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      Saltwater lapped at the hull, dark and patient and hungry.

      Titus Binkovsky groaned and squeezed his eyes more tightly shut, but the morning sun forced its golden light relentlessly through each shutter of wrinkled skin. Titus’s nose still hosted the scents of wine and girl and sweat from the night previous, competing now with ocean salt and whiffs of piss and vomit.

      He threw out one hand, reaching for the nearest bottle of…it didn’t matter what, he just needed something to wet his throat, but instead of cool glass he found himself with a handful of ample naked breast. That’s worth opening my eyes for, he decided, and pried his lids up.

      The breast in question belonged to—he knew her name, it would come to him—Rayna. One of the girls his brother Maki had brought with him. Titus couldn’t remember if he’d sampled Rayna’s charms the night before or not.

      He sat up with some effort and, once his head had steadied, tried to take stock of the Gray Stag’s situation. Empty bottles clinked and rolled around every square meter of the yacht’s deck, animated by the motion of the waves. His friends lay on the bare wood, emptied of their strength and lust, every bit as drained as the wine bottles cast off among them.

      Rayna shifted on the deck. A tiny, somewhat endearing snore escaped her lips. Her thick, black hair had fallen across her eyes, which Titus figured was what kept the sun from waking her up.

      “I feel like Dragon’s ball crust,” Maki said from behind him, and Titus twisted around to see his brother sitting just inside one of the doors to the wheelhouse. “Also, quit groping my girlfriend.”

      Titus scooted the meter and a half it took to put him in a tiny measure of shade, leaning against the wheelhouse. Kirker lay right out at the prow, curled up with a brown-skinned, red-headed girl whose name Titus didn’t think he’d ever learned. Saerg half-lay, half-sat, slumped against a rail post with Sheeli’s head in his lap. Both of them were awake now. Saerg played with Sheeli’s hair as she grinned up him.

      “Look at those two,” Titus said, softly enough that Saerg wouldn’t hear him. “How long have they been together? Ten years?”

      Maki grunted. “Since Saerg first grew fuzz on his balls.”

      “You’re awfully ball-centered this morning.”

      Maki had found a mostly-full bottle of wine somewhere and took a long pull off of it. “I’ll tell you what’s true. Together ten years or not, you know who’s been getting his cock wet on the regular? Like, whenever he wants it, no matter what?”

      Titus shrugged. “Saerg.”

      “Yeah. Just remember that, the next time you’re hard up for some tail.”

      “As if either one of us is ever going to be hard up for tail again.”

      Maki grinned. “Well. True.”

      Titus ran his hand along the deep, lustrous wood of the deck. Their father had accepted a new position in Caulspring the previous autumn—a position that brought with it prestige, respect, and more money than the Binkovsky family had ever dreamed of. “Wise to be in the Cathedral’s favor, that’s a fact.”

      Maki got unsteadily to his feet. “No shit, that’s a fact. You think we’d have this fucking boat if Dad was still stacking numbers at that termite-infested sawmill? The answer is no.” He turned in a slow circle. “Hey. Uh…”

      Titus cranked his neck to look up at his brother. “Something wrong?”

      Maki’s voice lost its wine-fueled mellow. “Get everybody up. You’d better get everybody up.”

      Titus lurched to his feet, and when he saw the whites all the way around his brother’s deep brown irises his stomach tightened. “What is it? What’s wrong?”

      Maki made a broad gesture with one trembling hand. “Where’s the shore?”

      Titus’s world snapped into crystal focus as he peered in every direction.

      There was nothing but water.

      “Get them all up,” Titus said, his words shaking as badly as his brother’s hand. “Get them all up now.”

      He could hear Maki shouting at their friends, but the sound of the voices grew muffled and distant, masked by the frantic roaring in his ears as he scrambled to the stern. The Gray Stag’s anchor line disappeared into the water, exactly as he’d left it the previous evening at sunset, but when he took the great rope in his hands and tugged, it moved easily.

      Titus Binkovsky came very close to losing control of his bowels.

      They’d taken the Gray Stag out into the bay the night before, the lights of Caulspring watching over them from the northwest, nothing more than a couple of fortunate brothers wanting to show off their new yacht for a few friends.

      Wanting to show off. The voice of Titus’s father came to him, the chastising tone, the warnings against flaunting the family’s newfound affluence. I’m sorry, Papa, Titus wished he could say. Fractured thoughts sought out the Great Silver Dragon, begging for help, begging for deliverance. I’m sorry, I’m so sorry!

      He pulled and pulled, dragged the heavy line over the gunwale, and no more than three or four meters came up before it ended in a ragged, frayed mess. Titus was holding the end of the anchor line in both hands when Maki and Kirker and Saerg came back to the stern, Sheeli and Rayna and the other two girls trailing after them, and when Maki saw Titus’s face, all the color drained out of his own features.

      “I was supposed to get the anchor line changed out,” Maki said, almost too softly to hear. “It needed—needed changing, it was on the schedule, I was supposed to do it, I—”

      Titus tried to talk. It didn’t work, and he had to swallow hard and get his breathing under control before he could make any sound at all. Finally, in a soft, tiny voice that chilled him even as he spoke the words, he said, “I think we’re past the Buoys.”

      Sheeli screamed.

      A girl whose name he didn’t know burst into tears.

      A fragment of a children’s rhyme came to him as he blinked away tears of his own.

      The deep, deep water will take your breath

      The deep, deep water holds only death

      Kirker said, “Get the sails, get the sails up, we’ve got to get the sails up,” but Titus had already thought of that, and didn’t make a move toward the mast because there was no wind.

      It was Saerg who first went to the rail and looked over. Down at the water, down into the water, and when he turned his head and met Titus’s eyes, Titus knew.

      By then Kirker had also realized how still the air was, and he ran up and down the Gray Stag’s length, shouting, “Oars, there have to be oars, we can still get back to land! We can row, all of us, we can do it if we work together, we can’t be that far out!”

      Maki had joined Saerg at the railing. As Kirker passed him, Maki caught his arm and dragged him to a halt, and pointed at the water below. “Oars won’t help,” Maki said, and the cold, bleak words stopped Kirker cold.

      Titus went to his brother’s side. He didn’t want to gaze down at the glassy water—at what might be lurking beneath the surface. Waiting. Watching. When he finally summoned the will to follow his friends, some dim, distant part of his mind obscenely grasped at the smallest shred of hope.

      An elegant, streamlined head emerged from the waves, staring back up at the hapless humans on the yacht. Ivory in color, sleek and hairless, fashioned so as to knife elegantly and gracefully through the water, yet with a domed skull that left no doubt as to the intelligence lurking within. Larger than some of the river dolphins Titus had seen, yet…not that large. Not a…not a monster.

      Despite the silver eyes that shimmered and flashed in the unforgiving sunlight.

      “It’s not doing anything,” Sheeli whispered. “It’s just watching us.”

      Rayna clutched Maki’s arm. “Maybe it’s not—not like—maybe it’s not angry?”

      Titus wanted to echo her. Desperately wanted to believe that the creature observing them felt nothing more than curiosity.

      Then, below the creature at the surface, something moved.

      Something immense.

      Something that also bore eyes of silver.

      A raucous chorus overhead made Titus look skyward, and when he saw the gulls and pelicans circling the Gray Stag, the hope that had struggled in his heart lost its strength and died.

      Those Who Dwell Beneath the Waves had come.

      Sheeli screamed again as the sea boiled around them, and the last thing Titus saw, rising up beneath the hull, was the gaping, tooth-filled maw of a vast ocean-born god.
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      Marshall Bendt remembered struggling to describe Caulspring to his parents the first year of his apprenticeship. Part of his lessons involved reading and writing—a skill required of the Empire’s citizens, but to which he had never been exposed in his home village—and his instructor had encouraged him to write letters back to the tiny, mud-encrusted hamlet of his birth.

      People call this city “the Bloody Forest,” Marshall had written, a year into his new tutelage. It’s the oldest city in the Empire, and all the buildings are made of brick or stone or both. All of them! I haven’t seen a single building inside the city walls made of wood, and all the roofs are stone, too. I know Maree’s going to think I’m making up stories, but it’s true, everything I’m telling you. The city walls are stone, but they’ve got red bricks built into them in patterns. I climbed up to the top of the tallest tower I could find, and that wasn’t the tallest tower in the city, just the one they’d let me up in, and I couldn’t count all the buildings. It really is like a whole forest of bricks and stone blocks, and even the streets are made of stone, and there’s a waterfall right beside the Emperor’s Palace, you can see that from anywhere, and the river goes through the city and all the bridges over it are stone and the bridges have roofs just like the houses and churches.

      Marshall had kept up writing letters back to his family for the first two years. Then, in the spring of the third year, a Cathedral soldier came and gave him back the latest letter he’d written, and told him that his family and the rest of the village had been slaughtered in a Skahna raid.

      That was the last letter Marshall ever wrote. He fell out of love with the written word that day, but it didn’t seem to matter much to the Imperial tailor’s office. Numbers reigned there.

      Forty-one years later, Marshall Bendt had become the Imperial Tailor himself, and as such had been charged with outfitting the latest group of visitors to Caulspring with proper clothing for an audience with the Emperor. The closest he’d come to writing anything of substance in four decades was the notes he always took on the chalk-slate he habitually carried with him. Marshall polished the slate as he walked along one of the glossy stone corridors of the Palace’s south wing, preparing himself to jot down measurements and fabric requirements. He tapped the comforting shape of the coiled measuring twine in his pocket.

      One of the two bronze-clad soldiers standing outside the door to the parlor bowed crisply and worked the latch. Marshall pushed the heavy door inward, drew a deep breath to introduce himself, and—

      For a moment, just a heartbeat, as his voice clenched in his throat, he forgot to breathe. No, more than that—he forgot how to breathe.

      Everything Marshall thought he knew about tailoring, about beauty, about the world itself, changed in a heartbeat.

      A creature of breathtaking grace stood before him, the kind of grace that the coarse bronze-inlaid leather armor could not hide, the kind that a tailor longed to see.

      One hundred ninety centims tall if she was a millim, though he’d have to measure to be certain. Broad shoulders, but not too broad. Modest curves at the bust and the hips, legs as long as dreams. Right behind those stunning proportions, crowding up in his head now that he’d taken a few seconds to think, were her deep violet skin, her eyes of brilliant yellow gold, and the tasteful, jet-black horns protruding from her forehead—he’d have to take those into account, of course, especially with a hood or a veil—

      “You’ve struck the fucker speechless, Nysska,” someone declared, and Marshall had to drag his attention away from the violet-skinned goddess to acknowledge that there were indeed other people in the room. He looked them over perfunctorily. All in the same unremarkable bronze-and-leather. All human, which just in the last few seconds he’d come to find terribly boring.

      One dark-skinned, straight-backed man with a Commander’s band around his head; another man, this one small and pale with long, snow-white hair and a forked white beard. A dark-skinned woman who, before today, would have taken every bit of his interest. Now he found her athletic build and shorn-off hair and high cheekbones ordinary, her ample bosom and full hips problematic, the gleaming silver runes embedded in her irises nothing more than a distraction.

      The dark-skinned man said, “We are the Ninth Crucible, reporting as ordered. I’m Commander Raoul Cullen. This is Keeper Percy Bitters, Sensor Camble Delakroy, and—” He nodded toward the goddess. “—Enforcer Nysska Stonegate.”

      Marshall succeeded in clearing his throat. “I am, uh, if I may—pardon me—” He took a deep breath. His lungs felt creaky. “Please allow me to introduce myself. I am Imperial Master Tailor Marshall Bendt. I—”

      Marshall broke off when he felt something touch his ankle. He looked down and found himself staring into a pair of silver eyes—not more glimmering argonium runes like Sensor Delakroy’s, but pure, natural, true silver. The sight made his balls tighten. The eyes belonged to the biggest cat he’d ever seen, easily as big as many of the stray dogs that roamed the streets of Caulspring.

      A seraphic animal. A seraphic blood lynx.

      Marshall had been around seraphic animals before. They had made him intensely nervous then, and continued to do so now. He said, “Uh…good kitty?” and rummaged through his pockets. “I might have a treat in here somewhere…?”

      The cat made a noise that sounded like Hmph and walked away from him. Marshall watched as it joined another large, silver-eyed cat at the other end of the room, and he realized the second animal had been there the whole time, sitting perfectly still.

      “Look, Mister Bendt,” said the small, pale man—Keeper Percy Bitters, Marshall reminded himself. “If you’re going to do this measuring thing, could you please get the fuck on with it? We’ve been waiting here for half an hour, none of us have been fed yet, and if I don’t get my kitties some meat here shortly they’re going to make off with a small child.”

      Marshall fumbled the measuring twine out of his pocket. “Yes, of course!” He dropped the chalk, scrambled to pick it up, and then almost dropped the slate. “Please forgive me! With whom shall I start?” Marshall knew he should be directing questions like that to the Crucible’s Commander, but simply could not take his eyes off Nysska Stonegate. Nysska Stonegate. He said the name silently a few more times.

      “Let me guess,” the goddess said, speaking for the first time as she shrugged off her heavy bronze-inlaid jacket. “I’m the first sethyd you’ve met.”

      She spoke Plainish with an accent he’d never heard before, a lilting, husky melody, and Marshall felt himself begin to sweat. Sethyd. He’d been aware of the term, of course, but had never heard it spoken by one of them. “True, I’ve not had the pleasure—er, not been tasked to—it’s not been my duty before now, no. To fashion clothing for a, a sethyd.”

      Out of the jacket, Nysska Stonegate wore one of the Cathedral’s standard-issue long-sleeved shirts, tucked into a pair of bronze-inlaid brown leather trousers. The trousers fit her snugly enough, but the shirt was too baggy, no doubt sewn for a man of her height but without her proportions.

      Gathering his nerve, Marshall said, “Would you mind—Enforcer, if I may assume you have the standard undergarment—what I’m trying to ask is if you wouldn’t mind, could you please remove your shirt, so that I may be as accurate as possible?”

      Her flame-yellow eyes glittered and narrowed.

      Raoul Cullen stepped up beside the towering sethyd woman. The top of his head reached her ears. “Just do what he wants so we can get this over with.”

      Nysska Stonegate sighed and said a word in a language Marshall had never heard before, though her tone made it obvious what she meant by it. He watched as she unbuttoned and stripped off the shirt, revealing the standard-issue camisole beneath it, and he tried to keep his breathing even as he took in the long, graceful lines of her perfectly toned arms. My designs will fit this woman better than any clothing I’ve ever touched.

      “This won’t take a minute,” Marshall said, and grabbed a small wooden stool from beside the door, measuring twine stretched out and ready to go.
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      Ninety minutes later, after the Imperial tailor had taken all of their measurements and left—and after the members of the Ninth Crucible had been moved to a chamber adjacent to a small kitchen and fed a decent meal—Nysska Stonegate stood in a room with marble floors, stacked-stone walls, a waist-level trough with a stream of clear water running through it, and six narrow doors in a wall behind her. She had just finished washing her hands in the trough when one of the narrow doors opened and Cam Delakroy emerged, straightening her clothing.

      Nysska didn’t turn. A long, horizontal window above the wash-trough looked out over the roofs of Caulspring, and she kept her eyes focused on the most distant one.

      Cam made her way to Nysska’s side at the trough and washed her hands just as Nysska had.

      “How happy are you to have indoor plumbing again?” Cam asked. “And how miserable were those last two villages? I don’t mind so much when we’re out on the trail, but the Empire’s had, what, three hundred years? You’d think they would’ve made this kind of accommodation standard by now.”

      “Every home on Patrinamonto had indoor plumbing. It was the first thing I learned to do without when we had to flee.” Nysska turned and leaned against the trough. Folded her arms across her chest and let her chin drop. “I don’t want to talk about indoor plumbing.”

      Cam put her hand on Nysska’s arm. “You can still change your mind. You can take it to Raoul—something like this should come from a Crucible’s commander anyway.”

      Nysska pursed her lips. Exhaled softly. “No. No, we stick to what we discussed. You know nothing about it. None of you do.” She turned her head, yellow-flame eyes meeting silver. “None of you. Promise me.”

      “I already promised you.”

      “Promise me again.”

      Cam moved in front of her and gently unfolded Nysska’s arms. Moved into her embrace. “It’s going to be all right.”

      “You don’t know that. There’s no way you can know that.”

      Cam traced the curve of Nysska’s lips with a light fingertip. “Whatever happens, I’m here for you. You know that.”

      Nysska kissed Cam’s fingers. “You’re only saying that because there’s a decent chance my headless body will hang from a fork in the city center tomorrow.”

      Cam’s eyes narrowed. It made the silver of the argonium runes shine just a hair brighter. “You’re bringing him valuable information. Information you’re sharing of your own free will. You’ll probably be rewarded.”

      “And if I weren’t? If I’d decided to keep it to myself?”

      Cam’s body stiffened. “But you didn’t.”

      “So pretend I had.”

      “What’s the point?” Cam pushed away from her. “Why even bring that up?”

      “What if I said, ‘Yes, Cam, I’ll tell the Emperor about the sethyd plot to overthrow the Empire—on the condition that you only use your runes when you have no other choice.”

      “I would say that’s a really shitty thing to do.”

      “Cam…”

      “You said you understood. I explained—”

      “The runes are still poison. They’re still killing you.”

      Cam jabbed a finger toward Nysska’s nose. “Do not fucking cut me off. I told you why I made my decision, and you said you understood. I—” She made a quiet growling sound in her throat. “You want me defenseless, just so I might make it to forty before the runes take me?”

      “You’re hardly defenseless without them.”

      “I’m blind without them. Great fucking Dragon, how many times do I have to say this? It doesn’t matter how well I’ve adapted if I can’t see an archer twenty meters away! If I do what you ask—knowing what I know—” Cam sighed, a long, raspy, exasperated sound. “Ten or twelve years versus however long it is before we get ambushed again. Take your pick.”

      Nysska opened her mouth, but then closed it again. She had almost said the words she wanted to say.

      I can protect you.

      But she’d said that to Cam once before, and the conversation had gone poorly. Poorly enough that she didn’t want to risk it again.

      A knock sounded at the door, and Nysska did her best not to look relieved. Cam called out, “What do you want?”

      An attendant’s polite voice answered, muffled by the door’s heavy wood. “Master Bendt’s people have brought your clothes.”

      Cam peered up at her, and loaded up a single word with a barrage of emotion. “Well?”

      “Well,” Nysska answered quietly. “I suppose we should go get dressed.”
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      Nysska wasn’t sure how much time had passed when she and Cam walked into the Emperor’s antechamber. Stripped of the armor to which she’d grown accustomed, as well as the weapons on which she’d been forced to rely, Nysska felt more than a little naked.

      She caught sight of Raoul first. Abandoning the traditional bronze, Marshall Bendt had decided to dress them all in whites and soft grays, and as irritating as Nysska found the whole process, she could find no fault in the tailor’s skills. Or rather, the skills of the dozens of junior tailors who’d no doubt scurried about in a frenzy of fabrics and leathers under Bendt’s orders.

      The expertly fitted clothing, and the speed with which it had been assembled, reminded her of a time when her mother had decided to hire a crew of builders to replace the roof on their house. Twelve sethyd men and women had shown up at the crack of dawn and swarmed over the house. First in one direction, like a cloud of locusts, stripping tiles away—then back over it in the other direction, leaving new roofing in their wake. The entire job had been finished by mid-afternoon.

      The gray leather boots, immaculate white trousers and shirt, and gray leather jacket all fit Raoul’s lean, muscular body perfectly. He touched his now-bare head in a motion like a nervous tic, fingers searching for the Commander’s band that had been whisked off to their as-yet-unseen quarters by Bendt’s people.

      The tailor’s staff had done an equally skillful job putting Percy in an outfit similar to Raoul’s, but where the Commander’s new clothing seemed to accentuate him, Percy had diminished. His shoulders slumped, his eyes had lost their customary obscene, mischief-laden glimmer—and in the next moment she saw why. The black leather gloves he normally wore had been taken away as well, and as his trousers appeared to have no pockets, the pale little man had nowhere to hide the mangled ruin of his left hand. Nysska watched him fidget, holding his hands clasped behind him, dropping them to his sides, and finally folding his arms, so that he tucked the disfigured hand into one armpit.

      “Cruel,” she whispered.

      At her side, Cam said, “What was that?”

      Nysska glanced down at her. The tailor staff had brought Cam an elegant long-sleeved blouse, a gray suede skirt that hugged her hips and dropped to just above her knees, and a pair of soft white leather boots that laced up to mid-shin. She looked amazing, but as soon as the junior tailors had unveiled both women’s outfits, it had become painfully clear which of them Marshall Bendt favored.

      “I said, ‘cruel.’ They’ve taken Percy’s glove. That’s not fair.”

      Cam swept her gaze across the men. “Agreed.” Then, after a pause, “I suppose the Emperor prefers truth to be exposed.”

      Nysska almost flinched at that. As Cam went to greet Raoul and Percy, Nysska caught sight of herself in one of the floor-to-ceiling mirrors lining the far wall.

      Marshall Bendt had made good on his promise to dress her like a goddess. No blouses or skirts for her. She wore a long, slim sheath dress of snow-white silk with dove-gray panels on each side, ribs to hips, which served to create the illusion that her waist tapered even more than it already did. The dress left her arms bare, and plunged in both the front and the back, exposing more of her breasts’ slim contours than she would’ve liked. At the same time, though, it was the softest, most comfortable garment she had ever worn, and that included the furs she’d stitched together herself.

      Her night-black hair, which normally hung in a single long braid, now flowed loose around her shoulders, arranged so as to emphasize the cobalt-blue streak she’d had since girlhood. But the touch that drew her eyes the most, with its bespoke elegance, was the pair of diamond-accented silver wire sheaths that Bendt’s people had fitted over her horns. With every movement of Nysska’s head, the horns flashed and sparkled, and while a part of her wanted to reject the decoration as gaudy and ostentatious, a deeper part relished it in secret, silent delight.

      Is this what a sethyd princess would look like?

      If such a thing existed?

      The only part of the outfit she didn’t care for were the shoes. Bizarre, slanting affairs they were, with ridiculous tall heels that made her tower over the humans even more than usual. She hated the heels, and hated the way the shoes made her prance about on her toes, and so she stood and waited in bare feet, shoes dangling from one hand.

      Nysska spotted the two blood lynxes, Flax and Jax, off in a corner. Flax was busy grooming her nether regions, while Jax crouched low, paws drawn up under him, hind end wiggling as he lined up a pounce on his sister. The pounce took Flax completely off-guard, and the two cats rolled around in a ball, wrestling and letting out the occasional hiss.

      The motion made Percy glance up, and when he saw Cam and then Nysska behind her, his eyes and mouth sprang open all at once, three perfect circles in his face. “You two’ve missed your calling, you have,” he said, mouth swiftly widening into his customary grin. “I don’t know what that calling would be, exactly, but it’s sure as fuck not serving in a Crucible.”

      Raoul saw them a second after Percy did, and Nysska tried her best to read the lightning-fast emotions that raced across his features like a volley of arrows.

      Raoul had spent the better part of the last five years hopelessly in love with Cam. He’d never acted on it. Never even spoken about it, as the Thaumetallicon was quite clear about relationships between personnel. The worry lived in the back of Nysska’s mind, small but ever-present, that her relationship with Cam would eventually prove unbearable for him. She wondered how much it must hurt to see Cam looking so radiant. And so very much not his.

      Raoul’s face had returned to its normal stoic condition by the time he’d taken the five steps across the marble floor to reach them. Percy followed after him, openly eyeing Nysska up and down, for which she decided to forgive him just this once.

      “You both look…suitable for an audience with the Emperor,” Raoul said, his tone neutral.

      “Thanks,” Cam said. “They did pretty well with you two, also.”

      At that moment the enormous stained-cherry double doors at the far end of the antechamber opened. Two men emerged who, at first glance, Nysska took for ordinary Cathedral soldiers—until she noticed the gleaming strips of tin, rather than bronze, laid into the leather.

      Argonium Infantry.

      Of course the Emperor would be attended by members of the Empire’s deadly elite force. Nysska had witnessed the might of the Infantry herself twice before. Tonight, bearing no armor or weapons, she cautioned herself to do nothing to provoke their anger.

      “The Emperor is ready for you,” one of the soldiers called out.

      “Here we go,” Cam said.

      Nodding, Raoul turned and led the way—until the same soldier who’d spoken held up a hand. “No. Not all of you. Only Enforcer Stonegate.”

      The team froze in place. With an edge to his words, Raoul said, “Our orders were to report to Emperor Valco. The entire Ninth Crucible. Not just our Enforcer.”

      The soldier didn’t bother to look at them. “And now you have different orders. The Emperor will speak to Enforcer Stonegate alone. The rest of you may retire to your quarters, or wait here. Your choice.”

      Behind them, the door through which Nysska and Cam had entered swung open, and a couple of women in bronze-and-brown livery appeared, each bearing a practiced smile. One of them said, “If the rest of you will come with us, please?” She paused. “That includes your animals, as well.”

      Nysska could all but feel the tension radiating from Raoul. She turned and spoke to him directly. “We serve at the pleasure of the Emperor, don’t we? If he says I go in alone, I go in alone.”

      Raoul stayed silent. Nysska knew he was thinking, analyzing, trying to come up with some way both to ensure her safety and determine what this meant for the Crucible as a whole.

      “Yes, of course,” Raoul finally said. “But the rest of us will stay here and wait for you.”

      One of the two liveried women shrugged, and they both turned to leave. “We’ll be out here,” the other woman said, and they disappeared, shutting the door behind them.

      One of the Argonium Infantrymen said, “Enforcer Stonegate. Now.” Nysska stooped to slip the ridiculous shoes back onto her feet, but the soldier spoke up again. “No time for that. Come on.”

      With the briefest of glances at her teammates, Nysska took a deep breath, smoothed down the silk of her dress, and padded barefoot past the soldiers and through the doorway. A short hallway ended in another set of doors, which the Infantrymen opened for her.

      The room on the other side wasn’t as large as she was expecting, though it was difficult to judge its size since most of it lay hidden in shadow. When Emperor Valco Overthorne the Twelfth stood up from one of the plush, fur-covered chairs and turned to face her, the room seemed to get smaller still.

      Silhouetted against the roaring fire in the massive fireplace on the opposite wall, Emperor Valco seemed more like some kind of honorary statue than a man. He stood at least a head taller than Nysska, and though the multiple layers of silk, cotton, and leather that made up his suit must have added to his bulk, she had no doubt that underneath it all he was a mountain of bone and muscle.

      One of the things that had struck Nysska most when she first ventured into human lands was the sheer diversity. She’d come to think of humans a bit like dogs. Take the biggest, most barrel-chested shepherd, or the most muscular pit-fighting dog. Put it next to a tiny short-haired roundhead, and one might legitimately wonder if they were even of the same species.

      Humans, she’d observed, were much the same. Never mind the ridiculous difference in size between males and females. Even among the males alone, she had seen tall, slender, wiry men not too dissimilar to the sethyd build; wide-shouldered, bull-necked men, like human bison; and short, scrawny, reed-necked men who, for their sakes, she hoped were extremely good at writing or doing calculations, since they wouldn’t have lasted ten seconds in either wilderness or battle.

      Emperor Valco was very much in the wide-shouldered, bull-necked variety. And yet, as she watched him stride across the chamber toward her, he moved more like the slender wiry kind, with a limber, easy gait and graceful, economical motions.

      Finally he drew close enough that the silhouette effect left him, and the light of one of the nearby lanterns shined full on his face.

      Nysska stifled a gasp.

      Emperor Valco Overthorne the Twelfth was old.

      His long hair, swept straight back from his face and falling to between his shoulder blades, was a solid silver-gray, and though the rich blue-green of his eyes glittered with intelligence, deep lines crossed his face and crossed again. The ugly brown spots she’d seen on elderly humans blemished his forehead and his cheeks. When he spoke, his voice creaked and wavered like an unsteady shutter on a windy night.

      “At long last,” he said, and favored her with a smile full of perfect, straight white teeth. She wondered if they might have been false. “Enforcer Nysska Stonegate. Born Nysska Kaur, of the now-abandoned island nation of Patrinamonto. Please come and sit with me. Would you like something to drink? You have eaten, yes?”

      So surprised was Nysska by the Emperor’s unexpected physical presence, as well as by his knowledge of her birth name, that it took her long enough to answer for him to raise an eyebrow. A gesture of impatience? Amusement? She couldn’t tell.

      In the silence, she noticed another presence in the room. Out of the shadows stepped a tall, gaunt, pale-skinned, bald human in a long bronze-colored robe. He wore—Nysska squinted, making sure she understood what she was seeing—a sort of desk. A strap around his neck held up a writing board with two wooden spindles attached, one at the top, one pressed against the man’s waist. A scroll ran between the two spindles, and a glass inkpot rested in a well at one of the desk’s top corners. The Scribe—that had to be what he was—dipped a long quill pen in the ink and brought his hand back to the parchment, watching her and the Emperor. Poised.

      “I require no sustenance, sir,” she said at last, and Valco laughed. That brought with it ghosts of what his voice must have been like years ago—deep and booming and utterly unself-conscious. The scritch-scratch of the Scribe’s pen against the parchment, recording her words, was almost lost against the crackle of the fire.

      “How formal! And yet you mistake the proper attribution. I am to be addressed as ‘Your Brilliance.’”

      “Oh—my apologies, Your Br—”

      He cut her off with a wave of his hand. “No, no, I think I like ‘sir’ from you better. Come, please, have a seat. There are matters I wish to discuss.”

      Valco led her closer to the fire, but not so close that the crackling flames might interfere with their conversation. As Nysska settled into a soft fur-upholstered chair, she noticed a series of horizontal slits in the walls at roughly chest height. She wondered how many of the crossbow-armed soldiers for which the slits were meant stood at the ready, prepared to turn her into a violet-skinned pincushion if she made any threatening moves toward their Emperor.

      “What would you like to talk about, sir?” she asked, trying to figure out what to do with her hands and whether or not she should cross her legs. The dress fit snugly enough that she wasn’t convinced crossing her legs was even possible.

      The Scribe watched her with glittering light brown eyes. Pen at the ready.

      Valco had taken the other chair, and now he leaned forward, elbows on his knees, and tented his fingers in front of his lips in a contemplative gesture. “I have read the official reports, and spoken with Governor Vachs, but I am interested in hearing directly from you an account of what occurred in the Green Needles Territory.”

      Nysska took a deep breath. “I would be happy to oblige, sir, but before I do, there is another matter that I need to bring to your attention. I—”

      He cut her off again, but this time the air of friendly grandfather slipped, revealing beneath it the face of a man who had never, not once in his life, been disobeyed. “There will be time for other matters once my curiosity is satisfied, Enforcer. I asked you to give me your recollection of events. You may begin doing so now.”

      Nysska took a breath. She hated this. Hated showing deference to a human who, as far as she was concerned, had done not a fucking thing to earn it. And yet she sat in the heart of his seat of power, where his word commanded instant life or death. “Well…sir…what it boils down to is that a group of people hostile to the Empire have discovered a way to alloy argonium with some other, unknown kind of metal. That metal interferes with the traditional uses of argonium—which is to say, the runes used by the Thaumetallicon’s Sensors—and it also appears that this alloy can be fashioned into a new kind of rune. Like the traditional argonium ones, these new runes imbue the recipient with thaumaturgical abilities when implanted under the skin. But they cause effects…um....” She wasn’t used to talking so much all at once, and her Plainish threatened to fail her. “Effects not…seen before.”

      “These new runes. Fashioned with the alloy. You’re saying they don’t function the same as argonium ones.”

      Nysska wasn’t sure whether that was a statement or a question. “Ah…no, sir. The traditional ones enhance one of the five senses in various ways—which you already know—but the new ones…” She cleared her throat. “We’ve seen them animate the dead. And in at least one case, they elevated a man’s strength to tarn-like levels.”

      “Yes,” Valco said. He seemed to be speaking to himself. “Yes. Runes implanted beneath the skin, yet not by Imperial runemasters. And not with the chaotic effects displayed by Tarnished Ones.” His focus returned to her. “This…enhanced fellow you met. He was not, I am given to understand, what one might call a normal human?”

      “No, sir. He, and another individual we encountered—the Ninth Crucible encountered them, I mean—they both had skin like…forgive the informal nature of the description. We called them ‘cuttlefish.’ They seemed able to control the pigmentation of their skin to such a degree that they could disguise themselves as other people.”

      “And these cuttlefish. They are the driving force behind this…whatever it turns out to be. Rebellion. Insurrection.”

      “Correct, sir. The one I killed in Tember—the one who called himself ‘Lockridge’—indicated before he died that there were many more like him. I don’t know if he was telling the truth or not.”

      The Scribe scratched furiously at the scroll.

      Valco nodded. “Yes, yes, the one you killed by screaming, is that right? You screamed into his ear at such volume that, correct me if I misunderstood, it caused his skull to rupture?”

      “I…was trained as a singer, sir. I never had the best technique, but my volume was unparalleled.”

      The Emperor sat back in his chair and drummed the fingers of his right hand on the armrest. “That was quite a surprise to us. And by ‘us,’ I believe I mean humanity as a whole. No one knew the sethyd voice could reach such heights.”

      “I cannot say for certain, sir, but it seemed to me that the alloyed runes he possessed were what reacted to the scream. Not his—his bones or his blood.” Valco’s eyes flashed firelight as he stared at her. Nysska took another deep breath. “Sir…if I may, the other matter I wanted to bring up to you?”

      His profoundly creased face wore an unreadable expression. “Go on.”

      She leaned forward. Hands on her knees, mirroring his posture. “Sir, there exists a faction within the sethyds. It was much larger before the Krizo drove us from our home, but it’s still there—a faction that believes the sethyds are the world’s rightful rulers, and that intends to conquer the Empire and reduce humans to a race of servants.”

      Emperor Valco said, “Yes, yes, the Mountain Bulls. I already know about them.”
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      Camble Delakroy pushed open the door that led back into the rest of the palace. Just as they’d said, the two women in livery lingered nearby, talking quietly. They both looked around at her, and the one who had spoken last said, “May we help you?”

      “I was wondering where the nearest, ah, ‘ladies’ room’ might be.” Cam peered over to the right, where the hallway turned a sharp corner. “Around there, maybe?”

      The other woman pushed away from the wall. “Good guess. Here, I’ll show you.”

      Near as Cam could tell, the corridor down which the woman led her ran parallel to the short hallway Nysska had traversed to speak to the Emperor. Cam really did need to relieve her bladder, but when the woman showed her a door on the right-hand side of the hallway, she began to entertain another thought.

      Leaving the woman outside, Cam entered the ladies’ room. It was very much like the one in which she had spoken to Nysska earlier. Smaller. No window. But the dimensions looked promising. If her mental map of this wing of the palace proved accurate, maybe even ideal. After she had relieved herself and washed her hands, Cam went to the far wall and pressed her ear tight against it.

      Yes.

      Faintly, so faintly, she could hear voices. One of them might have been Nysska’s.

      Cam glanced back at the door to the hallway. It seemed to fit well enough in its frame, but to be safer, she stepped into the last stall and shut the door. With a deep breath and a flare of concentration she brought the power of her runes up, and the stall filled with soft silver light.

      Cam used the runes to look through the stone wall.

      Seconds later she gasped and clapped her hands over her eyes, shutting the runes down entirely, just as a knock sounded from outside. The door to the hall opened, and the liveried woman’s voice called softly, “Is everything all right, miss?”

      “Everything’s fine,” Cam said, carefully casual. “Just another moment.”

      As she washed her hands again, she prayed to the Dragon that the woman wouldn’t notice her trembling.
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        * * *

      

      Nysska’s jaw fell open. Only briefly. “You—I’m sorry, you already know—?”

      “The ‘Mountain Bulls’ is what they call themselves, correct? Yes, I’ve already taken care of it.”

      Nysska sputtered. She didn’t think she’d ever sputtered before. “Sir—but—how? How do you know? And, and you’ve taken care of it? How could y—”

      Valco cut her off again. “That is not for someone like you to worry about, Enforcer Stonegate. You are a subject of the Empire now, and more than that, you have proven yourself a valuable member of the Thaumetallicon. Some might say invaluable.” The hint of a smile raised one corner of his mouth. “Some might have used that exact word, in fact.”

      Nysska couldn’t decide which sensation was about to overrun her brain, relief or bafflement. She had gnawed at this revelation ever since that night on the slopes of Altamar. The night when she’d first revealed the Mountain Bulls’ plan to invade the human lands to Cam in a moment of painful honesty. Worried over it. Chewed on it until it had left a bloody wound in her mind and on her conscience.

      I’ve already taken care of it, she repeated silently. What could that possibly mean?

      Emperor Valco went on. “You see, for twelve generations our system of justice has relied heavily on the use of Thaumetallicon Sensors, such as your teammate, Camble Delakroy. Perhaps too heavily. When your Crucible encountered this force which rendered Sensor Delakroy’s talents impotent, well…that was where the Imperial training ended, wasn’t it? No one in the field had any idea what to do. We were not equipped to deal with the problem. We still aren’t.” Valco stood and moved closer to the fire, staring into it. “But you are. You were ready.”

      Nysska didn’t know if she was supposed to stand and join him or keep her seat. “Sir, I didn’t—”

      The fire threw the lines of his face into stark relief. “You gripped that lion by its mane and forced it to give up its secrets. You and the rest of the Ninth Crucible took all of the information, all of the details that the Empire would have overlooked, and saw the patterns of it. The depths. The meaning. I am deeply impressed, Enforcer. Here. Come to me.”

      Nysska rose. She tried not to look overtly suspicious, but the presence of the crossbow ports made that difficult. Moving slowly, deliberately, keeping her hands in plain view, Nysska went and stood a meter away from the Emperor, in front of the fire. She had to crane her neck to look up at him—a first for her.

      “There is someone I would like you to meet.” The Emperor made a tiny gesture with one hand, and a door in a shadow-laden corner behind her opened. “Allow me to introduce the Empire’s first sethyd Ambassador and Liaison to the Throne.” Nysska turned, putting her back to Emperor Valco just as he said, “Gerrit Longcrest.”

      That the Emperor couldn’t see her face in that moment saved her life, and Nysska knew it.

      Gerrit entered the light of the fire, moving past the furiously scribbling Scribe, and any words Nysska might have spoken or even thought locked up tight inside her. Gerrit wore splendid clothes of bronze-and-white leather and silk—more of the Imperial Tailor’s handiwork, she felt sure, which made her whirling brain wonder how long Gerrit had been there at the palace—as well as a placid smile that made her want to strike him across the face as hard as she could.

      That perfect face. Handsome even among other sethyds, now sporting a carefully-trimmed coal-black beard that complemented his boldly curving horns. The firelight turned his violet skin a ruddy sort of brown.

      “It is a true pleasure to meet you, Nysska Stonegate,” Gerrit said. He had never grown as comfortable with Plainish as she had, so his accent deeply colored his words. “I have heard many great things about the brave sethyd who killed the usurper and saved the Empire.”

      Nysska blinked. Blinked again. Summoning calm from…somewhere, she wasn’t sure where, she said, “I saved the Green Needles Territory, at most. And yes, it is a pleasure to meet you as well, Gerrit Longcrest.”

      They clasped hands. Gerrit’s face betrayed nothing, and by the time she turned back to the Emperor, neither did hers.

      “The sethyds,” Emperor Valco said, his tone mild. “You are a fascinating people. I never hesitated to offer you asylum, after your Crisis, did you know that? The first of you showed up on my shores, explained to me what had happened, and I welcomed you all with the proverbial open arms. With that amazing skin, and those exquisite horns, and the…the uniformity of your bodies. Just look at the two of you. Not a kilgram or a centim of difference. I told my Close Council, every sethyd woman I saw was beautiful, yet with just a touch of masculinity about her. And every sethyd man, handsome enough to make me envious, yet just a bit on the feminine side.” He peered closely at her. “And your eyes. I could write sonnets about sethyd eyes.”

      Nysska had no idea how to respond to any of that. She kept still and waited for him, Gerrit’s presence at her side as dangerous and oppressive as a swordpoint at her throat.

      “Now I realize,” the Emperor continued, “that I let your physical attributes distract me. You have proven that there are depths to the sethyd people of which I had no clue. And if one of those depths involves the solving of crimes without the use of argonium runes, well…invaluable indeed.”

      Something in his voice led her to say, “‘If,’ sir?”

      Valco’s eyes glittered. “Oh, I have yet to be fully convinced, Enforcer Stonegate. The Empire will make great use of your talents, assuming talents they are and not luck. If what I have heard proves to be the truth, and not the kind of embellishment that so often plagues a story told over kliks.” He showed her his teeth. “I mean to test you, you see. You and your Crucible.”

      Nysska swallowed. “Test us how?”

      His face hardened. “A crime has been committed. A crime that has stopped the Third Crucible in its tracks. You and Cullen and Bitters and Delakroy will go and perform an investigation of your own. If you can do for me there what you claim to have done in Green Needles, well…then we shall have a great deal more to discuss.” He waved a dismissive hand as he turned from her. “My staff will provide you all the details. You may go now.” His back to her, Valco went to a bronze-and-glass table in one corner of the room and poured himself a drink.

      “Here,” Gerrit purred beside her. “Let me walk you out.”

      “Your Brilliance,” she called to the Emperor, because she could think of nothing else to say. Nysska moved with Gerrit out into the short hallway that led to the room where the rest of her Crucible waited. The Infantrymen, apparently every bit as done with her as was the Emperor, stepped back through the doorway and left the two of them alone.

      As soon as they were alone, Nysska whirled on Gerrit and spoke in a quiet but forceful hiss. “What the fuck are you doing here? What is this?” She cast an anxious look in her teammates’ direction, but the door at that end of the hall remained closed. “You told him about the Mountain Bulls? What’re you trying to do?”

      “What we’ve always done,” he answered her with a tiny, smug smile. “We’re taking advantage of a situation.”

      She got closer to him, almost nose to nose. “Where is Mother? How is she?”

      His smile broadened into a grin, and he clapped her on the upper arm. “That is the question, isn’t it? Well. Sounds to me as though you have an investigation to get to.” After a tiny pause, he said, “The cat is out of the bag now, as the humans say, regarding the Mountain Bulls. But no one knows I’m your brother. No one knows you’re reporting to me. Keep it that way.”

      Nysska couldn’t help herself. “Or what?”

      Gerrit favored her with a disapproving look. “You know what. Don’t make Mother suffer needlessly.”

      Gerrit left her, vanishing through the door to the Emperor’s chamber, and Nysska did her level best not to hyperventilate.

      When she entered the room where the Ninth Crucible waited, Cam stood poised just inside the door, her body nearly vibrating with tension. Percy and Raoul hovered right behind her, looking equal parts irritated and confused. Nysska said, “What’s wrong? What happened?”

      “We need to get out of here,” Cam said, words unsteady. “Right now.”
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      Two hours later, as the sun began to set, the members of the Ninth Crucible sat around a hastily constructed campfire in a clearing off the Mikhail Road. Nysska and Percy had made sure to set up the camp far enough off the road to be out of earshot of any passing soldiers.

      “All right,” Raoul said, hands on his hips. “Both of you look like you’re about to have seizures. What’s going on?”

      Cam raised her eyebrows at Nysska. “You want to go first?”

      Nysska hesitated. “Does yours involve an immediate threat to our lives?”

      Cam’s face creased. “Maybe?”

      “Then you’d better go.”

      A ring of stones polished by generations of travelers’ hind ends provided a ready enough place for a huddled conversation, but once they had all taken seats Cam motioned for them to lean in even closer.

      “You all remember, when we were up at Altamar, and I said I could try to look through the stone and see what was around the corner, right? And Percy, you said something like, ‘Why the fuck didn’t we know you could look through fucking walls, that could’ve been fucking useful to us before now, fuck,’ right? Remember that?”

      The team affirmed the recollection with nods and grunts.

      Cam went on. “So, the reason you didn’t know about it—that I could look through things—is that it’s really severely frowned upon among Sensors. I’m allowed to use the runes to see, and to Read a crime site. Anything else, if I get caught doing it, I get censured. Severely.”

      Frowning, Raoul said, “Then why were you so eager to do it at Altamar?”

      “Because we were a long way from anybody who could’ve reported me, and I was afraid we were all about to get killed! Desperate times, desperate measures, all that shit. I should’ve said something about it once we got back—made sure none of you mentioned it to anyone—but then we got the summons to Caulspring, and I’ve had other shit to think about.”

      Percy seemed fascinated. “But why? Why’s it such a big fucking deal?”

      “For all the reasons that would come to you if you stopped and thought about it.” Cam ticked off items on her fingers. “Invasion of privacy. Cheating at gambling. Espionage. Plus, who would ever let a Sensor anywhere near them if it got out we could do shit like this?”

      Gently, Nysska asked, “What does this have to do with what happened today?”

      Cam seemed to steady herself with some effort. “I thought it was weird and irritating that the Emperor only wanted to talk to you. So I found a toilet room that shared a wall with the room you were in, and…I took a look.”

      Raoul’s brow wrinkled. “You spied on the Emperor?”

      Cam threw her hands up. “I’d never seen him before! Aside from paintings and statues, I mean. Also, I wanted to know what he was talking to Nysska about.”

      Flax and Jax had sauntered into the conversation ring and flopped down at Percy’s feet. He absently scratched Jax’s head as he watched Cam. “So? Did you see him?”

      “Did I ever.” Cam hugged herself, and her voice dropped to a whisper. “The Emperor—Emperor Valco—he’s got runes.”

      No one responded to that.

      A chill night breeze made the leaves in the surrounding trees rustle against each other, a sighing, wistful sound.

      Nysska said, “What?”

      “I know!” Cam’s eyes had widened, letting the whites show all around the runed irises. “Believe me, I know how this sounds. It’s impossible. But Valco’s got runes, all up his arms and legs and in his chest. Kind of like the Argonium Infantry, but I didn’t recognize any of the designs. Also—they weren’t silver.”

      “Great bleeding Dragon’s ball sweat,” Percy breathed. “He’s a, a, a fake? Like what they did to Wendell Anwar? Somebody’s killed the fucking Emperor?”

      “No.” Cam shook her head. “No, it’s—it’s weirder than that. Regular argonium runes are silver, and the ones we saw at Altamar were red.”

      Raoul’s patience seemed to have run out. He all but shouted, “What the hell were these, then?”

      “They were white.” Cam shuddered. “White as snow.” She looked from face to face. Plaintive. Scared, Nysska thought. “What does that mean?” Cam asked, her words shaky. “What the fuck does that mean?”

      Another breeze made Nysska’s restored braid shift against her back. “It means there are things about this situation we don’t understand.”

      “Oh, well thanks,” Percy snapped, springing to his feet. “Thanks for pointing out the absolute fucking obvious.” When Nysska cocked an eyebrow at him, he put up one gloved hand. “Sorry, sorry. I just—I feel like I need a fucking target.”

      “You said they were white,” Raoul said, moving closer to Cam. “You know what the red ones feel like. Were Valco’s like those?”

      Cam put her face in her hands. “No. Not at all. They felt like…like argonium, but not the same. I don’t know how to explain it.”

      Percy returned to his seat. “So. All right. So what do we do with this information? It flies in the face of everything I’ve ever heard about the Empire. And runes. And…fuck. Everything.”

      Carefully, deliberately, Nysska said, “It means we carry out the mission. Valco said he meant to test us with this investigation. Us, specifically—the Ninth Crucible. So until we understand what’s going on behind the scenes…I think we have to play the hand we’ve been dealt.”

      Raoul groaned, but said nothing. When neither Percy nor Cam said anything either, he turned to Nysska. “So what did you have to tell us?”

      Nysska shared a swift look with Cam. “It’s, uh…not as immediate as what Cam saw. It’s probably nothing, in fact, based on what Valco told me.”

      Percy picked up Flax and cradled her in his lap, stroking her head. Nysska thought it looked a bit like a child holding a security blanket. He said, “Fine. What the fuck is it, then?”

      “It’s…um. Well. It’s that there’s a faction within the sethyds called the Mountain Bulls, and before the Krizo killed most of us, they were putting together an army and were planning to invade the Imperial lands and conquer the humans. All the humans, I mean. All the humans everywhere. And I thought they were too weak to do anything after the Krizo, but it turns out they’re still out there, and I was going to tell Emperor Valco about them, but he said he already knew about them and had taken care of the problem. He even had a sethyd ambassador there that he introduced to me.”

      After a long, strained moment, the campsite erupted into heated shouting.
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      “I’m just trying to understand it,” Raoul said, for at least the fiftieth time.

      Nysska sighed. She caught sight of Flax and Jax at the edge of the clearing, stalking something in the underbrush, and silently wished them good hunting.

      “I didn’t tell you because I wanted you and Percy to have plausible deniability.”

      “But you told Cam?”

      “Cam figured it out. Put clues together. She’s very smart, you know.”

      The fire had burned low, but the second moon rode high in the sky, so Nysska could see Raoul’s eyes clearly as he glared at her. “And you knew this. All the time you were with us—all the time you were with the Forty-Seventh, you knew, and you didn’t say anything.”

      Cam and Percy sat near the diminished fire. Cam had her eyes closed and her Imperial-issue cloak pulled tight around her. Percy had both cats in his lap now, and didn’t seem bothered by the cold.

      Nysska spoke loudly enough for all three of them to hear her. “I’m sorry. All I can do is apologize for betraying your trust. I—look, my time in the Forty-Seventh made it clear as crystal how much humans hated me. And you didn’t want me in the Ninth yourself, Raoul, at least not to begin with. On top of that, if you’ll recall, at least nine out of every ten sethyds died on Patrinamonto, and the rest of us were more concerned with growing and hunting enough food in the Crags not to starve. I didn’t think any of the Mountain Bulls could pull their shit together well enough to organize any kind of army.” She paused, trying to gauge whether any of her words were getting through to him. “I should have told you. I wish I had. I’m sorry.”

      Raoul stared at her for a good fifteen seconds before turning away and throwing his hands up with a disgusted grunt. “Shit. Fuck. Fucking shit, Nysska, this is—it’s—how? How are we supposed to trust you now? How’re we supposed to go back to just functioning?”

      Nysska cleared her throat softly. “This may be a bad time to point it out, but we have no choice. The Ninth has to investigate this…this whatever it is. This crime. Raoul, I can only apologize so many times here, but if you’re not going to accept an apology, can we at least call a truce?”

      Raoul surprised Nysska by yawning. He said, “Part of me wants to laugh at all this. You’ve thrown us under a waterfall of information, Nysska, and my brain is soaking wet.” He looked around at the campsite as if seeing it for the first time, and his eyes finally settled on his tent. “A truce. Yes. Fine. A truce, and some sleep, and once I’ve had a chance to think everything through, we’ll talk. Yeah? How’s that sound to you two?”

      Cam and Percy both muttered variations of Fine with me. Raoul yawned again and stretched, but when he spoke again his voice held a note of dread. “Maybe Valco’s got this potential sethyd uprising under control. Maybe he only thinks he does. But one way or another, sooner or later, we’re going to be crotch-deep in shit. And I want to be prepared for how deep it is, how fast it’s flowing, and from which direction.” He headed for his tent, and over his shoulder said, “You should want the same thing.”

      Cam stood and brushed dust off her trousers. “Well, I’m going to bed.” Her runed eyes flashed at Nysska. “You coming?”

      Nysska held up a finger—Be right there—and spoke to Percy. “You taking first watch?”

      He nodded. “I’ll get you up in a few hours.”

      She paused next to him. “Are you angry with me, too?”

      With no trace of his usual mischief, Percy said, “I just wish you’d told us sooner. Dragon’s shit-caked bunghole, Nysska, this is fucking huge.”

      “Do you…think you’ll be able to forgive me?”

      Percy let out a long, slow breath, and lifted one corner of his mouth as he glanced up at her. “Probably.” He patted her hand. “Now get some fucking sleep, I don’t want any more surprises tonight.”
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"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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