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	Toh

	“Nineteen, eighteen, seventeen, -”

	Liddy’s eyes go wide: “She’s early!”

	Thaj. The last thing we need is something to attract even more attention.

	“Scrap the count! Two, one, strike!”

	We go through the double doors. Pashta drops the security guards and staff with one shot. Coffee and documents go everywhere as the misaligned suppressor field affects the surroundings in ways it shouldn’t.

	“What the bloody hell?”

	Tarme puts a shoulder into the big man’s chest before he can say anything else, then follows him down and chops him unconscious.

	Liddy and Kon somersault down the stairs, arriving at the bottom faster than those down there expect. I hear twin impacts. There are two bodies stretched out on the floor by the time we go by, one a guard, the other dressed like the big man upstairs.

	Kon kicks the doors open. Tarme charges through, knocking one attendant down and away. Pashta tackles the other off a prone form who is kicking and cursing in Nethalyn.

	“Shon ko, mistress. Look into that mind. You know these words. We come to help.”

	The struggling stops. Hazel eyes narrow. Without a word, she gathers herself into a crouch. Tarme catches my eye, waves a finger by his temple in the sign for ‘Weaver’. I look back. He’s right. Her eyes are leaving tiny trails of sparks as she moves her head. Thaj, thaj, thaj. I was hoping for a simple night.

	“Irik’taa, mistress. What were you?”

	The head stops moving and the eyes focus on me. They flash amber, then she looks puzzled. I think we’ve had dark trouble delivered to us.

	“We are Shonnu, soldier. What powerless wilderness have we been condemned to?” She scrapes at her tongue with glittering nails. “What is this language?”

	Liddy squeaks. Kon goes white.

	Pashta whispers: “Guthane.”

	We found out last time there isn’t a word here that translates that accurately. Which is still right, and still frightening. But I can’t let us stall until we adjust. It took a while, last time.

	“Upya! Let’s get gone like we’re not limited, people. Double clear.”

	I help newbodied Shonnu up and beat a hasty retreat. Pashta and Tarme take point and tail. Liddy and Kon pause to arm and release a pair of clean-up drones apiece before following. I hate to waste two, but we can’t risk leaving even a slight trace. Not after this.

	 

	One

	The steps are spotless. The two constables at the top are wearing respirators. Detective Constable Pete Reeves knows what happened before the smell of bleach hits him. Getting closer, he can see the pale runnels cut through the grime on the pavement where the caustic mixture trickled from steps to gutter.

	He looks up to see Detective Sergeant Meredith Tanner heading his way from inside, complexion showing pale round the mask she’s pressing to her face.

	Exiting the building in a hurry, she swerves round him and comes to a stop at the kerb. Pulling the mask away, she takes several deep breaths before coughing for long enough to attract the attention of everyone within hearing range. 

	Pete rests his backside against a rear panel of the patrol car where she's leaning on the bonnet.

	“Morning, boss. Something new or a variant of same?”

	Meredith raises a finger, takes a slow breath, then hacks and spits into the gutter.

	“Both.”

	She folds and crumples the cheap mask before dropping it in the bin liner hanging off the side door of the CSI van. Grabbing a pair of respirators off a rack in the same van, she tosses one to Pete and heads back inside, donning hers as she goes.

	“Come and see.”

	He hurries to follow his boss down the corridors of New Monument Hospital, one of the first built after the SARS-3 panic of ’23. It’s bright in here. They tried for cheerful, hit garish instead. It’s also very clean. Wide, airy corridors with carpet tiles in beige and cream - where the bleaching drones didn’t hit. 

	The reception area looks like someone was searching for something. Everything has been thrown about. He peers over the counter, then up. Warped tiles floor and ceiling, again. But the coffee stains all over the place are something new.

	“Pete.”

	She sounds raspy. Even with a respirator on, the acrid smell of enhanced bleach warring with neutraliser is irritating his throat. He knows Meredith’s got something like asthma: this place must be difficult for her.

	“I’m fine. Stupidly thought I could tough it out until the extractors cleared the basement. Had to grab a throwaway mask so I could make it up and out without keeling over.”

	It’s like she heard his thought. Which is why they work so well together – most of the time.

	“Must be something new for them to use even more of their mutant bleach.”

	“This time they were helping someone out.”

	She pauses at the top of the stairs with the sign saying ‘Mortuary Only’ on a wall nearby. He stops and points to the sign.

	“They stole a diener?”

	“What?”

	“One of the staff.”

	She shakes her head.

	“No. According to testimony from both attendants, and confirmed by CCTV recordings, they left with one of the bodies, but not in their usual way. Which is why I interrupted your holiday. I badly need your eyes. You’ve been chasing down the details. I hope you can shed some sane on the crazy we’ve got here.”

	He half-bows and swings a magnanimous gesture towards the stairs.

	“I’ll do my best. Lead on.”

	Downstairs, the fumes have nearly cleared. It’s deserted except for two crime scene technicians, a harried-looking constable, and an irate man in a white lab coat, who lunges toward Meredith as soon as he spots her.

	“Did you have to run off? I was about to explain how sometimes diagnosis of death is inaccurate, which this was obviously a case of. Really, there’s no need for a fuss.”

	Meredith stops dead and glares at him.

	“Doctor Stansen, the deceased had her head stove in with a hammer, an attack witnessed by three people. That hammer is secured in the evidence room at my police station, along with the testimony of those three people, a paramedic, and two police officers.”

	“A deep scalp wound…”

	She raises her hand: “We’ll be in touch,” with a nod to the constable, “show the doctor upstairs, please.”

	Pete watches them disappear up the stairs before letting the incredulity flood out.

	“A hammer? Tallia Kinch got up and walked out?”

	Meredith shakes her head.

	“Identification error. It was Musette Kinch all along. Tallia is flying back into the country to identify the body. A body that apparently came back to life and left the building, ably assisted by our favourite five.”

	She raises a hand, fingers spread.

	“I better get someone senior ready to do the apologising in case we don’t retrieve her body.”

	Pete chuckles.

	“Optimistic of you. Getting one back would be our first win against this bunch.”

	“Just checking my phrasing for the request. ‘Ever hopeful’ is a popular outlook up the line.”

	“I’ll take your word on that. So, what did the main event look like?”

	Meredith points at a wall and whistles. The nearest crime scene technician looks over and waves for her to carry on. She leans on the wall and gestures for Pete to do likewise.

	“It was a quiet evening turning into a slow night at the New Monument. The security operator at the desk had been chatting up the new nurse when the mentoring nurse returned from her rounds. There was some banter and the guards by the door stepped across to join in. Seems that coffee was obtained and a relaxed end of day was on the cards.

	“Then our five near-invisible assailants came through the doors. Before any of the guards could react, the closest of our raiders took them all out with one shot.”

	Pete raises a hand: “Using their ‘bendy floor’ energy weapon, I presume, judging by the aftermath. How many casualties?”

	She sighs: “All five. Burst eardrums all round, the operator got a ruptured eye, and the young nurse was partially decompressed.”

	“She must have been near the centre of the area of effect.”

	“CCTV shows she was.”

	“Wish we could get a line on their technology.”

	“Would help. Shall I continue?”

	“Please.”

	“They stormed on, beat down a cleaner at the top of the stairs, took out the last guard and the other cleaner at the bottom of the stairs. They then entered the mortuary, poleaxed one attendant and smacked the other one into a corner so hard it dislocated his shoulder. But they failed to knock him out. He played dead.”

	“Smart chap.”

	“Very. That’s how he got to overhear the conversation they had with the former corpse he’d just inadvertently let out of one of the drawers. They escaped as usual: fast, on foot, turned into an alley, never came back out.”

	“Former corpse?”

	“She was staggering along with them. Had something over her eyes that flashed orange. One of the technicians reckons it could have been some eyeware set up to go off every time she blinks?”

	“To what ends?”

	Meredith shrugs.

	“They’re stealing bodies from mortuaries and you’re worried about their taste in nightclub accessories?”

	“No, I’m curious about the change in pattern. The worry is constant. Anyway, I presume the bleaching drones did their usual ‘spray everything then spontaneously combust on the roof’ repertoire?”

	“From the scorched remains up top, they used four. You’d be right: no ignition of anything combustible nearby, but each was burnt to a crisp.”

	“Two more than usual. Did the attendant tell us anything useful or is he suffering from being bleached?”

	“We got lucky this time. None of those sprayed were face up or had prior breathing issues. They’ll be blonder and peeling for a while, but the doctors are optimistic about them making full recoveries – from the bleaching, at least.”

	“So what did the attendant say?”

	“That, you need to hear for yourself. Now, take a look about this scene, ask for anything I might have forgotten, then we can head back to the station. The attendant should have been patched up and delivered there by now.”

	 

	Nu

	“This fane is unfit, soldier.”

	I look about the place. A converted rooftop space, big enough to be subdivided into individual cubicles, along with a training area, lounging area, and kitchen. We have a bathroom across the corridor, and a balcony with a fire escape at the other end of the corridor.

	“This fane is all we can hold and remain unseen, mistress.”

	Her eyes flash amber again. I brace myself. Her temper gets worse every time her mighty powers fail to do anything except briefly turn her eyeballs into lanterns.

	Liddy storms past me and slaps my Guthane so hard it knocks her clean over the side of the armchair and onto the floor.

	“His name is Narbyl, mistress, and you better rise from spoilt child to someone useful right quick, or he will see me add another killing to the blood tally on this fane.”

	She goes for Liddy, screaming rage and more. Liddy knocks her down. What we were does not match what we are. It takes time and effort to adapt.

	I notice Kon has placed himself to intercept me should I try to intervene. Tarme likewise.

	Liddy knocks her down again.

	I lean back and sip my lakso. This could take a while, so I might as well steal the moment to enjoy some of Pashta’s own blend. It took her so long to find the equivalent ingredients here. I swallow and smile; she’s certainly captured the flavour.

	An hour later, my Guthane is still swearing like a Guthane really shouldn’t while Liddy drags her towards the bathroom by both ankles. Pashta is walking nearby, a pile of toiletries in her arms.

	“Now, mistress, we’ll take a little break and teach you how to maintain your new form.”

	The reply is in Nethalyn dockside cant. The act suggested is so extreme even Tarme raises his eyebrows.

	Pashta shakes her head.

	“I never thought the rumours of your lowly origin to be true. The fact you ably use cant, and know of that act, tells me I was wrong.”

	The door closes behind the three of them, cutting off the lurid reply.

	The silence stretches, punctuated by shouts and screams from the bathroom.

	I look toward Kon. He shakes his head. Tarme rests a hand on my shoulder.

	“Nobody should meet their Guthanes, brother. Especially not one as loyal as you, and even more so when this one is so brutally fallen.”

	Kon nods: “Gatchimak recanted before us all, Narbyl. We thought him a pretender amongst them. Now it seems he might have been the honest one.”

	He’s got the right of it. I lean forward until the nausea fades, then look up at them.

	“What’s he doing now?”

	“Carpentry in a place called Chichester. He’s reconciled with the family of his flesh, too. Some disease of the mind they have here covers all of it, apparently. When last we talked, it sounded like that newbody Liddy thought would harmonise with him has become some sort of surrogate daughter.”

	I should be able to remember her name… No. It’s gone.

	“Who was that?”

	“Tershyp.”

	“Good, good. He needed something to remake himself around.”

	“It worked. She pushed him to find a stables to slake his thirst for riding. The owner is a good woman with children and no man of note. Gatchimak came across as right content with his new mortal life, even more so with the prospect of being partnered and with family.”

	If only. I have dreams of being that content.

	My other thoughts I speak: “After Heklary ascended, Gatchimak and Shonnu adopted her followers. From that bloody day forth, they led separate, contesting denominations. For all the contradictions and infighting, they were part of the last Trey, and they led our lands.

	With her arrival, we have no fane on Nethaly. We are truly exiles.”

	Tarme crouches by me: “Ever a truth, for all that you always hoped beyond reason that there was a way back to the Trey you serve so well in two bodies.”

	Kon kneels before me: “Your drive saved so many. You alone. Not Guthanes, packan or shemsil. You. It’s why we stay. You are the Guthane we owe our second breath to. I beg you, Narbyl, lead us now to find a new way for our new lives. The lands that surrounded our fanes can no longer be anything we would wish to return to.”

	I’ve followed self-declared Guthanes, thinking them manifestations of the Unseen That is All. No more.

	“You’re wrong about one thing.”

	They both look at me.

	“I’m no Guthane. What power I have is what I’ve trained to be. From now on, we have no truck with any who claim themselves to be manifestations of the Unseen.”

	The door slams open. Liddy stands there naked, dripping wet, her tan gone whiter than fresh fallen snow. She raises a shaking hand.

	“Long ago, every Guthane agreed to each raise two of their most deserving attendants to assist with the rigours of overseeing the paired worlds. Those mortal incarnates were unaware of the limits implicit in their creation. They plotted long, eventually turning on their creators. Most failed. The few successful ones were executed by the remaining Guthanes. All except our two, because our Guthane actually deserted them.”

	I turn my gaze away so I can think: I didn’t know two of each Trey had been created by the third. Nor was I aware their oversight included both Nethaly and Kethany. What we were told was incomplete, and the rumours weren’t quite accurate. But, she’s not saga telling, she’s shocked to the core. Which means -

	“What new truths have you about our two?”

	“Heklary didn’t abandon us. Shonnu exiled her whole!”

	I’m standing, legs shaking. I don’t remember getting up. 

	She who smiled so tenderly as she touched my infant brow, banishing the water fever and freeing me of disease from that day forth, could still be manifest, somewhere.

	Kon rushes to Liddy. She hugs him, whispers something, then takes her lithe form back to the bathroom with an unsteady gait. He walks slowly back to me. I feel myself age a little as he approaches.

	“She’s here. Whatever residue of Heklary survived the expulsion ritual, is here. Just like all the rest. Just like us.”

	There’s a loud ‘splash’ from the bathroom.

	My legs give way. 

	Pashta comes in, drying her hands. She looks me straight in the eye.

	“That treacherous incarnate is dead.”

	My rage gutters and dies. In its place is resolve.

	“A new start we shall have. But first, we must reckon and forecast. Shonnu arriving explains the lack of predictions after her. Whatever transpires on Nethaly, or on Kethany, they are likely done with complicated ways of getting rid of the inconvenient. While waiting long enough to confirm that, we have our Guthane to find, or her death to confirm, or a search until we reckon a decent enough attempt has been made. Then we will find a place to found a new fane for what will be our second new start.”

	Tarme looks to Kon: “What is this Chichester like?”

	Kon smiles: “From what Gatchimak tells me, it seems goodly. But who wants to bear the news?”

	Playing the messenger to one renowned for epic rages. Arriving to tell him that his downfall was likely by the hand, or at least the betrayal, of the one he regarded as blood kin? If I were them, I’d want better armour. I myself might be able to get away with it. But, I’m in no hurry to test that.

	Pashta looks at each of us.

	“Leave it until the time comes?”

	We all nod.

	 

	Two

	Druid’s Hill is an old police station, but it’s weathered the years well. One of the longer-serving staff told Pete it used to have a medical centre where the workshop is, and the screened cells he’s sitting in one of used to be part of a single shielded room. He looks about. Place must have been huge.

	Meredith comes in with a well-built young man. His clothing is in complementary shades of red, except for the thin black sling supporting his left arm.

	“Pete, this is Oswald Achebe. Oswald, this is Detective Constable Peter Reeves. I’d like you to tell him what you told me.”

	Oswald sits and takes a moment to settle his injured arm.

	“I was on duty ‘til midnight. Denny had just come in. He’d swapped part shift with Reina so he could go to the match yesterday afternoon.”

	Meredith types a feed from her phone to the terminal in front of Pete:

	 > Denny Carmichael, mortuary attendant, was knocked out, suffering a grade three concussion in the process. 

	 > Reina Sambor, senior mortuary technician, no noted criminal activity.

	 > Hospital records show the half-shift exchange between them was properly booked and approved.

	 > The ‘match’ was Chelsea Amazons vs. Detroit Dark Angels. (Amazons lost 19-31.)

	“He’d just gowned up when we heard this freaky noise. Sounded like bones breaking. We hunted for it and Drawer Sixteen was where it was coming from. Denny stepped back. I reached for the drawer handle. It all went quiet inside. I opened it and there’s this orange flash, then the body comes at me. I’m not ashamed to say I screamed. Who wouldn’t? So, she’s not dead and she’s not making sense. I’m trying to get her off me, calling for Denny to help me hold her until she calms down, but he’s just shaking his head and backing toward the doors.

	“Then I’ve got my hands full, too busy to look about. There’s this ‘crash’. I hear Denny yell, then someone pitches in and tosses me into the corner. I’m a hundred and ten kilos, mister. Got swatted off like I was some mongrel. I hit the corner and felt my shoulder give like something lit it on fire. I decided lying still and pretending I’m out cold was the best way to deal. I stopped moving, bit down hard, and shut the hell up.

	“First thing I heard ain’t like no language I’ve ever come across. Then some bloke says they’ve come to help. Said something about understanding. Then he asked the damndest thing: asked what she was. Not who, but what. The reply was odder. Really thick accent. Said she was ‘Shonoo’. Called him a ‘soldier’. Then she raved a bit before he gave orders and everybody left.

	“I stayed put until some sort of acid cloud rolled in. So I grabbed a mask from the cleaning rack and ducked into the shower cubicle.”

	Another update comes up on the terminal.

	 > Which is where he was found. Battered, shocked, and very wet.

	Pete leans forward: “What did she rave about?”

	“For real?”

	“Might be relevant. Tell me what you remember.”

	“Sounded like two badly pronounced questions to me. Think she asked where they’d been condemned – she definitely said ‘condemned’. Then asked what language they were speaking?”

	“The orders?”

	“Pretty sure it started with a swear word, I didn’t understand it. Then sounded like ‘get gone liqueer nut lim tid’. His accent had thickened up. Like my uncle does when he’s stressin’. But, the last thing the soldier said was ‘double clear’. I’m sure of that.”

	Pete nods.

	“Thank you, Mister Achebe. We’ll find someone to run you home.”

	Oswald shakes his head: “Can you get someone to take me to wherever Denny is instead? He’s got nobody to watch over him.”

	Pete glances at Meredith. She nods.

	“We can do that.”

	He sees she’s already routed a request to the front desk. They wait until a constable comes to collect Oswald, then he swaps to Oswald’s seat while she takes the console seat. She pushes his display from terminal to his phone, then pushes her display from phone to terminal.

	“Thoughts?”

	Pete stares at his interlaced fingers.

	“‘Double clear’. Doubling the number of drones used? Seems to match up.”

	“Give you that. Anything else?”

	“They’re not locals. The odd language. Poor pronunciation. Maybe some fallout from another civil war England profited off before leaving both sides high and dry? That thing about orders works for me, too. I’ll take that as confirmation they’re military or ex-military of some kind. Meaning their modus operandi is backed by planning and experience. It also suggests to me the cadavers they take are not targets of opportunity. They come for a chosen body in each case.”

	“You thinking North African Alliance?”

	“I’m thinking from somewhere in the mess referred to as the Nordic Independent States. Those zones never really recovered from the Three-Day War, no matter what the media would have us believe.”

	“True. Want to turn this over to Counter-Terror, then?”

	“Why? I’ll give you that their technology is worrying, but it’s nothing anyone has, and I’ve checked thoroughly with our military liaisons. If it was something attributable, they’d have had this off us like a shot. Either they’re letting us do the boring bit so they can swoop in at the end to take the credit and the tech, or this is something they’re not interested in.

	“Right now - excluding today’s living dead girl - all we have for certain are thirty confirmed breaches of the Cadaver Disposition Act by a small group of persons unknown. Some, or all, of the thefts may also fall foul of the Anatomy Act 1961 and/or the Human Tissues Act 1984.”

	She raises her hand: “I read that section of your detailed report. It can’t have become any more interesting, so skip it.”

	“Always the critic. Don’t know why I put up with you. I could have got a paying gig by now.”

	“You love it, Reeves. Get on with you.”

	“Slavedriver.” He grins, then points to the notes they have on their screens. “Okay: I see no real terrorism angle. None of the deceased died with or from anything on the HCID list, nor were they carrying biological hazards of any nature when they passed. The other seventy-two body disappearance cases I have tentatively linked to ours fall under various ‘lost due to acts of weather, disaster, or shoddy filing’ clauses.”

	“Except Henrietta Lawson.”

	“Hettie is a unique case, I’ll give you. Died five times on the way to the hospital. Pronounced dead the sixth time she went while they were operating, only to revive a few hours later in the morgue. Eventually found wandering in a nearby park, complaining of a headache because someone called ‘Lanta’ kept shouting at her inside her head. She’s currently under observation at King’s College Hospital. Apparently, her Beta waves are abnormal, the voice in her head is now screaming, and she spends a lot of time under sedation.”

	“I still think you should go and interview both of her.”

	“You’re not funny.”

	“I know. Don’t care. What next?”

	“Wait for Musette’s body to turn up.”

	“Now who’s not being funny?”

	He laughs.

	“What’s not funny is me spending the rest of the day reviewing video of the streets around the New Monument Hospital in case one of the cameras caught a glimpse of our elusive body snatchers.”

	“You go and savour that. I’ll go request the necessary reinforcements to greet and pacify Tallia Kinch.”

	“Armed Response?”

	She grins.

	“More like someone who can pass for beautiful people. You know the type: good skin, nice breath, lots of rank badges, a smooth manner, and an expense account bigger than our departmental budget.”

	“Good idea, boss. See you later.”

	 

	Tan

	“Never thought I’d be so happy to see one of ours disappear into a rubbish bin.”

	Pashta grins.

	I choke on my lakso.

	“You did what?”

	“Slung the useless crepsty headfirst into a bin. Don’t look at me like that. I picked a yellow one. She was definitely a ‘Biohazardous Waste’.”

	I wave my hands, splashing lakso about, until Tarme grabs my arm and de-mugs me.

	“Yellow, now? That has to be somewhere that is watched.”

	“I had my wrap on. They got nothing. There’s only a couple of constructs watching that cul-de-sac. Think one of them is dead, anyway.”

	I slam both fists into my thighs. The pain overrides my mute attack.

	“River! I said no sewers and drop her in the big one after dark! It’s mid-afternoon! You drowned her in our bath. They may be confused, but you keep making it obvious and they’ll be on us right quick.”

	Liddy leaps in my lap, evil grin on her face.

	“Weren’t you the one who taught me about not accusing until after I had gathered all the facts?”

	I catch my breath with difficulty because she keeps poking me in the ribs at half inhale. Finally, I manage to bat her hand away.

	“What did I miss?”

	She jack-knifes off my thighs and lands on her feet.

	“Me sticking a suppressor wand down her throat and popping her breathing sacks. She came up from the water gasping, arms out gripping the sides of the bath, mouth wide open. Too easy. I used the lowest setting. Sure, she expanded when it hit, but nothing tore. She went all floppy, though.”

	‘Bloodthirsty’. That’s how Kon described Liddy. I keep forgetting I have to consciously commit details to my faulty memory. The forever recall we were born with was a function of our previous bodies, not the essence they sent here. Did they really care if we died? I often ponder that. What possible reason bar cruelty could they-

	“Narbyl!”

	That’s the other problem. Effortlessly being able to do things while getting other things done, sometimes with links to lathny weavers too, is no longer possible, for all that my mind keeps trying. Here, I have difficulty remembering, and have to do all but the simplest things one at a time or I lose focus: chasing a thought instead of paying attention.

	“Sorry. Linkthought.”

	Liddy dodges my feeble block and taps my nose: “Muddlethink, that’s what Tarme calls it.”

	I look at Tarme. He spreads his hands, fingers on both making the sign for ‘don’t shoot me’. Kon sniggers. I’m outgunned and these incorrigible newbodies have the right of me… Again.

	“You might be right, but don’t expect me to like it anytime soon. So, Shonnu is a sack of butcher’s offal. You bleached her?”

	Liddy looks smug: “Even dowsed her original deathblow and did something like it. Then I bleached her.”

	I wave at Kon.

	“She really enjoys it, doesn’t she?”

	Kon smiles tenderly at Liddy: “She kills like we breathe. ‘Enjoy’ is the wrong word.”

	Liddy puts her hands on her hips and sticks her tongue out at him: “Wrong. I enjoy killing for some people.”

	She winks at me as she turns away. That is meant to tell me something. Or tell me off. Not sure. I miss things too often, and things like that I’ve never been good at.

	Pashta shakes her head and waves them away.

	“Go and roll in each other’s fire for a while. Tarme, war counsel us.”

	Liddy and Kon sprint toward the bathroom. Tarme wanders back from the kitchen with fresh drinks for the three of us.

	“By your leave, Narbyl.”

	I duck my head: “Please, skip the formalities. We’re a long way from the high steppes.”

	Pashta sips her tea and sighs.

	“Long may that remain true. Never have I been so cold.”

	“Icy Tursht deserved his reputation, I’ll admit. But forcing even his own people to use lathny to maintain their hearth fires? I always thought that harsh.”

	She purses her lips.

	“He didn’t. Tursht got the secret of esseny from Haglin. Those fires burned from the essence of prisoners.”

	Using that which enlivens our bodies as fuel? All of a sudden, I’m a bit more enamoured of remaining here. Enough. To the planning.

	“What of our conduit supply?” I sigh: “Remind me what they call it here again.”

	Pashta beats Tarme to it.

	“Copper. It is plentiful here. I can find us scraps in every edifice. Were we to need quantities, it would be easy, but getting larger amounts would certainly attract attention, some of it sure to be of the wrong kind.”

	Tarme nods to her.

	“Truth spoken. They have so much here, it is dizzying. I can hear it sing all about us as the sun traverses the sky, even hear it hum under the full moon. So much, and some of it so pure, it is almost criminal to lower it to weaving.”

	Finally I understand.

	“Though we’re reduced, it is the purity of the copper in this world that allows you to replicate the weavings?”

	“Truth spoken. Without the purity, we’d be bereft.”

	He gestures to the workbench in the far corner.

	“With Pashta’s gifting, I have woven us all suppressor wands, realigned all the guns, and fortified our wrappings.”

	“Pashta gifted what?”

	“Two nights ago I procured us a far better batch than any we’ve had before.”

	She gestures as if referring to some trivial effort. I know it wasn’t.

	Tarme stretches, a satisfied expression on his face.

	“From now on, they might catch glimpses of us with their constructs, but what is discernible will certainly be useless.”

	I shake my head.

	“I still feel that standing out here is undesirable. We must strive to use woven devices last. Even though they have not yet grasped the principles, they will be eager to seize our weapons. We must consider them as capable as any renegade weaver hold.”

	Tarme shakes his head.

	“Our constructs are useless without the ability to use lathny, which hardly any of them possess.”

	I look at him, my disbelief writ large on my face. He smiles.

	“We can all use it. Few of us are strong enough to weave, even in small ways. Like you, for most it is only revealed by our ability to use lathny constructs. For others, it also shows in ways like Liddy’s essence perception.”

	I sit up, spreading my hands while making signs for ‘caution’ with my fingers.

	“Truth spoken. But, I still think it best we be undetected, rather than unidentifiable.”

	They nod, slapping left hand to right shoulder as they do so, the salute due a shemsil.

	“Enough of that, too.”

	They grin.

	“So, give me your counsel on Shonnu. Do not spare any depths in consideration for my bruised loyalties, either.”

	Tarme runs a hand through his thinning hair.

	“That she has been sent is a final act. We know many of those delivered here since Gatchimak were opposed to her. It seems to me her attempt to become a true Guthane failed and she was served as she had dealt. The sort of thing that loyalists of Thurgil would consider fitting.”

	They certainly would, and him having been the closest Guthane to our lands, it makes sense.

	“So you believe our lands are now Thurgil’s?”

	****
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