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Prologue
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	The Morrigan Flies On


The GD1 Stellar Stream is not a place. It is an absence of places — a corridor of ancient stars pulled from their original galaxy long before anything on Earth had learned to look up. The stars here are old and sparse and do not belong to any system’s gravity well. Between them: nothing that rewards attention. Nothing that moves. Nothing that changes from one watch cycle to the next.

The Morrigan moved through it at speed, which was the correct approach.

She had been moving for three years by this point, her course a long elliptical arc through regions where most ships did not go, mapping what was there and recording what wasn’t, reporting back to a Conclave that was still learning what questions to ask. The work was patient. It did not announce itself. The ship logged her findings in careful sequence and her crew slept in rotation and ate in the galley and argued mildly about things that did not matter, because argument about things that did not matter was how people in small spaces maintained their equilibrium.

The cat slept in a patch of recycled warmth near the engineering junction on deck two. It had opinions about the warmth on deck two and communicated them by returning to the same spot with an exactness that was, to anyone paying attention, slightly more precise than cats generally managed.

In the three years the Morrigan had been out, certain things had changed. Not aboard the ship — the ship’s interior was what the ship’s interior had always been, adjusted and maintained and argued over — but in the system toward which she was now, finally, turning.

Sol was not what it had been.

The thaum field there had risen fourteen percent in thirty-six months, which was more than the Thaum Energy Research Institute’s eighty-year projection, and the Institute had not yet publicly revised its figures, though the data was in its own database and available to anyone who looked. Several people were looking.

More were beginning to.

The field increase was not the largest change. The largest change was harder to measure and had nothing to do with instruments.

Something had decided to take an interest in the planet Earth. Several somethings,in fact, but one in particular had been visible from orbit, had been recorded by every satellite and personal device in range, and had walked along rivers until they ran clean.

The Morrigan did not yet know this. She was still in the void, moving.

The Morrigan flew on.

She would arrive when she arrived. She always did.

-~~ooOoo~~-
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	Jesus Saves?


The GD1 void had been boring for eleven days.

This was not a complaint — Dylan had made it a rule some years back not to complain about boredom in the void because boredom in the void meant nothing was trying to kill them, and he had learned to value that quality in a working environment. But eleven days was eleven days, and he had finished the survey report, and re-read the secondary survey notes, and worked through the Akinta Electro-Direction exercises he’d been refining for the shamen’s next session, and there was a limit to how many hours a man could usefully spend staring at field theory diagrams before the field theory began to stare back.

He was in the nav station, which was not his station but which Grak tolerated his presence in because Dylan was quiet and did not touch anything unless asked. The starfield ahead was sparse. The nearest object of any navigational significance was eleven light-hours behind them, which put it firmly in the category of things the Morrigan had already finished with.

He pulled up the Sol news feeds.

This was, in three years of outbound travel, something he had not done. He had a long-standing arrangement with Sol news media — he would ignore it, and it would continue to exist without his attention, and both parties would be the better for the arrangement. But they were heading back now, and there was the meeting with Gofannon to prepare for, and the quarry visit after that, and it seemed reasonable to have some sense of the shape of things before they arrived.

He read for twenty minutes before he stopped, sat back, and said nothing for a while.

Grak glanced at him from the pilot’s seat. His secondary feathers shifted once in a way that meant he had noticed Dylan’s silence and was waiting to see whether it required a response.

“Grak,” Dylan said. “When did we last pull a Sol news packet?”

“Forty-one months ago.” Grak did not look up from his instruments. “Standard procedure on long survey runs. You set the parameters yourself.”

“I know.” Dylan looked back at the screen. “The Catholic church has collapsed.”

A pause. “Completely?”

“Comprehensively.” He scrolled. “The Vatican’s secret libraries were apparently not as secret as they’d assumed. The bank—” He stopped reading and read the paragraph again. “Twenty percent of the gold in the Vatican bank came from second world war Jewish teeth and jewellery.”

Grak said nothing. There was not much to say to that.

“The assets were distributed. Charities, foundations. The Uplift Foundation received—” He checked the figure. “A considerable amount.” He scrolled further. “There are reports of angelic intervention in the redistribution process. That phrase appears in the actual financial audit documentation. Angelic intervention. In an audit.”

“Efficient,” Grak said.

Dylan read on. The news packets were months old, layered one atop another, and the further he went back the stranger the picture became, or rather the stranger it had been, two years ago, when it had all started. The collapse of the church was three months in from the earliest packet. The other stories were already running by then, had in fact been running for a year before that, and he had missed all of it.

He put the screen down. Picked it up again. Put it down.

“I need to make a call,” he said. “I’ll be in my cabin.”

Grak’s secondary feathers shifted in the way that meant noted, and Dylan went.

—oOo—

His cabin was small and organised in the way of someone who had spent enough time in small spaces to understand that organisation was not optional. The journal was in the drawer. The slate was in the case under the bunk, the same place it had always been.

He sat on the bunk and opened the case.

The slate was Cambrian rock, five hundred million years compressed into something that fit in the palm of his hand, and it had been with him since he was thirteen years old and a woman in a quarry had given it to him and explained, in careful Welsh calibrated to a thirteen-year-old, what was coming. He had not fully understood her at the time. He understood her considerably better now.

The index stone sat beside it — plain, unremarkable, the second piece she had given him later.

He pressed them together.

“Jesus,” he said.

There was a pause of perhaps three seconds — long enough that he’d begun to consider what he would do if there was no answer — and then the quality of the air in the cabin changed in a way that had nothing to do with the ship’s life support systems, and Dylan had the distinct sense of someone settling into a conversation they’d been expecting.

Dylan. The voice arrived without arriving, bypassed the question of what language it was in, and communicated directly with the part of his mind that processed meaning. You’ve been looking at the news.

“I have,” Dylan said. “You’ve been busy.”

There was a considerable backlog. Something in the quality of the communication shifted in a way that might have been dry amusement. You understand that better than most, I think.

“The Roman Catholic church?”

And others. The institution had become something its founders would not have recognised. That is a long-standing problem. The libraries, the bank— A pause. Some things required correction before they could continue to be used to obstruct correction. You’ll find the process was not arbitrary.

Dylan thought about the gold. About what the audit had called angelic intervention and what that phrase contained. “The Metatron,” he said. “The news mentions him. I had to look him up.”

Yes. This time the amusement was unmistakable. He would expect that, I think, and be entirely satisfied by it. He is really very — intense is the word. He cannot abide bad deeds. Much more of this has involved him than the media has reported, and the media has reported quite a lot.

“The televangelists?”

Those who were using their platforms to enrich themselves at the expense of people who trusted them were offered a visit. Several declined to change course. The tone did not change. The Metatron’s less formal mode is considerably less comfortable than his ceremonial one. Hell is now a real place. You do not have to be dead to visit it, though most of the current residents arrived by conventional means.

Dylan absorbed this. “The orbit change,” he said. “I only got to that in the last packet. Earth’s orbital period has adjusted. The moon has a spin to it.” He looked at the slate in his hand. “Was that you?”

A minor adjustment. The long-term climate modelling showed a range of outcomes that were — suboptimal. The change will take several centuries to manifest fully, but the trajectory is considerably better. The moon’s rotation is a side effect of the angular momentum transfer. A brief pause. I should mention this to your pilot before he attempts to run Sol system navigation. His existing data will require recalculation.

Dylan thought about Grak and the forty-one months of carefully maintained navigational data sitting in the ship’s system, accurate to a standard that no longer applied. “I’ll tell him,” he said.

He will not be pleased.

“No,” Dylan agreed. “He will not.”

There was the quality of someone reaching the end of a section, shifting toward something else. Dylan waited.

Phobos, Jesus said. You’ll want to know about Phobos. Hell. The Stickney crater has been enclosed. The dome is silver-lined — functional rather than aesthetic, as you’ll understand. The arrangement is that the Demon who was in the Vatican administers the facility as he sees fit, with one condition: every six months he is required to identify any genuine repenters among the occupants and transfer them to the Metatron for return to Earth. He has not, in the first six months of operation, found any. He seems to be enjoying the work.

Dylan thought about cold intelligence and precise consequence and something that had been bored for most of recorded history and was apparently bored no longer. “That’s not what I expected you to do with him.”

He is actually quite reasonable when he has appropriate occupation. The communication had the particular quality of someone making a considered assessment rather than a diplomatic one. He has certain needs as regards souls, and these are now being met. There are sufficient irredeemable occupants, and some of the nastier magical creatures, to keep him engaged indefinitely. He is not what most people imagine when they imagine such things. He would be — I am going to say this carefully — entirely acceptable company, given sufficient distance from his professional activities.

Dylan filed this away in the part of his mind reserved for things that were true and improbable in equal measure.

“The demon told me his name,” he said. “In Rome. He didn’t mean to.”

Silim. A pause. He is aware that you know it. It is one of the things that makes you interesting to him. I would not recommend the acquaintance, but I would also not be concerned about it.

The quality of the connection shifted again — not ending, but moving toward something. Dylan had been in enough conversations to recognise when someone was preparing to close.

“One more thing,” he said. “The news said you’d come out of the closet. The exact phrase was his. Is there something you want me to—”

No. The amusement was back, quieter. That is a matter entirely my own. Suffice to say that the Council of Nicaea made several editorial decisions about the historical record that have now been corrected. The deleted books are restored. There is a new one. People may read it or not as they choose.

Give my regards to Garth, he added. And to your pilot, my apologies regarding the navigational data. I did try to make the adjustment as small as was consistent with the desired outcome.

Then the quality of the air in the cabin returned to normal, and Dylan sat with the two stones in his hands for a while, thinking about orbits and gold and a dome over the Stickney crater, and then he put the slate back in its case and went to find the crew.

—oOo—

He called them to the galley because the galley was where things got discussed on the Morrigan. This had never been a rule and was entirely a rule.

They came in ones and twos. Garth first, carrying a mug, the way Garth always arrived at things — slightly before he was entirely certain he was needed, and prepared to be useful. Sera second, with the expression of someone who had been in the middle of something and had assessed that whatever Dylan wanted was probably worth interrupting it for. Kael came in at his three-four-three gait and arranged himself with quiet efficiency near the table’s end. Tat arrived and took up her usual position near the door with the habitual quality of someone who has spent enough years in security work that sitting with their back to a room remains mildly uncomfortable even on a ship they help maintain.

Grak came last, which was unusual — Grak was typically prompt to a fault — and he came with the focused quality of someone who had pulled a data comparison and was processing what the comparison had returned.

Dylan waited until they were settled.

“I’ve been reading the Sol news feeds,” he said.

Garth looked up. “How bad?”

“That depends,” Dylan said, “on what you consider bad. The Catholic church has collapsed entirely. The Vatican bank turned out to contain, among other things, a significant quantity of second world war Jewish gold, which has been redistributed to good causes. Angelic intervention was cited in the audit documentation.”

Sera said, “I saw something about The Metatron being seen? He is scary, I had to look him up.”

“Among others.” He looked at the table for a moment. “Jesus has been walking along rivers. The water runs clean where he passes. He’s been distributing a corrected edition of the bible including his own text via high-orbit hologram, which is — I will be honest — an approach I didn’t anticipate.” He paused. “He copied a method I used once. That I find personally uncomfortable to think about and I am going to move past it.”

Garth made a sound that was not quite a laugh.

“The televangelists who were operating fraudulently have been taken to hell, which is now a physical location and not merely a theological one. It is on Phobos. A dome built over the Stickney crater. Administered by—” He stopped. “By an entity we encountered in Rome, who has been given appropriate employment.”

There was a silence around the table that had several different textures.

“The truly rich have become philanthropists,” Dylan continued, “which is a sentence I did not expect to say without significant qualification, and yet here we are. The Uplift Foundation has received a considerable endowment. Cats are in the final stages of uplift, which—” He glanced at the doorway, where the cat had at some point arrived and arranged itself with the precision of something that knew where it wanted to be. “Which I think explains certain things.”

Sera looked at the cat. The cat looked back with amber eyes and communicated nothing in particular.

“The good churches are receiving regular visits,” Dylan said. “The others are receiving visits from the Metatron, whose informal mode is apparently significantly more uncomfortable than his ceremonial one. I spoke to Jesus directly about most of this.” He had been building toward the last item because it required a particular approach, and he had spent the walk from his cabin deciding on that approach, and had not improved on directness. “He has also adjusted Earth’s orbital period. Minor adjustment, long-term climate benefits. The moon now has a slight rotational spin to it as a side effect of the angular momentum transfer.”

He looked at Grak.

Grak’s secondary feathers were entirely still.

“My navigational data,” Grak said, in the tone of someone who had already run the calculation and was confirming a figure they had been hoping was wrong.

“Will require recalculation, yes.” Dylan held the pause for exactly the right length. “He asked me to pass on his apologies. He said he tried to make the adjustment as small as was consistent with the desired outcome.”

The feathers shifted then — a long, controlled movement that communicated something between professional affront and the resigned acceptance of a pilot who has spent enough years in space to understand that the universe does what it does and the nav data follows accordingly.

“How much?” Grak said.

“The news packets don’t have the precise figures. Earth’s period has shortened by approximately six hours over two years. The moon’s axial tilt has introduced a rotation of—” He checked his screen. “One point three degrees per month, accelerating.”

Grak turned back to his instruments without a word and began pulling data. The sound of someone rebuilding forty-one months of navigational reference tables from first principles had a quality to it that Dylan recognised as the Corvid equivalent of eloquent complaint, and he respected it.

“Is there anything else?” Sera said.

“Orangutans and octopuses are next on the uplift list,” Dylan said. “After cats.” He glanced at the doorway again. The cat had gone. “And we should probably have a conversation about what Sol system looks like now, before we arrive, because it is meaningfully different from what we left.” He paused. “On balance, better. But different.”

Garth set down his mug. “How do you feel about it?”

It was a Garth question — the kind that arrived from the right angle, that didn’t announce itself as perceptive but was. Dylan thought about it honestly.

“I feel,” he said, “that the universe is proceeding without my input at a rate that I find both reassuring and mildly alarming. And that I would like a cup of tea and six hours to read everything I’ve missed before we reach the system boundary.”

“Da iawn,” Sera said, with the precision of someone who had learned which Welsh phrases were genuine endorsements and which were affectionate dismissal, and who now deployed them accordingly.

Dylan did not argue with her. He made the tea, and he read, and somewhere ahead of them in the dark the yellow star that had once been unremarkable continued its slightly altered orbit, its slightly spinning moon, its clean rivers, its new arrangements, and the dome over the Stickney crater where something old and precise and no longer bored went about its particular business in the dim red light of Mars.

The Morrigan flew on.

-~~ooOoo~~-
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	Dai’s Surprise


Gofannon met them at the landing platform.

He was wearing the shirt — tangerine and electric blue, washed many times, undimmed — and the flat cap and the Wellington boots, and he had the expression of someone who has been looking forward to this for considerably longer than the other party is aware of. Dylan had known for some years that Dai the Shirt and Gofannon were the same entity. He had not entirely adjusted to it. He suspected this was intentional.

“Right,” Gofannon said, once they were assembled. “We’re going to go and see your surprise.”

“What surprise?” Garth said.

“The one I just mentioned.” He smiled at him. “You’ll like it. Or Dylan will, and the rest of you will catch up.”

The shuttle waiting at the platform was unremarkable on the outside. On the inside the seats were standard configuration — high quality, clearly not human manufacture, but designed to adapt. The material shifted subtly as each of them sat, finding the right geometry without being asked. Kael settled into his and was still for a moment with the expression of someone noting something unexpected.

They flew out from the platform, away from the station and the traffic lanes, into clear space. Dylan looked out through the forward screen. There was nothing there — a standard patch of orbital void, the kind of unremarkable emptiness that was most of space. Sensor returns showed nothing unusual.

“There’s nothing out there,” Tat said, from her position near the rear of the cabin. She had been watching the instruments the way Tat watched everything, with the systematic attention of someone who has decided that the universe does not get the benefit of the doubt.

“No,” Gofannon agreed pleasantly. He let the pause run for exactly the right length. Then he snapped his fingers.

Three ships appeared.

It was not a gradual de-cloaking or a shimmer or any of the transitional effects that human technology applied to the problem of visibility. One moment there was nothing, and the next moment there were three vessels in the space ahead of them, and the sensors, which had been reading clear a fraction of a second ago, updated with the unhurried certainty of instruments that had always known they were there and had simply not been given the information.

The largest was spherical — genuinely spherical, not approximately spherical in the way that most large ships compromised toward other geometries — and it was vast in a way that only became clear when Dylan found a reference point and recalculated. Close to a kilometre in diameter. The docking ports alone were the size of hangars.

The other two were something else entirely.

They flanked the sphere at a distance, and where the sphere was massive and complete they were the opposite: long, impossibly thin, tapering from a reinforced midpoint to a needle-fine point at the prow. Four hundred metres of ship compressed into thirty metres of width, and almost all of that was structural — the prow sections were solid metal for a hundred metres back from the tip, reinforced in a way that had nothing to do with aesthetics and everything to do with applied physics. They were not warships in any conventional configuration. They were weapons that happened to have engines. The points caught the light and held it.

Dylan looked at them for a long moment.

“What,” Garth said carefully, “are those.”

“Those,” Gofannon said, with the satisfaction of someone who has been waiting for exactly this question, “are the Hwrdd. Un and Dwy.” He paused to let the Welsh land. “Hwrdd.”

Garth’s Welsh was sufficient. He looked at the needle prows again. “They ram things.”

“Enthusiastically,” Gofannon said. “Among other capabilities. But yes. That is their primary design specification and their name reflects it. I felt the name should be accurate.”

He snapped his fingers again.

Concealed weapons emplacements slid open along the flanks of the needleships with a precision that suggested they had been waiting for exactly this moment — not a demonstration of readiness but of patient inevitability, like a hand opening. Then the sphere: panel after panel along the equatorial band, along the upper and lower hemispheres, along lines that had appeared to be purely structural until they weren’t. Weapons systems emerged from every angle, calibrated and still, and the effect was of something that had been holding its breath finally breathing out.

“Oh,” Tat said quietly. It was the tone she reserved for things that met a standard she had not expected to encounter.

Gofannon reached under the console and produced a set of binoculars — the casing an unfamiliar metal, the optical elements catching the light in the same way the needleships' prows did. He held them out toward Dylan.

“Read the name for us,” he said. “Captain.”

The word had a weight that he’d put there deliberately. Dylan took the binoculars and raised them to his eyes.

The spherical ship’s name ran along the equatorial band in letters three metres high, between two of the weapons emplacements that had not yet retracted. He found the focus, brought it in, and read it.

He held the binoculars in place for a moment longer than he needed to.

“Well,” he said.

“What?” Garth said.

Dylan lowered the binoculars. He looked at Gofannon, who was watching him with the expression of someone who has been waiting a reasonable amount of time for this particular moment and is finding it satisfactory.

“It’s the Morrigan,” Dylan said.

The silence had several layers. Garth’s face moved through three expressions in quick succession and settled on something that wasn’t quite belief. Sera looked at the sphere and then at Dylan and then back at the sphere with the focused attention of someone recalculating. Tat had gone very still. Grak’s secondary feathers rose and remained elevated.

“Morrigan y Drydedd,” Gofannon said. “The third Morrigan.” He nodded toward the needleships. “The Hwrdd are fully automated. No crew, no crew required. They operate on instruction or independently within parameters I set, and those parameters are,” he considered his phrasing, “broad. They are self-willed to a degree. You will understand them better once you have seen them work.” He looked at Dylan directly. “Shall we go aboard?”

—oOo—

The docking bay of the new Morrigan was larger than the entire crew deck of the old one. Dylan had run the comparison in his head twice on the approach and arrived at the same answer both times. The bay was lit from sources that were not obviously sources, the light having the quality of something that simply existed rather than something that was produced, and the deck plating was an alloy he didn’t recognise, and the air had the specific quality of a space that had been ready for a long time and was prepared to be patient about it.

Someone was walking toward them across the bay.

She was approximately two metres tall, which Dylan registered first, and then the rest of it arrived: hair the colour of platinum, braided with a precision that suggested considerable time or considerable ability, falling to the middle of her back. A circlet of gold, simple, sitting at the brow. Skin that was bone-white in a way that was not pallor but something else, something that had nothing to do with illness. Eyes that were green and forward-set and very direct. Ears that came to a pronounced point. She was wearing robes of something that moved like silk and caught the light in colours that were not quite white, and she walked with the unhurried certainty of someone who knew exactly how far away everything was because she had measured it.

“Welcome aboard,” she said. Her voice had a quality that made the size of the bay irrelevant — not loud, but present everywhere. “I have been looking forward to this considerably.”

Dylan looked at Gofannon.

“May I introduce Cass,” Gofannon said. “Cassiopeia, formally. She runs the ship.”

“She’s—” Garth started.

“She is not what she appears,” Gofannon said, with the tone of someone clarifying something that has caused confusion before and will likely cause it again. “Or rather — she is exactly what she appears, and also considerably more. Cass, would you?”

“Of course.” Cass stopped a comfortable distance from the group and folded her hands. “I am an artificial intelligence. Gofannon built me. This form—” a brief gesture indicating herself, unhurried, entirely without vanity “—is a holographic projection of my own design, adjusted somewhat from his original specification. I have full physical presence and interaction within it. I also have awareness across every ship system simultaneously, which I manage as a background process requiring very little of my attention. Approximately two percent.” A pause. “The remaining ninety-eight percent I prefer to use for more interesting work.”

“You’re an AI,” Sera said. Her tone was the one she used when she was assembling a picture from components and checking each one before placing it.

“I am. The form is modelled on something from your literary tradition — Gofannon has strong feelings about that tradition.” She glanced at him with the dry affection of someone who has had this conversation before. “I find it suits me. I’ve made certain adjustments.” The ghost of something that was not quite a smile. “I also find it tends to make an impression, which is occasionally useful.”

“It does that,” Dylan said.

“Good.” This time the smile was complete, and warm, and preceded by the particular expression of someone who has been thoroughly briefed and is now confirming that the briefing was accurate. “Dylan. Your Welsh is better than your file suggests. That’s a good sign.” She looked at the group. “I have high expectations of all of you. I’ve been told they’re warranted.”

“The Metatron also said the same thing apparently,” Gofannon offered.

“He told me,” Cass said. “He was more formal about it.”

Gofannon led them forward from the bay through corridors that were wide enough for Kael to move at his full width without adjustment — Dylan noted this and filed it, because it meant someone had measured — and they walked for what was, by the old Morrigan’s standards, a considerable distance, and emerged into the main cargo bay.

And stopped.

The crew were assembled in rows, and the crew were not human, and this required a moment.

The front section of the formation was approximately human in proportion — taller, on the whole, by several centimetres, with pointed ears and a quality to their stillness that was not military patience but something more fundamental,as if standing in precise formation was simply the easiest thing to do with a body that was already inclined toward accuracy. They were dressed in dark green uniforms with gold badges at rank and function points. Mixed male and female, none of them identical, all of them regarding the new arrivals with an expression of serious attention that suggested they understood the concept of humour perfectly well and had simply reached a different conclusion about its utility than most humans had.

Garth said, “Are those—”

“Yes,” Gofannon said.

“Actual—”

“Artificial. All of them. Designed by me, constructed by me, based on the literary tradition.” He said this with the complete equanimity of someone who does not find this sentence unusual. “I wanted a way to distinguish my crew from human crew members at a glance. It seemed the most elegant solution.”

Dylan looked at the rows. The front section — the taller ones with the pointed ears — numbered somewhere in the upper thirties. Behind them, a different formation: figures of the same general type, somewhat broader across the shoulder, wearing armour that was complex and rune-marked and silver, with bows across their backs and a sheaf of arrows, standing with the quality of people for whom VR combat training was a primary occupation and showed. Twenty of those. Behind them, medical and sciences, distinguished by different badge configurations on the same dark green.

And then, at the rear edge of the formation, moving with the barely-contained energy of beings for whom standing still was a technical challenge they were managing by concentrated effort, something else entirely.

They were approximately fifty-five centimetres tall, humanoid, fast-looking even at rest, dressed — and this was clearly intentional — in miniature versions of Gofannon’s shirts. The particular shade of orange and blue in the front row was almost identical to what he was currently wearing. They were watching the new arrivals with very bright eyes and the expressions of people who were extremely interested and had been told to remain in formation and were doing so through willpower alone.

“And those,” Dylan said.

“Pixies,” Gofannon said. “Fifty of them. Useful in confined engineering spaces, very strong for their size, excellent at maintenance work, and they keep the ship clean to a standard I find personally satisfying.” A pause. “The shirts were my idea. Visibility. Also I find it funny.” He surveyed the formation. “They are not the most intellectually complex of my designs, but they are cheerful and thorough and they take considerable pride in their work, which I regard as the relevant qualities for the role.”

One of the pixies in the front row had begun vibrating very slightly with the effort of remaining still. The one next to it placed a firm hand on its shoulder. It stopped vibrating. Both of them continued staring at the new arrivals with undiminished intensity.

Gofannon moved to stand beside Dylan and addressed the bay.

“Engineering complement,” he said, gesturing to the left section of the elven formation. “Sixty, with specialisations in drive systems, life support, the glamour array, and weapons maintenance. Five of those are dedicated engineering personnel who spend most of their time where you won’t see them.” He moved his gesture. “Navigation and sensor teams, thirty-five. Your pilot will find the nav team well matched to his standards.” A slight look toward Grak, who received it with the composure of someone who had been told he had high standards often enough to have calibrated his response. “Medical, twelve, with capabilities significantly beyond what you’ve had access to previously. Sciences, twenty-four.” He paused. “Combat team, twenty. They train continuously. They are ready for most things and they are practicing for the rest.”

“Combat team comes under my command?” Tat said.

“It does. They know this. They are comfortable with it.” Gofannon looked at her steadily. “You will find them thorough.”

Tat looked at the twenty armoured figures, who looked back at her with the calm patience of people who had been briefed and were waiting for the briefing to become operational. Something moved across her face that was not quite satisfaction but was in the same family.

“The Hwrdd,” Dylan said. “Automated, you said.”

“Correct. They communicate with Cass directly and receive operational instruction from her or from you. They have considerable independent judgement within the parameters I set, and those parameters are broad. I designed them for effectiveness, not restraint.” He paused. “Explanation is less useful than demonstration. You will understand them once you have seen them work.”

He looked around the bay — at the elven crew at attention, the pixies barely containing themselves, Cass standing to one side with the patient quality of someone who has all the time she needs.

“You have earned all of this,” he said. “All of you. Rome was only the most visible part of it.”

Dylan did not have an answer for that that wasn’t inadequate, so he said nothing, which Gofannon accepted with the understanding of someone who has delivered news of this kind before and knows what silence means when it comes from the right person.

“Quarters,” he said, switching register with the ease of a being comfortable in all of them. Several of the elven crewmembers at the bay’s edge stepped forward without being gestured to — they had been waiting for the word. “Each of you has been assigned a space suited to your requirements. Take your time. You’ll want to know where everything is.”

—oOo—

Dylan’s quarters were larger than his previous cabin by a factor that seemed excessive until he’d been in them for ten minutes and revised this assessment. The desk was positioned relative to the viewport with an understanding of how people actually worked that suggested whoever had specified it had watched someone work at a desk for long enough to understand what they needed. There was a separate space for the journal, the slate, the index stone — not a drawer but a proper alcove with lighting calibrated for close work and a surface at exactly the right height for writing.

He sat on the bunk for a moment and thought about the old Morrigan, which deserved the thought.

Then he got up and went to find the others.

—oOo—

He found Kael first, which was not surprising — Kael navigated new environments systematically and could therefore be located by following the logical path. What was surprising was Kael’s expression, which had moved into territory Dylan had not previously seen it occupy.

The Dorvaan warrior’s quarters contained a chair.

This sounds straightforward. It was not straightforward. The chair was Dorvaan in its proportions and its geometry, built for a body that was constructed differently to human bodies, and the engineering of it was exact in ways that could not have been achieved without detailed specification. Kael lowered himself into it with the careful attention of someone who expected the thing to fail some expectation and was prepared for that disappointment, and it did not fail any expectation, and he sat for a moment in the stillness of someone receiving unexpected adequacy.

There was also a bed. Designed for his sleeping posture, which was not the human posture. There was also, beside the entertainment system, a jade plinth at the precise height and angle that the Rock required for its comfort and stability.

Kael stood again. He looked at Dylan.

“Someone paid attention,” he said.

“They did,” Dylan said.

Kael looked around the room once more. “This ship,” he said, “is a serious vessel.”

Dylan thought about the formation in the bay, and Cass walking toward them across the deck with her platinum hair and her two percent, and the name on the equatorial band in three-metre letters, and the two needle prows still visible through the viewport, pointing at whatever they were pointed at with the patient specificity of things that knew exactly what they were for.

“Yes,” he said. “It most certainly is.”

—oOo—

They reconvened in the main briefing room. The seats had configured themselves for each of them, which by this point Dylan was beginning to expect. Cass was present — standing near the wall with the quality of someone who is entirely comfortable in a room and is not the kind of person who needs to sit down to prove it. Gofannon took the chair at the head of the table with the ease of someone who takes the head of every table he sits at and nobody argues.

“Tomorrow morning,” he said. “Ten o’clock. Go back to your ship, pack what you’re taking, close her down properly. She’ll be kept in good order — she deserves that — but this is your home now.” He looked around the table. “Questions?”

“The shuttle,” Grak said.

He had been quiet for most of the tour in the way that Grak was quiet when conducting a thorough internal assessment rather than arriving at conclusions prematurely. He had looked at everything. He had asked Cass two precise technical questions about the drive configuration and received two precise technical answers that had resulted in his feathers moving in the way they moved when something met his standards unexpectedly.

But the shuttle.

“I could not pilot it,” Grak said. “On the way out. I checked the system. The configuration is elven-specific.”

“It is,” Gofannon said. “Elven pilots have certain interface requirements. The ship’s own shuttles are different.”

“The new Morrigan’s shuttles,” Grak said. “Are they—”

“Two are elven-configuration. Two are standard. Two are Corvid-configuration, specifically.” A brief pause. “I was thorough.”

Grak absorbed this. “And the primary helm?”

“Is yours,” Cass said, from her position near the wall. “I can fly the ship myself if required. I have no interest in doing so when you are available. The helm configuration will match your preferences exactly — I look forward to discussing them.” A pause. “I have reviewed your navigational record from the past three years. Your precision is excellent. I expect we will get along well.”

Grak’s feathers did something complex.

“Tomorrow at ten,” he said finally.

“Tomorrow at ten,” Gofannon confirmed.

They filed out through the wide corridors. Dylan walked at the back of the group and looked at the walls of the ship that was now his command and thought, not for the first time, that the universe had a sense of scale that he was still catching up with.

Cass fell into step beside him — or appeared to, soundlessly, in the way of something that could be anywhere on the ship at any given moment and had chosen to be here.

“She’s a good ship,” she said. “The old one. You kept her well.”

“We tried,” Dylan said.

“It shows.” A pause. “I’ll take good care of you. All of you. That is not a courtesy — it is a statement of intent.”

Dylan thought about what that meant, coming from something that experienced a ship’s hull as her own body, for whom the crew’s safety and the vessel’s integrity were not two separate concerns but one.

“Thank you, Cass,” he said.

“Captain,” she said, and he could hear the smile in it.

He went to pack.

-~~ooOoo~~-
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Chapter Three

[image: ]


	What Gofannon Knows


The shuttle touched down in the docking bay and the doors opened and the crew were immediately and comprehensively mobbed.

Elves and pixies came from three directions at once, moving with the coordinated efficiency of people who had been waiting for this specific moment and had prepared for it. Boxes were lifted. Bags were assessed, re-distributed, and carried. Equipment cases that had taken two people to load on the old Morrigan were picked up by pixies — individually, without apparent effort — and whisked away through doors that seemed to open specifically for them. The whole operation had the quality of something that had been planned, which it had.

“We could have done with them loading up,” Garth said, watching a pixie the size of a large cat carry Dylan’s heaviest case one-handed down a side corridor.

“All but the warriors are on continuous wireless recharge when aboard,” Cass said. She had appeared at the edge of the bay without anyone noticing her arrive, which the crew were beginning to understand was simply how Cass operated. “They cannot sustain independent power for extended periods off-ship. The warriors are different — their armour has significant power sources built in, enough for extended deployment. But a warrior asked to carry luggage—” She paused. “He will complete the task. And he will become rapidly resentful, which on a ship of this size with forty people trained to that specific standard is not a dynamic I would choose to introduce.”

She left this observation without elaboration
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