was small and very bright, the specific white-gold of a star seen through clear atmosphere, and it was still — not the stillness of something that had stopped moving, but the stillness of something that was not subject to the processes that made movement necessary. Dylan looked at it. Beside him, he heard Garth's breathing change.

Then the light was a woman.

The change was not gradual. There was no intermediate state. One thing was true, and then a different thing was true, and the interval between them was not measurable. She was tall — taller than Dylan by several inches — with black hair that fell straight to her shoulders and a face that was young in the way that certain very old things appear young, not through absence of years but through indifference to them. The robe was dark green, a fabric that moved with her breathing in the way that old cloth moves, heavy and particular. Oh and she glowed faintly. She looked at Dylan with eyes that were amused.

Grak made a sound. Dylan did not look at him. He thought, distantly, that it was possibly the first genuinely involuntary sound he had heard Grak make in two years of shared operational duty.

Kael had gone very still. The quality of his stillness was different from Grak's — not shock, but the alert readiness of a warrior-caste officer who had encountered something his training had not specifically covered and was updating accordingly.

Garth said nothing. Dylan could feel him paying attention with everything he had.

"Dylan Gethin," the woman said. Her Welsh was not accented. It was prior to accent — the thing that accent was a copy of. "Mae'n hen bryd."

"I know who you are," Dylan said. His voice came out level. He was mildly surprised.

"You do," she agreed. "Though knowing and believing are different qualities of the same information." She looked at the group with the unhurried attention of someone assessing not the moment but the longer thing the moment was part of. "Introduce me."

"Garth Angwin," Dylan said, steadying himself on the task of it. "My apprentice. Lieutenant Grak Noir, our pilot. Kael Dorvaan-Sev Rann, warrior-caste, aboard the Morrigan." He paused. "This is—" He stopped.

"Yes," she said. "You can say it."

"The Morrigan," Dylan said.

Garth looked at him sharply. Grak's secondary feathers moved in a way he was certainly unaware of.

Kael said, in his precise Creole: "The ship is named for her."

"The ship is named for me," she agreed, without particular emphasis, as though this were a minor administrative detail. "It seemed the right vessel for the work. I have an interest in the work." She considered Kael with the same quality of attention she had turned on all of them. "Your carving tradition and I are not unacquainted. Though you would use different names."

Kael regarded her steadily. He said nothing. His assessment was quiet and complete and Dylan had the sense that he was revising several things simultaneously.

"You don't believe me," the Morrigan said to the room in general. Then she was a crow.

Not the woman holding a crow, not a transformation in any theatrical sense — the logic of the space simply rearranged itself around what was true, and what was true was a large crow, glossy-black, perched on a natural ledge of slate at eye level, regarding them all with one bright eye. Then she was the woman again, standing exactly where she had been.

Grak sat down. There was no ledge or seat available and he sat down anyway, his digitigrade legs folding with the sudden involuntary quality of a controlled fall. He caught himself. He said, in a voice of remarkable composure for someone who had just unexpectedly sat down in a cave: "I see."

The Morrigan looked at him, and for the first time something in her expression shifted from amused toward something warmer. "Yes," she said. "You do, in fact. More than most." She looked back at Dylan.

"The slate," he said, before she could.

"The slate," she agreed. "Two years, Dylan. You understand a quarter of it, which is respectable enough. You have not used it once." She tilted her head in a way that briefly made the crow legible behind the woman. "Your damned Welsh stubbornness I understand. Reluctance I understand. Reluctance that hardens into habit is a different matter."

"I wasn't ready—"

"You were not ready," she said. "Then you were ready and told yourself you were not. Then you built a very neat architecture of reasons around the second position and called it judgement." This was delivered without heat, which was worse than heat would have been — it had the quality of a thing stated because it is accurate rather than because anyone particularly enjoys saying it. "You have been a useful man with an unused tool in his pocket for two years. Given what is coming, this is not a sustainable position."

Dylan said nothing. There was nothing to say that would not simply prove her point.

Garth, to his considerable credit, did not look at Dylan while this was happening.

"What is coming," Kael said. Not a question — a prompt, precise and practical.

"Tomorrow," the Morrigan said, and there was something in it that was not quite humour but occupied its neighbourhood. "Tonight has one purpose." She looked at them all in turn. "Hold still. This will be unpleasant."

—oOo—

It was unpleasant.

Dylan had experienced thaum burnout twice in his operational career — once in training, once in the field, both times the result of exceeding capacity in ways that had been in retrospect entirely avoidable. He knew the specific quality of it: the deep, systemic exhaustion that was not muscular but something prior to muscle, the sense of a resource being pulled at from the inside. What happened in the cave was not burnout — it was the opposite of burnout, an expansion rather than a depletion — but the mechanism that expanded was the same mechanism that burned, and the expansion was not at all comfortable.

He was aware of the Morrigan working. The working was nothing like anything he had felt before — no thaum signature he could read, no discipline he could identify, something operating at a register his five abilities were not calibrated for. The magic of Gods was different apparently. The slate in his pocket was blazing warm. His vision grayed at the edges.

Beside him, Garth dropped to one knee. Dylan put a hand down and Garth took it and held on, not for reassurance — the grip was too focused for that — but in the way of someone using a fixed point to stay oriented. Dylan heard his breathing: slow, deliberate, the rhythm of someone who has learned to manage their own states in extremity.

Grak's visual problems were immediately apparent. He had closed his eyes, which was not a thing Grak typically did in any situation, and he was very still in the particular stillness of someone whose inner landscape is doing something chaotic and who is not passing this information to his exterior. His hands were flat on his thighs. His secondary feathers were fully extended. He was managing.

Kael made no sound. Whatever the working did to him or for him or with him, the warrior-caste training held the exterior to a stillness that was, Dylan thought, admirable in a way that only made sense if you had also been trained to hold things inside when holding things inside was the only useful option.

And then it was over.

The cave was exactly as it had been. Dylan became aware that he was breathing harder than he had intended. He was sitting — when had he sat down? — on the slate floor with his back against the cave wall, Garth beside him with his eyes still closed. Grak had one hand pressed over his closed eyes, the other still flat on his knees. His black plumage was now remarkably iridescent. Kael was standing, but barely — his weight had shifted back to his haunches in a way that suggested his haunches had made a decision his foreparts had not been consulted on.

"Rest until tomorrow," the Morrigan said. She had not moved. She looked exactly as she had. "Go back to the cottage. Eat. Sleep if you can. I will not instruct you on what to expect tomorrow because I find that instructions about what to expect generally produce a version of the expected thing rather than the actual thing." She paused. "Come early."

"How early?" Garth said, without opening his eyes.

"Early," she said.

A beat. Then, pleasantly: "If you are thinking of not coming, I can always compel you." She looked at them each in turn, and there was something in the survey that was very old and entirely serious beneath the lightness of it. "I am a Goddess, you know."

Then she was a crow, flying in tight circles, and then she was not in the cave.

—oOo—

Dylan's father's cottage sat in a fold in the hill half a mile below the quarry, stone-built in the way of the old Welsh farmhouses — thick-walled, low-ceilinged, built to manage winter rather than to welcome it. His father had inherited it from his father, and his grandfather from his, and at some point in the line the farming had stopped and the cottage had continued, the Gethin family accumulating an attachment to the specific landscape that had passed generation to generation in the way that attachments to places do, below the threshold of decision.

Dylan had spent his summers here as a child. He had inherited it when he was twenty-two and had not spent nearly enough time in it since. It always felt, coming back, simultaneously like returning to something that had been waiting and like intruding on something that had arranged itself appropriately in his absence.

Kael had declined the offer of the cottage interior, having observed the ceiling height during his initial assessment, and was settled in the section of walled garden that got the last of the afternoon light, the old stone apparently more legible to him than the human geometry of the rooms. Grak had taken the chair by the window that gave the best view of the sky and had been looking at it, or resting his eyes, or both, without movement, for nearly an hour.

Dylan made tea. It was the thing to do. He made enough for five, put Kael's portion in the largest vessel he had — a deep ceramic bowl used for bread proving — and brought everything through.

Garth took his mug and wrapped his hands around it and looked at the fire that Dylan had lit because the October evening deserved one, and said: "So that happened."

"Yes," Dylan said.

"The Morrigan. The actual Morrigan." He was quiet for a moment. "The ship is named for her."

"The class came named," Dylan said. "When I was offered a choice of vessel, I chose this one."

"Why?"

Dylan looked at the fire. "Seemed right," he said, after a moment.

Grak spoke from the window, without turning. "The working she did." He paused in the way that meant he was assembling the precise sentence. "My visual field is returning. But for approximately forty minutes I was experiencing geometry incorrectly." He turned. His eyes were clear now, the forward-set Corvid gaze steady. "This is not something I have experienced before."

"The capacity she has expanded draws on the same channels as burnout," Dylan said. "It will settle. Give it until morning."

"My concern," Grak said, "is less the symptom than the implication. She expanded our thaum capacity." He considered this with the economy he gave everything. "Why?"

"Because what is coming needs it," Garth said. He was looking at the fire. "She said tomorrow. She knows what tomorrow is. Which means she has been watching." He glanced at Dylan. "For a while."

"She gave me the slate when I was thirteen," Dylan said.

The fire said what it had to say about this. Outside, the October wind moved through the bracken in the particular way of October wind on Welsh hillsides — a long, low, lateral sound that belonged to the landscape rather than happening to it.

"You had instructions," Kael said from the garden doorway. He had moved quietly for something of his size and mass. He carried the ceramic bowl in one hand and his eyes were steady and alert. "Transmitted how?  You knew to come here."

"I knew to come here," Dylan said.

"She sent you here because you needed a reason to come here," Kael said. Not accusatory — Kael's precision was never accusatory; it was simply precise. "The slate has been in your pocket for years."

Dylan met his eyes. "I know," he said.

Kael nodded and moved back to the garden.

Garth looked at Dylan for a moment. He did not say what he might have said. They had been on a ship together long enough that some things did not require saying.

"Try to sleep," Dylan said. "She said come early."

"Oh-four-thirty," Grak said, from the window, without being asked.

"Obviously," Garth said. He finished his tea, set the mug down, and looked at Dylan with the quality of attention that was the elder thing he had grown into this year. "Whatever it is tomorrow. She chose the four of us. She knows what we can do. She has been watching long enough to know all of it." He paused. "I think we are ready for it."

"Iawn," Dylan said, quietly.

Garth went to find the bed that Dylan had made up for him. Grak remained at the window, watching the sky. In the garden, the low sound of Kael settling into the night stillness was just audible through the stone wall.

Dylan sat alone in the firelight for a while. He put his hand in his jacket pocket and felt the slate, warm as it always was, its pulse unchanged.

Tan yfory, he thought.

Then he went to the journal and wrote what he could make himself write — not the words that were not his, which were still there on the earlier pages, two pages of careful Welsh in the wrong handwriting, but beneath them, in his own register: Mae hi'n gwybod. Mae hi wedi bod yn gwybod ers amser maith. Y cwestiwn nawr nid yw a ddylwn fynd. Yr unig gwestiwn nawr yw beth ddaw gyda mi.

He closed the journal. He put the fire to bed. He went to sleep without arithmetic and did not note it.

The cottage held them through the night, as it had always held the Gethins — thick-walled, low-ceilinged, built for winter, built to last.

Outside, somewhere on the hill, a crow called once and was answered by nothing but the wind.

-~~ooOoo~~-
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Chapter TWO
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	What She Gives You, You Must Keep


“Magic is not a thing you learn. It is a thing you are given, and then you must become equal to the gift.” — Ursula K. Le Guin, The Wizard of Earthsea

The second morning was clear.

Dylan had been aware of this from approximately 0340, which was when the quality of the dark outside the cottage window had shifted from the absolute of an overcast night to the graduated dark of a sky that intended to produce a dawn. He had been awake for some time before that, not because of the arithmetic — the arithmetic had been quiet for months now, the anxious mental counting that had kept him company through years of sleepless hours — but because of the slate, which was warmer than usual against his chest. A particular warmth. The warmth of something that has been patient and has decided that patience is no longer the relevant mode.

He lay still and listened to the cottage hold the night. The fire in the main room had gone to ash hours ago. From the walled garden, the specific quality of Kael's stillness was just audible through the stone — not sound, exactly, but the absence of the sounds of sleep, which was its own information.

After a while, Dylan got up.

He made tea by the low light of the kitchen's single working lamp. Dressed. Found the bread that was left from yesterday and ate it standing at the counter, looking at the window and the dark beyond it, which was becoming, very slowly, the dark preceding something else.

He had known, since yesterday afternoon in the quarry, that there would be a second visit. She had said tomorrow. It had not been phrased as an invitation.

He put his hand briefly to the outside of his jacket pocket, feeling the slate's warmth through the fabric.

Iawn, he thought. Right then.

He went to wake the others.

—oOo—

Grak had not been asleep. This was apparent from the fact that he was sitting in the window chair looking at the sky when Dylan came through, and from the quality of his stillness, which was the stillness of someone engaged in active observation rather than the stillness of someone who had decided the previous day's events were insufficient grounds for wakefulness.

He turned at Dylan's entrance with the lateral precision of Corvid peripheral tracking.

"Early," he said.

"She said early," Dylan said.

Grak regarded him for a moment. "Your visual field is fully restored?"

"Yes. Yours?"

"By 0200. The geometry was unusual until then." He paused. "Not unpleasant. Simply incorrect." He stood, unfolding from the chair with the controlled movement of someone whose architecture had found an accommodation with human furniture without ever quite making peace with it. "I have been considering the question of what she is going to do."

"Have you arrived at an answer?"

"Several," Grak said. "All consistent with the available evidence. None specific." He smoothed his secondary feathers, which were carrying a faint residual extension from the previous day, and moved toward the corridor. "I will wake Garth."

Dylan went to the garden door.

—oOo—

Kael was precisely where Dylan had last seen him, settled into the angle of the garden wall that caught the last of the afternoon light and retained it long after the sun had moved on. The October cold had not appeared to affect this arrangement. He was holding the carved bowl — Dylan's bread-proving bowl, which he had not returned and which Dylan had not asked for — and looking at something in the middle distance that was not the garden wall.

He looked up as Dylan opened the door.

"Second visit," Kael said.

"Yes."

"She said tomorrow." He placed the bowl carefully against the wall. "I have been expecting it."

"I know," Dylan said.

Kael rose with the smooth efficiency of a body whose relationship with gravity was a working agreement rather than a constraint. In the pre-dawn quiet of the garden, his silhouette was enormous against the paling sky — the height and mass of him, the forward-facing set of his head, the particular stillness of warrior-caste readiness, which was not the stillness of a person waiting but the stillness of a weapon that had assessed the situation and was content with the assessment.

"Your stone," Dylan said.

Kael looked at him. The amber-brown eyes were clear and steady in the low light.

"I know it's in the cargo bay," Dylan said. "I have never looked at it directly. But I have been aware of it, the way you're aware of certain things in a room." He paused. "Yesterday in the cave. After the working. I thought I felt something shift."

A silence. Not the silence of someone deciding what to say, but the silence of someone considering whether to say the thing they have already decided.

"You did," Kael said. Then: "It is not a concern. It is a response." He moved past Dylan toward the garden door. "She knows what she is doing."

Dylan filed this under things Kael will not elaborate on and followed him inside.

—oOo—

Garth appeared in the kitchen doorway looking like someone who had slept deeply and was still making his peace with having been woken before the alarm he would not have set because the Morrigan had said early and early had been self-evidently 0400-ish. He had his jacket on but had not fully committed to the zip. His hair needed attention. He had thought to bring ball bearings — three of them, visible in his hand, which he distributed with the automatic precision of someone whose morning warm-up had become indistinguishable from a nervous tic. Two into his pocket. One — before Dylan could have moved toward his own jacket, which he hadn't — into his hand.

"You can't do that before I'm fully dressed," Dylan said.

"It's not a rule," Garth said. He dropped the bearing into his jacket pocket and zipped up. "How early?"

"She said early."

Garth looked at the window, which showed a sky that was making preliminary gestures toward dawn without committing. "It's early," he confirmed. He picked up the mug Grak had already silently placed on the counter, and wrapped his hands around it, and looked at Dylan over the rim with the quality of attention that had been in him for a year now — the elder thing, the thing that looked at a situation and located the important parts without being told where to find them. "Same cave?"

"Same cave."

"Same purpose?"

"I don't know," Dylan said. "But she said tomorrow. And she said come early." He paused. "She had the manner of someone with a schedule."

Garth considered this. "Fair," he said, and drank his tea.

—oOo—

The track to the quarry in the pre-dawn was different from the track to the quarry in October morning light. The hills were shapes against the sky rather than things with textures and colours and particular qualities of lichen. The air was very cold and very clear. Their breath moved ahead of them in small clouds and dispersed. Kael's silhouette took up a significant portion of the track and he moved at a pace that required no adjustment for the dark — four-footed certainty, weight distributed across the knowledge of the ground rather than its visibility.

Grak walked close enough to the track's right margin to use his forward-set vision without turning his head. He had his secondary feathers slightly elevated against the cold, which gave him a ruffled quality that was the only physical concession he had made to the October temperature. He did not appear to be troubled by the dark or the gradient or the hour. He was watching the sky.

Garth walked beside Dylan, which was their habit on any surface where beside was geometrically possible. He had not said anything since the cottage. This was him paying attention to what was in front of him rather than turning it into conversation prematurely. Dylan had watched him develop this quality over two years and still found it faintly remarkable — the ability to be fully present in a situation without filling the situation up.

They passed the spot where Dai the Shirt had come around the bend in the track the previous morning. The track was empty. The sheep were shapes on the hillside.

Dylan thought about the warmth of the slate. The quality of attention it had been carrying all night. The sense — not quite a sense, something prior to sense, more like a property of the air in a particular room — of something that had decided to stop waiting.

"The thaum field is stronger this morning," Garth said. Not a question.

"Yes," Dylan said.

"Is that because of yesterday?"

"Partly." He paused. "And partly because she is already there."

Garth absorbed this. Ahead of them, Kael's pace did not change. Grak's secondary feathers settled fractionally, then rose again.

They went on up the hill.

—oOo—

She was already there.

Not as the point of light this time, and not yet as the woman. She was the crow, perched on the same natural ledge of slate at the cave's inner wall, regarding the entrance with one bright eye as each of them came through. She waited until Kael had completed the sideways fold through the narrow entrance and straightened to his full height, and then she was the woman, standing where she had been standing yesterday, wearing the same dark green robe. Her hair fell straight to her shoulders. Her eyes were amused.

"Good morning," she said, in Welsh, and then — with the particular quality of doing something as a courtesy rather than a concession — in standard Galactic Creole. "You came promptly."

"You said early," Garth said.

"I did." She looked at him with the attention that was not assessment in the ordinary sense but something older — not asking what he was but acknowledging what she already knew. "Do you know why you are here this morning?"

Garth looked at Dylan. Dylan looked at the Morrigan.

"Yesterday you expanded our capacity," Dylan said. "Today you are going to give us something to put in it."

She regarded him for a moment. "Close," she said. "I am going to show you what is already in it. The expansion changes the shape of the container. The contents were always going to be what they are going to be." She paused. "The Directorate's model of magical ability — emergent, unpredictable, fundamentally uncontrollable at the level of which disciplines appear — is approximately forty percent correct. The remaining sixty percent is not random. It is geologically determined, epigenetically shaped, and available to be recognised by someone who knows what they are looking for and has the mechanism to show it."

"The channel-sharing," Dylan said.

"Which you have already used," she said, without particular emphasis. "On a smaller scale, with considerably more effort, and at personal legal jeopardy." She looked at Garth, who received this with the composure of someone who had already spent a year being periodically reminded that Dylan had broken a major law on his behalf. "I will be doing the same thing, with less effort and no legal jeopardy that is not already extensively present. You are all Category A Prohibited before I begin. The addition of this is a rounding error."

"What abilities?" Kael said.

She turned the full weight of her attention to him, which was a different quality from looking at the others — something in it was recognition, something older than the morning or the cave or the particular conversation they were having. "Four," she said. "For each of you. One is a restructuring of something some of you already carry. Three are new." She paused. "I will explain them as I give them, because the giving and the understanding are the same action. You cannot fully comprehend the shape of a thing you have not yet felt from the inside."

"The method," Grak said. "earlier —" He stopped. He had not meant to say that.

A silence. The Morrigan looked at him.

"In the debrief," he said, with the economy of someone recovering a sentence mid-fall. "Dylan described the mechanism. Active channel. The mentor shows the recipient its shape from the inside. Because the shape is different fo each mage?"

"Yes," she said. "That is what I will do. I will ask you to hold still and pay attention. The rest is not your work — it is mine." Something in her expression shifted into the register that was not quite warmth but occupied its neighbourhood, the same thing she had turned on Grak yesterday when she had said you do, in fact, more than most. "You may find it uncomfortable. You may find it illuminating. In my experience these are rarely separable."

"How long?" Dylan asked.

"An hour or two." She considered them. "Each of you in turn. While one is working, the others will wait. The waiting is not nothing — you will find the cave has a quality that is useful for what comes after."

She looked at Dylan.

"We will begin with you," she said. "You have had the longest time to build incorrect expectations about your own abilities, and incorrect expectations are the first thing I will need to move aside."

—oOo—

Dylan had calibrated five disciplines over the course of eleven years and knew, as a result, what the early stages of a new ability felt like: a quality of wrongness, like a muscle used in an unfamiliar direction, adjacent to discomfort but below the threshold of pain. He knew that the first days were the worst and that what felt like confusion gradually resolved into something that was simply a different kind of knowing.

He was not prepared for how different the Morrigan's version was.

It was not the channel-sharing as he had performed it with Garth — the careful, effortful transmission of a working's internal architecture from one mage to another, the delicate process of opening a channel without pulling too much from either reservoir. This was something that occurred at a level below effort. Not because it required no skill — he understood, in the moment of it, that the skill involved was immense — but because the skill was entirely hers, and what she asked of him was only the specific attention of someone who has been told that the thing they are looking for is already in the room.

Movement first. He had always had Movement — it was the fifth ability, established, used in training and occasionally in the field. He understood it as a known country. He had mapped its borders.

She showed him that the map had covered perhaps a third of the territory.

The ability extended in directions he had not had a word for — not enhanced speed, not increased range, but something that was about the relationship between himself and the space he moved through, a kind of awareness that was almost proprioceptive but was oriented outward as much as inward. He sat very still in the cave and felt the exact position of Garth's shoulder three feet to his left without looking. He felt the precise weight and angle of Kael's haunches where they had settled against the cave wall. He felt the cold of the slate floor through his boots with a specificity that had nothing to do with temperature.

"Do not try to do anything with it yet," the Morrigan said. "Find the edge of what you can feel. Note where it is. That is all I am asking."

He found the edge. It was significantly further out than he expected.

"Good," she said, and moved on.

Creation was new in the way that the first ability was always new — a quality of something present that had not been there before, recognisable as belonging to the same family as the other disciplines but oriented toward something he had no framework for yet. An availability. The sense that something could be brought into existence, that the mechanism of it was accessible, that the shape of how was present even if the shape of what was entirely unknown.

He did not try to use it. She had not asked him to use it.

"You will want to know immediately what it makes," the Morrigan said, not unkindly. "This is understandable. The answer is that you do not yet know, and that knowing will come from practice and from the kind of attention that does not insist on results before it has learned the material." She paused. "It is a patient ability. It asks you to be patient with yourself. This is not your strongest tendency."

Dylan did not disagree with this.

Glamour arrived as a lightness — a quality of presence that could be turned down like a lamp's wick, not invisibility yet but the beginning of it, the sense that the self could be made less specific, less insistent, less there. He had always been able to veil in the sense of concealing his thaum signature, his intentions, the internal landscape of his working. This was different. This was about the outer surface of his presence in a space — the degree to which he occupied it, the weight of his being-there.

He turned it down slightly, experimentally.

Garth's head moved a fraction in his direction. Not quite looking. Something in Garth's attention having noticed a change without identifying its source.

He turned it back up.

"Invisibility," the Morrigan said, "is the far end of that gradient, and it requires more practice than you currently have. Do not attempt it operationally until you have held the working for at least six hours in sequence without losing it. Start with a few minutes at a time and work up." A pause, and something that might in another register have been affection. "I say this because you will otherwise decide that trying it in a crisis situation is a reasonable approach. It is not. You will flicker."

"Has that happened before?" Dylan asked.

"To you? Not yet."

He received this, and did not press for the implied history.

Shield was last, and Shield was the strangest, because Veiling was gone.

He had had Veiling for eight years. It was the ability he had trained earliest and used most consistently — the concealment of himself, his intentions, his thaum signature, the inner geography of who he was and what he was doing. It was the tool of his profession in the deepest sense: not a weapon, not a power, but an architecture of protection that had kept him functional in situations where being fully visible would have been operationally catastrophic.

It was gone. In the exact space where Veiling had been — the specific pocket of ability that he'd found at twenty-six after three months of exhaustive training — there was something else. It occupied the same volume, approximately. Its function was oriented in the same direction. But the texture of it was different in a way that was immediately apparent: where Veiling had been about concealment, Shield was about holding. A held surface. A thing that pressed back.

He tested its edge very carefully, the way you test the edge of a new blade.

"It will hold under physical pressure as well as thaum," the Morrigan said. "Veiling concealed you. Shield protects you. The difference will matter. Practice the pressure tolerance — start with Kinetic Working applied to yourself at low levels and work up slowly. You will find the limit and you will not enjoy finding it, but you need to know where it is before you need it." She paused. "The concealment function is still present in the passive register of Glamour. You have not lost it. You have had it restructured into a form that asks more of you and gives more in return."

Dylan sat with this for a moment. With the loss of Veiling, which had been eight years of a familiar country. With the presence of Shield, which was already beginning to feel like the right shape for what the next years were likely to require.

Mae hi'n rhoi'r siâp i ni, he thought. She gives us the shape.

"Yes," the Morrigan said, in Welsh, very quietly. She had not been addressed.

He did not ask how she had heard it.

"Thank you," he said, in Creole, for the others.

She inclined her head. It was not quite a nod. It was the acknowledgement of something completed, passed from one hand to another.

"Send Garth," she said.

—oOo—

Dylan moved to the back of the cave where Grak and Kael were waiting, and sat down against the wall, and felt the cave's quality settle around him. She had said the waiting was not nothing. He was beginning to understand what she meant.

The quarry's thaum field was like having a very large and very patient mind at the edge of his awareness — not intrusive, not speaking, simply there in the way that five hundred million years of accumulated geological memory would be there, if you had the capacity to feel it and the stillness to stop mistaking it for background noise.

He had always known the thaum field was there. He had measured it. He had understood its mechanism, its implications, its relationship to the magic that had been rediscovered when the skein lifted twelve years ago.

He had never simply sat in it before and let it be what it was.

Beside him, after some time, Kael said: "She knows the stone."

Dylan looked at him.

"When she looked at me," Kael said. "She looked at me and she looked at the stone. They are not separate things, to her." He was quiet for a moment, with the quality of someone organising the architecture of a thought that does not have a direct Creole equivalent. "My tradition has a word for what I am doing with the stone. It does not translate cleanly. The closest version in Creole would be: the making of a door." He paused. "She recognised it. Not as a metaphor. As a technical description."

Dylan waited.

"My tradition does not know this about itself," Kael said. "It has the practice. It does not have the theory. She has both." He settled his weight slightly. "I thought you should know this. It changes several things simultaneously."

"What does it change?"

Kael considered. "My assessment of the scope of what she is," he said finally. "And my understanding of why she chose four of us specifically." He looked toward where Garth was now sitting with the Morrigan, still at the edge of Dylan's Movement awareness though not visible from this angle. "The Corvid perturbation. The carving tradition. Your abilities. His." He paused. "We are not interchangeable crew. We are specific."

Dylan had known this. He had known it in the way you know things that are too large to hold steadily — knowing them, and then letting them settle to a level where they are not the only thing in the room. Hearing Kael say it brought it briefly back to full size.

"Yes," he said.

Kael nodded once, with the minimal precision of a person for whom one nod means exactly what one nod means. Then he settled back into the quality of his waiting, which was the quality of someone who had said the thing that needed saying and was content for it to be received in its own time.

From the centre of the cave, low and precise: Garth's voice, asking something. A pause. The Morrigan's voice, answering, in a register too quiet for the words to carry.

In the cave's particular quiet, Dylan sat with Movement and Creation and Glamour and Shield, new and uncalibrated and real, and the five hundred million years of the thaum field, and the warmth of the slate in his pocket, and the knowledge — settling, as Kael had said, several things simultaneously — of exactly what kind of work the next years would require.

—oOo—

Grak's session was the shortest. This was apparent from the way he moved back to the wall afterward, with the economy of someone who has processed the relevant information and is now waiting for the group to be ready rather than needing additional time himself. He did not appear shaken. His secondary feathers were fully extended, which they had not been since the middle of the previous day's working, but the rest of his exterior was undisturbed.

He sat beside Dylan. He looked at the cave wall.

"The geometry," he said, "was incorrect again. For approximately eleven minutes." He was quiet for a moment. "She said this was because Movement interacts with spatial perception in ways that calibrate over time. That the incorrect geometry is the ability learning its own dimensions."

"That's essentially what happens with any new discipline," Dylan said. "The first days are the worst."

"I do not object to it," Grak said. "I found it informative." He paused. "I asked her about the navigational perturbation."

Dylan looked at him.

"Whether the new abilities interact with it or are adjacent to it." His secondary feathers settled fractionally. "She said: adjacent and deepening. That what she gives us this morning and what I have always had are not the same thing, but that they will find each other. In time." He considered this with the composure he gave everything. "She also said the perturbation has a name, in the tradition she comes from. She did not give it to me. She said it was mine to find."

"How did you receive that?"

"As accurate," Grak said. "Also as a slightly irritating property of beings who know more than they say." He glanced at Dylan. "I note that you have the same property, to a lesser degree."

"Penn kawgh," Dylan said.

The secondary feathers ruffled once, involuntarily. Grak turned back to the wall.

Kael's session, when it came, was long. Dylan had expected this — not because Kael would require more effort to work through, but because there was more in Kael than the ordinary four abilities, and the Morrigan was not the kind of being who would pass over what was there without acknowledging it. Dylan did not know what was said between them. He heard Kael's voice twice, brief, in Dorvaan — not Creole, which was significant, Kael defaulting to the mother tongue for whatever was being said. He heard the Morrigan's voice answering, in a language that was not Dorvaan and was not Welsh and was not Creole, and which registered in Dylan's awareness as something that had been spoken in these hills before the hills had their current shape.

When Kael came back to the wall he was carrying something he had not been carrying before. It was not visible. Dylan did not ask about it. He had learned, in two years of watching Kael carry the things he carried, that some things asked to be set down on the carrier's schedule and nobody else's.

Kael settled. He looked at his hands.

"She knows," he said, quietly, as though completing a sentence that had been interrupted some time ago, "exactly what the carving invited."

Dylan waited.

"The invitation was accepted," Kael said. He looked up. His eyes were steady. "I had believed this. Now I know it." He paused, and the pause had the quality of someone choosing, carefully, the minimum words for a thing that was large. "She said: you do not need to do anything differently. The door is already a door. What comes through it will come through it. Your work now is to be a good enough room."

The cave was very quiet.

"Right," Dylan said.

Kael inclined his head slightly. Then he looked at the cave entrance, where the light was changing — the October sky outside turning from pre-dawn grey to the flat silver of a morning that was not going to give them sunshine but was going to give them visibility, which was sufficient.

"She is going to tell us to practice," he said.

"Yes," Dylan said.

"Every day. Fifteen minutes each. The discipline shapes to the practitioner, not the other way."

"That's— yes. How did you know?"

"It is how carving works," Kael said simply.

—oOo—

She stood in the centre of the cave and looked at them all with the unhurried attention of someone who has completed a task and is now doing the accounting.

"Daily practice," she said. "Each ability. Fifteen minutes at minimum. The abilities are real — they are yours, each of them, not borrowed and not conditional — but they will atrophy without use. The shape fades if you do not trace it regularly." She looked at Dylan specifically. "Begin with Movement. It is the one you already understand the skeleton of. The expansion of it is easier to work with if the original is fluent."

"We will," Dylan said.

"I know you will," she said, without particular emphasis. "The question is not whether. It is in which order, and at what pace, and which of you will attempt to use Glamour for the first time at a moment of operational crisis rather than in a practice setting." She looked at Garth.

Garth looked back. He had, Dylan noticed, the expression of someone who has already had this thought and is not pleased to find it legible.

"Don't," she said.

"I wasn't going to," Garth said.

"Diddorol," Grak said, from the wall, without turning.

The Morrigan's expression shifted into something that was not quite a smile but occupied the same general neighbourhood. She looked at Grak. "You have been practising," she said.

"One word," Grak said.

"It was the right word to start with," she said.

A silence. Outside, somewhere above the quarry, a wind moved through the dying bracken in a long, low lateral sound. The cave held them.

"What is the regulatory position," Dylan said, "on what you have done this morning."

She considered him. "You know the regulatory position."

"I know. I want to say it in front of everyone, so that we all have the same count."

She
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