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Foreword 

"Or What Came Before"

 

Some readers asked me to add a "The story so far" section to the beginning of my books much as they do for TV shows to remind you what you may have forgotten.  I thought it was a great idea, so I'll be doing that going forward!  

 

In the first book, Shadows in Amber, we meet Kuma Santos, son of Niran Santos, the head of Razor clan which is considered the largest and best run clan in the Undercity.  He is anxious about his upcoming entrance to the Academy where he will have a chance to attune to a faez crystal.  After a rough start, he manages to attune to an amber stone, which enhances his senses and starts his journey to becoming a great waku.  

 

We also meet Pandora, a spy sent to the Undercity to infiltrate the clans.  She manages to secure an invite to the Drops, the rival to Razor clan, and earns a sapphire stone which is considered one of the most powerful faez crystals available.  

 

During the course of the year, Kuma and Pandora meet, finding themselves drawn to each other despite the forbidden nature of their relationship.  The two clans aren't at war, but it's assumed that the peace could end at any moment.  Making things more complicated is the rise of the Alliance, which is a grouping of smaller clans who've come together creating a three-way standoff in the Undercity.  During a festival in the Terreno, Kuma and Pandora are forced into a duel which Kuma wins, sparing her life, despite the impact to his honor and his clan.  


Chapter One

 

The grand emptiness above Kuma threatened to crush him.  It was night in the city.  The skyscrapers glittered like jewels, extending impossible distances above, as if they were crystals grown from the earth.  He gaped at the sky from the comfort of the shadows.  

"Too much for you, grounder?"

The guy speaking to Kuma wore an oversized puffy orange jacket with the tip of an automatic weapon sticking from the front.  He wore a few pounds of silver around his neck, and his eyebrows had vertical lines shaved into them.  

Kuma girded himself.  Walking in the city was no different than being in Big Dave's Town or the Terreno.  The only variation was that there was no protective layer of rock above his head.  He had to remind himself that he wouldn't go flinging into the air, untethered from gravity if he stepped out of the archway.

"Been a while is all."

Two members of his clan came out behind him, stumbling into the street, laughing about some private joke.  

"Little Bear," said Xylos, jutting his chin.

"Hey, Xylos.  Adrena."

They both wore black clothes like him, but Adrenalynne wore a dark skullcap as well to hide the neon tattoos she'd gotten on the side of her shaved head.  They glowed like miniature theater marquees.  She could change the color or words by typing into her phone, a techno-enchantment she'd bought from a failed member of Cybermagics.  

"What are we waiting for, Deacon?"

The guy in the puffy orange coat nodded towards the street.  "For our ride to arrive."

As soon as he finished speaking, two black SUVs showed up.  The three Razor clan members climbed into the back of the second.  Deacon jumped into the passenger seat next to the driver and plugged his phone into the stereo.  Moments later a thumping bass was followed by noises that sounded vaguely like screams and EDM beats.    

Being in the back of the car was more comforting than standing outside.  Kuma hoped that he wouldn't have to be in the open too much.  He gestured to Adrenalynne in the silent speech of the Undercity, a place that rewarded silence with a longer life.

Can we trust them?

Adrenalynne rolled her eyes.  She tapped on her tragus implant where her faez crystal was located.  Kuma took the hint and tuned his amber to hear.  When she spoke subvocally, the words barely coming out as a whisper, he heard her as if they were speaking normally.

"Does it matter?  Your father sent us," said Adrenalynne.

"I thought you were in the city all the time?" he asked.

"Never run with the Black Crows before.  They've given us intel, and we run goods through them sometimes, but never a joint mission."

Kuma frowned.  "They don't look honorable."

"They're not, but if your father wants allies, they're one of the bigger gangs in the city.  It's not like we have a lot of options right now."

The rebuke from Adrenalynne hurt, but he couldn't argue.  The balance of power in the Undercity had shifted towards the upstart alliance clans in the northwest since they'd been finding unique stones like the black diamond that provided steelskin.  If Razor couldn't find their own new stones, they could easily get overrun.  The potential alliance with Black Crows was meant to provide much-needed manpower in exchange for faez crystals.  His father had agreed to provide them with half a dozen ambers, an emerald, and an opal in exchange for their support.  Kuma hated the idea that they were giving up stones to non-clan members, but his father had explained that these were extra.  Nearly everyone that could have attuned to them had already been given a chance, and once they had the manpower, they'd be able to find new and more interesting stones.  This job was meant as a gift to their new partnership.

Kuma caught Deacon watching them through the rearview mirror.  The signal for "being watched" ended their conversation.  Kuma spent the time staring out the window at the lights.  It felt like the first time he'd used his amber, when the world was so overwhelming he was lost to the sensations.  He was so busy focusing on the lights of the passing cars that when an enormous demon with a sword made of flame rose over a building, he exclaimed and shoved himself into the back seat.  

Deacon immediately busted up laughing, slapping his leg and hitting the driver as he pointed above the nearby apartment buildings.  

"I knew you'd never been in the city before," said Deacon, laughing as he looked over his shoulder.

Neither Xylos nor Adrenalynne had reacted to the appearance, and Kuma realized it was a trick.  

"We're passing the second ward," said Deacon.  "They make all sorts of crazy illusions near the Glitterdome.  Fucking rich, man, seeing your face.  You looked almost as bad as when you first stepped outside."

Kuma started to reach forward to grab Deacon by the throat, but Adrenalynne stopped his hand.  She shook her head covertly.  

"It has been a long time," said Kuma, grinding his teeth.  It'd been years.  Since his mother was alive.  They'd come up to the city during a rainy night on a whim when they'd been in Big Dave's Town.  The storm had made it seem less expansive and they'd stayed under the awnings along the street, splashing through puddles and marveling at the cars speeding past.  

A few times as they drove, Deacon rolled down the window and brandished his automatic weapon at groups of women on the sidewalk.  He whistled and asked them if they wanted to suck on his metal dick.

Kuma was regretting asking to be involved with the raid.  He'd wanted to show the clan that he could be useful.  Since the duel last year when he'd offered to let Pandora yield rather than killing her, they'd treated him distantly.  Second-year Academy waku usually didn't go on city jobs, but since he had two stones and the clan was stretched thin, they'd accepted his offer.  

About a half hour after they left the Goblin's Romp, Deacon turned down the music.  His dirty blond hair and gaunt pale skin made him seem like a ghoul as he grinned into the back seat.  

"We near the eleventh.  A warehouse we're gonna hit.  It's got a small army of plastic badges on site, but that shouldn't be a problem for you wonderkin."

"It's waku," said Kuma.  "What are plastic badges?"

"Rent-a-cops.  Hired security.  Good for keeping skater kids from pissing on your brick wall, but they won't stop us.  'Specially not with you three."

Adrenalynne leaned forward.  "I thought we were hitting an unguarded warehouse."

Deacon sucked on his teeth with a bored look.  "What would be the fun of that?  We don't need waku for hitting a place like that, and our boss wanted to know this stone shit ain't no trick."

"Are you saying we're lying about our stones?" asked Kuma as he made himself Heavy.  The SUV groaned as the shocks sunk down with the added three tons.  The driver made an exclamation and glanced over his shoulder.  Kuma switched back to his normal weight.  

"Look," said Deacon.  "I believe you and all that, but people be selling fakes for big jack.  The boss gotta know what Razor is offering is real."

"But this isn't the job we agreed on," said Adrenalynne.  

Deacon shot them a wink.  "I'm sure you'll do fine."

The SUV pulled into a gravel lot behind a convenience store.  Between the two vehicles, they had five Black Crows and the three Razor.  The drivers would stay and monitor the streets and the police channels.  One of the Black Crows was carrying a heavy duffle bag that sagged under its own weight.

"Once we start we got nine minutes to do the job before we'll have to shoot our way out."

"How do you know that?"

Deacon leaned away with a smirk.  "You think we runnin' blind up here?  We triggered the alarms a few weeks ago just to see how long it take."

Without waiting to see if they had further questions, Deacon headed the opposite way, behind the row of businesses.  He reached a fire scaffold and started climbing.  As more Black Crows went up, the entire structure rattled and a few lights came on in the apartment building.

"I don't like this," said Kuma.

"Neither do I," said Adrenalynne as she put her foot on the bottom rung.  "But unless you're calling it, I think we gotta keep going forward."

Xylos shrugged as he went after Adrenalynne.  "I've been on worse jobs."

After reaching the roof, they made their way until they reached the end of the apartment buildings.  A gap of ten feet between them and the warehouse was blocked by a barbed wire fence at the top on the opposite side.  

"You can see why we need you," said Deacon, gesturing at the fence.  He scrunched up his face as he looked at them.  "Which one of you is the emerald?  You can make it over, right?"

Kuma sighed.  "What do I do when I'm over there?"

Deacon handed him wire snips.  "You'll understand once you've cut a hole in the fence."  He shifted his mouth to the side.  "Probably want to make sure it's not electrified first."

"You can jump that?" asked Xylos with an eyebrow raised.

"Yeah."

Kuma moved back a ways, checking his blades to make sure they were safely tucked away.  He had a small pistol inside his jacket, but he was hoping he wouldn’t have to use it.  As he readied himself for the jump, he remembered the endless sky above him.  The idea that he was about to make himself light as a puff of air brought a wave of fear that he would make the leap and rather than arc over the fence, soar up and outward, until he was swept into the clouds.  Forever lost to the night sky.  

"What are you waiting for?" yelled Deacon with his arms raised.

Spurred by the comment, Kuma sprinted forward, cycling himself to Lightness as he hit the edge of the roof.  He slammed his foot down, propelling himself upward.  In the caverns of the Undercity, jumps like this made him feel powerful, but crossing the gap that went down four stories to the street level had him feeling powerless.  He cycled his feet as if that would help him move faster.  The soles of his shoes barely drifted over the barbed wire fence.  He landed softly, not a sound generated, waiting until after he'd hit to cycle to Heavy.  

Using the back of his hand, he brushed the fence to find that it wasn't electrified.  Then he used the snips to cut a hole through the fence.  Once he was finished, he saw what the Black Crows had in the duffle bag.  It was a portable aluminum bridge.  They threw him a rope, and once he had it, he pulled one end to his side and everyone crossed on their hands and knees.  

Deacon slapped him on the back.  "That was some fade-ass flying you did back there.  Wasn't sure you'd ever come down."

"Me neither," said Kuma.  

Deacon led them to an exit building at the center of the warehouse roof.  

"Once we blow through this door, we're on a timer.  Most of security is on the perimeter.  That'll give us time to reach the goods."

"What are we even trying to get?" asked Xylos.

Deacon flashed a grin.  "You'll see."

One of the Black Crows pulled out a small charge of explosives, but Adrenalynne waved him off.  She gripped the door handle and gave it a tug, using her topaz strength to snap the inner locks.  The door swung open at the same time alarms blared into existence.  

"Nice," said Deacon as he ran past Adrenalynne, headed into the stairwell.  

Xylos shrugged and followed.  Adrenalynne pushed Kuma forward, touching her tragus as a reminder to tune his amber.  As soon as he did he grimaced at the clatter of the alarms.  It sounded like a bell was being rung directly in his ear.  About the time he was halfway down the stairs, the pulse of an automatic weapon sounded at the bottom.  Kuma found the reason for the gunfire when he passed a dead security guard surrounded by a pool of blood.  

It wasn't that his clan hadn't killed their fair share of people over the years, but it was usually a last resort when things went wrong, not a main facet to their jobs.  Violence begets violence, his father had always instructed.  The more of it you put out there, the more that comes back.  The last thing they wanted to do was rouse the Invictus PD to investigate the clan.  And once you've moved to strike, it left you vulnerable to counterattacks.  Kuma was feeling mightily exposed as they ran across the packed warehouse.  

The space was filled with shipping boxes and barrels, wrapped and stacked on pallets for easy transport.  A worker on a fork truck dove off his vehicle, letting it crash into a steel girder when Deacon squeezed a round over his head.  

They reached an inner building that had a G&T logo on the door.  Deacon gestured towards Adrenalynne.  She stepped forward and kicked the door open.  The rest of the Black Crows and Xylos stayed on the outside, while Kuma and Adrenalynne followed Deacon into the building.  He moved through the narrow, zigzagging hallways as if he knew the place.  They passed shuttered offices that would probably be filled with workers during the day.  

Deacon stopped at a door with no windows that had a security panel on the outside.  When Adrenalynne moved up to open it, he waved her off and pulled a round puck from an inner pocket and set it next to the electronics.  His arrogant demeanor turned reticent as he placed the puck near the security panel and pressed a button on the outside.  A pair of crossed fingers told Kuma that they might have come all this way for nothing.

"How long is this gonna take?" asked Adrenalynne.

"A minute tops.  It's the best cracker hardware money can't buy," said Deacon.

While they waited for the door to be opened, Kuma walked to the next corner to have eyes on the cross-hallway.  The constant alarms had meant he'd kept his amber off, so he didn't hear the guard coming around the corner until he nearly ran into him.

Kuma kicked the barrel of the guard's gun, sending bullets into the concrete wall.  He stepped past the length of the weapon, bringing a stiffened hand into the guard's throat, which made him drop the rifle.  An open-hand slap to his forehead with a touch of Heavy knocked him out.  Kuma slid the weapon back towards the other two, and Deacon mimed clapping.  

"Impressive.  So it's more than the stones."

Kuma straightened his jacket and came back to the door as the puck lit up green.  

"Let's party," said Deacon, pushing into the room.  

The interior was no bigger than a bank vault.  The cooled interior was lined with smaller refrigerators.  Each one glowed with inner lighting.  Labels with strange names like "Lion Heart Basilisk" or "Purple People Eater" were affixed to the front.  

Deacon yanked a duffle bag out of his puffy orange jacket.  He searched for a particular name and opened the refrigerators, pulling out small boxes of vials and shoving them into the bag.  

"Take some if you want," he said with a wink.  

"What are these?"

"Special brews that you can't find anywhere else.  The latest and greatest of alchemical genius, even better than what you can get in the D'Agastine labs with a fistful of cash.  Time to blow!"

They followed Deacon out of the room to the sounds of gunfire.  The rest of the Black Crows were trading fire with the security team.  Xylos had his hands on the shoulder of one of the Black Crows, healing a gunshot wound while the guy grimaced.

Deacon pulled three pucks from his jacket, winked at Kuma, and flung the first two across the smooth concrete.  White gases emanated from the pucks, obfuscating their retreat path.  He lobbed the third one a moment later and motioned to cover ears.

A concussive blow sent the white smoke swirling, giving them an opportunity to run across the warehouse to the stairwell.  As they hurried up, Deacon said, "Six minutes, doing great."

The others ran across the aluminum bridge, shaking it thunderously.  Sirens approached the warehouse from a distance.  Kuma could see the red and blue lights bouncing off the nearby apartment buildings.  When he crossed the bridge last, right behind Adrenalynne, a trio of police vehicles sped beneath.  He thought they'd made it over without being spotted until the last car skidded to the side.  Officers leapt out, immediately firing their weapons.  

Reflexively ducking tipped the bridge off its anchors.  Adrenalynne leapt at the last moment, grabbing the edge of the opposite building.  But Kuma was only halfway across, and as he cycled to Lightness to make the jump, the bridge fell beneath him.  Without a solid structure to push off, he fell four stories, maintaining his Lightness until he hit the ground.  

The two officers who had fired on the bridge weren't paying attention to him as they'd probably assumed he would die from the fall.  Additionally, Deacon and the others were firing on their position, ripping up the police car with automatic fire.  

Presented with the side of the vehicle, Kuma ran for it, cycling to Heavy before impact.  He knocked the police car sideways, throwing both officers onto their backs, and climbed over with Lightness then knocked them both out before they could gain their bearings.  

Kuma sprinted around the apartment buildings wishing he was a topaz for speed, but no one from the security crew spotted him.  He raced past a trio of kids outside the convenience store on their skateboards, practicing tricks in the parking lot.  He leapt over one with Lightness on his way to the open door of the SUV where Deacon and the others were waiting.

They sped away as the door slammed shut.  Everyone was checking their six to make sure they hadn't been spotted.  It wasn't until they were headed into the third ward that everyone collectively relaxed.  Deacon gave a top-of-the-lungs whoop and bounced back into the seat.  He grinned into the back seat.

"That was some fade-ass shit back there.  Thought you were a goner when the bridge fell, and damn that was impressive, watching you knock that pig wagon back."

Kuma grinned back despite himself.  With his body flooded with adrenaline, he wanted to take off running for a few blocks, or leap on top of a building.  

Xylos gave him the sign for good job, which was a fist tapped twice to the chest.  Kuma could barely sit still enough to return the gesture.  

As they drove through the city, he realized his earlier fear of the open skies had been washed away, and he found himself staring at the tops of the buildings, wondering what it would feel like to live in the sky.  He was pretty sure that kind of life wasn't for him, but it was interesting to consider.  He thought the city folk would probably have the same reluctance to live where he did.  

When they returned to the Goblin's Romp, Kuma's leg was no longer bouncing and his shoulder started to ache from slamming it into the cop car.  They climbed out along with Deacon, who gave them handshakes and shoulder bumps.

"Good heist, man.  Good heist.  I'm sure we be working together again after the boss hears about tonight."

"Next time it'll be in the shadows," said Adrenalynne grimly.

"I ain't afraid," said Deacon as he climbed back into the passenger seat.  

The two SUVs sped away, leaving them standing outside the Goblin's Romp back entrance.  Xylos jabbed his thumb towards the inside.  

"I ain't ready to go back down.  Anyone want to grab a few Pale Paws and a game of Runic Risk?"

"Count me in," said Adrenalynne as she punched Xylos in the arm, then pushed him towards the door.  "Kuma?"

He sighed and stared at the glittering night sky.  "I'll be along in a minute.  Need to wind down."

Once he was alone, Kuma walked away from the safety of the brick wall until he had a good view of the Spire at the center of the city.  Staring at the enormous tower, twice the height of the nearest building, made his neck hurt from craning it so far back.  He lasted for a few minutes, until standing in the open made him feel like he was going to be attacked and he headed inside where he could relax with his clanmates after a successful job.

 


Chapter Two

 

The dig site sat at the bottom of a deep bowl, illuminated by glow lanterns hung on poles.  The sound of water splashing from a stream that ran through the center was barely audible above the twin generators echoing through the cavern.  

Pandora leaned on her elbows between Choo-Choo and Navos.  She held up four fingers, signaling the number of Eights clan members she saw clustered around the hole, then pointed to a secondary dome of light at the far end of the cavern and held up two more fingers.  Along with the four workers they assumed were deep in the hole by the number of oxygen lines running down, the excavation crew numbered ten.  The three Drops clan members slid back down the rise.  

"Fucking Eights," whispered Choo-Choo angrily.  "This is our territory."

"We should go back and get more and show them the price of stealing our stones," said Navos, equally heated.

"By the time we get back, they'll be gone.  It's the same as the others," said Pandora.

For the last few months, dig sites had been found inside their territory in the region that bordered the alliance clans to the north.  They'd find abandoned holes with empty oxygen tanks and litter from their meals.  The clans wouldn't stay longer than eight hours, which wasn't enough time for patrols to return to the Pajot for additional numbers.  Talk of increasing the size and quantity of patrols had been shot down, since the Drops were already struggling to protect their own dig sites in the disputed region between them and Razor.  The Drops had the largest population amongst the clans, but too many of their number were noncombatants, tied up farming the terraces for food and drugs.  

"I hate this," said Choo-Choo.  "We're getting picked apart at the edges and the only thing we're mining are ambers, the occasional topaz, and those null stones that only the mages can use."

"We can take them," said Pandora.

"You're kidding, right?" asked Choo-Choo.

"We have two sapphires and they won't know we're coming.  They think they have the entrance covered, but didn't realize there was a separate entrance through the ceiling.  If we don't start taking chances, they will pick us apart, and once one of the clans gets a stone superiority, it's game over for the rest."

Their silence was made from the bones of the clan's failures.  After Shade's End, the incidents between the clans had been more frequent, and recently they'd heard that Demon Dogs had found more black diamonds.  While some thought it was only rumor, designed to encourage mistakes, the clan leadership had taken it seriously.  While they still trained at the Academy, half their time was spent on patrols or other important clan business.

"What about the peace?" asked Navos.

"Fuck the peace," said Choo-Choo, pounding his fist into an open palm.  "I say yes, but I'm only an amber.  You two are going to have to do the heavy lifting."

"We need all three of us," said Pandora.  "And as far as the peace, these Eights are in Drops territory.  We have the right to defend ourselves.  No one would rule against us."

"Assuming we lived to tell the tale.  It's six against three, and two of them have automatic rifles," said Navos.

Choo-Choo pulled out a pistol from his inside vest pocket.  The cavern was warm and he had a patina of sweat across his chest.  

"I have this, but once we get in a shooting war, we're outgunned."

"Guns aren't going to win this.  Not at first anyway.  We have to get close enough that they can't afford to use them or risk killing their own," said Pandora.

"Okay, theoretically, if we did this, do we take out the four or two first?" asked Choo-Choo, running a hand over his slick bald head.

"The four," said Pandora.  "Once we take them out, we'll have numbers on the other two and their workers as hostage."

Navos screwed up his mouth as he glanced in the direction of the lights.  "Are you sure we can do this?  You're not trying to make up for the duel, are you?"

"Of course I'm trying to make up for that," said Pandora, looking away angrily.  "No one trusts me.  I worked so hard to be accepted and then he took that away when he offered yield."

"Would you have preferred he cut your throat?" asked Choo-Choo.

"I would have preferred to win," said Pandora.  "He surprised me when he leapt through the stalactites, but I should have seen it coming."

"Was an epic duel," said Choo-Choo, nodding.  "And I appreciate you not killing him before I could."

Pandora rolled her eyes.  "Thanks, asshole."  She tossed a pebble between their feet.  "But this isn't just about me.  We all know things are going sideways.  Someone's backing the alliance clans, giving them money and more weapons and people, shifting the power in their favor.  Razor's not sitting on their hands either."

"Would have never expected them to bring in a city gang," said Navos, shaking his head.

"Which means we need to start taking chances if we're going to survive," said Pandora.

"You know I’m in."

Choo-Choo leaned his head towards Navos, who knocked the swath of blond hair from his face before nodding with a single shoulder shrug.  

"If you think we should."

Pandora crawled up to the edge.  It was more than the Drops' future at stake—it was her own.  Since the duel, she feared her mother's superiors no longer viewed her as useful, and if she ever turned into a liability, a simple leaked bit of information would leave her at the end of Duro's knife, or dropped into a deep, dark hole.  

"What's the plan?" asked Navos as he knocked his bleach blond hair out of his eyes.

She reached out with her sapphire.  The dig site was about eighty feet from their location, right at the edge of where she could feel with her stone.  

"The weapon is new.  I can't touch it."

"If you can't, then I certainly can't," said Navos.  

"We have to get there fast or we're dead meat," said Choo-Choo.

"And there's the question of their stones.  Any clues to what they have?" asked Pandora.

Choo-Choo extended a finger towards the Eights clan member standing on a ridge on the opposite side of the excavation hole.  

"I'd bet Navos' sapphire she's an amber the way she's kinda spacey and distant.  A strong one.  A Hawk."

Pandora nodded.  She'd thought the same thing but wanted confirmation from her friends.  

"The guy with the gun might just be a soldado.  Would be overkill to send six waku for one dig site," said Navos.  "I can't imagine the Eights have that many waku to spare."

"Fair point," said Pandora.  "You think you can take the guy with the gun with your pistol?"

"I thought you didn't want to get into a firefight."

"I don't, but we need him out of the way.  I figure Navos and I can Pull ourselves down to their location and once they spot us, you can take out the gun.  Once he's out, we should be able to clean up the rest, two sapphires against an amber and two others.  If we're quick, then the two at the entrance won't have a choice but to flee."

"Not worried about survivors?" asked Choo-Choo.

"This is our territory, we have a right to defend it.  You good?"

Navos screwed up his mouth.  "Better plan than I could come up with."

Pandora gestured to their left.  "You should come at him from a different angle in case Choo-Choo doesn't take him out. That way he can only get one of us before we get close enough for our sapphires."

Navos nodded and began moving along the ridge towards the location she'd suggested.  Once he was away, Choo-Choo frowned at her.  

"You're trying to protect me, keep me up here in case things go wrong."

"Now why would I do that?"

Choo-Choo stared at the ground.  "For the same reason you keep bringing Vasy and my mami gifts."

"I like them."

"They like you."  Choo-Choo cocked a grin.  "You know my mami keeps asking if you're my girlfriend."

Pandora nodded towards Navos.  "Not going to tell her?"

"Like all mothers, she wants kids."

"Not mine."

Choo-Choo tilted his head.  "You never talk about her, or your dad."

"For good reason.  Navos is in position.  You ready?"

He held up the pistol.  "You know I’m a terrible shot."

"Just don't hit me," she said as she crouched at the edge of the ridge and pulled out her twin blades.  

Pandora gave Navos the signal as she leapt from the edge, using her sapphire to tug on the ceiling, propelling herself forward then Pushing as she neared the ground.  The Hawk sensed them immediately, crying out an alarm, but it took the guy with the gun a moment to orient towards them.  He hesitated between her and the rapidly approaching Navos, which was enough distraction.  A single shot from Choo-Choo knocked the guy with the rifle over a pile of equipment, the weapon tumbling from his hands.  

As she arced towards the excavation site, Pandora swiped out her hand, knocking over the glow lights and shattering all but one of the bulbs, leaving the area cast in shadows and dimness.  Landing near the oxygen tanks, Pandora had to defend herself as the Eights with a long spear leapt after her.  She tried to knock him back with a strong Push, but he jammed his metal spear into the ground, halting his movement.  

Topaz.  

And he was used to fighting sapphires.

He leaned down, clicked something on his boots, and approached with his weapon extended forward.  It had more reach than her short blades.  She tried to knock him back when he thrust with his spear, but his feet didn't move and he brought the bladed tip around, forcing her to bend backwards to avoid getting her throat slashed.  

Before he could bring it back around, she Pulled herself backwards, out of his range.  The purpose of his boots became clear.  They anchored his feet to the ground, making her sapphire less useful.  Pandora leapt back in, focusing on disrupting his spear rather than the warrior, but he was a topaz and his strength made him hard to counter.  

She attacked the shaft of the spear, but gave up when she realized the entire thing was made of steel.  Normally, an entirely metal weapon would be too heavy to wield effectively, but his topaz overcame the limitations.  Their blows came fast and furious, her blades ringing sparks against his spear.  She Pushed and Pulled on his arms, disrupting his attack, but he was too strong to nullify.  

Pandora caught the approach of the other two Eights running furiously their way.  If she didn't kill the Topaz soon, she'd be outnumbered.  Distracted by their advance, the Topaz made a leaping advance, his spear thrusting towards her heart.  She was too slow for the block.

A blast exploded in her ear and the Topaz went down hard with a hole in his chest.  Choo-Choo nodded to her as he aimed at the approaching guards, firing at a steady clip and forcing them to dive to the ground.  

To her left, Navos was wiping his blades on his pant legs.  Two lifeless bodies were strewn near his feet.  Without a way to counter his sapphire, they'd been easy targets.  

Pandora was reaching out to the two guards on the cavern floor with her sapphire, checking if the weapon had been in the Undercity long enough to make it vulnerable, when she heard Choo-Choo yell to take cover.  She barely dove to the ground before a figure appeared from behind the pile of equipment, spraying bullets in an arc.  

The first waku that Choo-Choo had shot appeared to be unharmed.  Before he could fire, the pistol flew out of Choo-Choo's hand and tumbled past the Eights Sapphire.  

Pandora grabbed the spear from the fallen Topaz, and when the Sapphire turned to fire at Navos, who was sprinting behind a rocky outcropping, she threw the weapon.  He never saw it coming.  It hit him in the side and she was about to pump her fist in victory until she realized the spear had bounced off his flesh.  

"Oh fuck," exclaimed Choo-Choo from her right.  

He was both a Sapphire and a Black Diamond.  With a gun.  Pandora checked behind them, but it was too far to the ridge.  They'd get mowed down before they reached its safety.  With nowhere to go but forward, she leapt upward, using the ceiling to Pull herself high, then again towards the Sapphire.

The barrel of the rifle almost made it around when she landed, putting her shoulder into his chest.  It felt like slamming into a brick wall.  He fell from her overwhelming momentum, but she'd taken the brunt of the impact against his steelskin.  

She abandoned her blades and fought for the rifle, but he kneed her in the gut.  With her hands on the barrel, she lobbed it away, knowing that he couldn't touch it with his sapphire either.  

The scramble had given the two guards a chance to advance again.  When the one with the rifle lifted it to fire, she Pushed, knocking them down like bowling pins.  But the distraction gave her opponent a chance to grab her around the neck.  She couldn't Push him away, because he was Pulling her towards him.  His strength was equal to hers.

His iron grip was crushing her larynx.  Pandora pounded on his arms, but he'd locked them in place with the steelskin.  Spots were rapidly forming in her vision.  Choo-Choo tried to come to her rescue, but was knocked away with a Push.  

A trio of gunshots had her worried that her friends had been hit, but she saw Navos running towards her with Choo-Choo's pistol in his hand.  When the last Eights member tried to Push him away, Navos countered with a Pull.  When he reached them, he fired two bullets into the side of the Eights member, but they deflected off his steelskin, one of the bullet fragments impacting into her hip.  

The world started to fade away.  She couldn't break his grip, and he was impervious to their weapons.  As the spots in her vision were connecting, Navos leaned into view, forced the barrel of the pistol into the Eights' mouth, and pulled the trigger.  

The explosion threw his head back, splattering warm dark blood on the ground.  The Eights member vacantly stared at the ceiling.

"No steelskin in there," said Navos.

The stranglehold released, allowing Pandora to fall away, sucking in precious air.  While she coughed painfully, the staccato of gunfire erupted over her head.  

By the time she recovered, the workers in the hole had climbed out and there were no living Eights waku.  Choo-Choo was busy binding the workers' hands and shaking them down for stones.  He held up a small leather bag when he noticed Pandora had sat up.

Pandora grabbed a water bottle sitting near the hole and drained it in an attempt to soothe her throat.  Her hand touched blood at her hip, but after pulling down the loose pants, she found the wound was superficial and would close on its own.

"How's the haul?"

Choo-Choo shrugged.  "Dozens of stones, but no idea if they're useable.  Some weird colors, but I think that's normal.  Ol' Gaunt will have to figure it out."

Pandora rubbed her throat while she nodded.  The Drops employed a Hall mage for interfacing with the magical world.  Luscious Gaunt, in addition to his regular duties, had become their expert on the identification and use of faez crystals.

"What about the waku stones?"

"Navos grabbed them," said Choo-Choo, wagging his eyebrows.  "Clan leadership will be beside themselves over the black diamond, even if there's nothing from the pit."

Behind them, Navos was pacing near the kneeling workers.  Their hands and mouths were bound and they looked terrified.  Navos had the pistol in his fist as he mumbled.  

When she met his gaze, he said, "We can't let them go back, right?"

Pandora pulled herself to her feet tenderly.  She was joined by Choo-Choo as they approached Navos.  His hands were covered in blood and his face had splatters across the jaw and forehead.  

"Nav?" asked Choo-Choo.

The anguish in Navos' eyes was palpable.  

"This was your first fight, wasn't it?" asked Pandora.

Navos swallowed and looked away.  "It's never come around.  I've always been on the patrols or guard duty when nothing happened.  Until now."

"The first one is never easy."

"First?" he shot back.  "I killed four.  They almost killed me."

Choo-Choo approached Navos with his arms out.  "You did great, Nav.  But now it's over.  You can relax."

Navos gestured wildly with the pistol in his hand.  "But what about them?"

"Let us decide," said Choo-Choo, gently taking the gun from his grip and pulling Navos into an embrace.  The taller Drops member sobbed as soon as his forehead tucked into Choo-Choo's shoulder.  

Pandora crouched by the workers, who were watching her with wide eyes.  Bending at the hip made the wound ache, but she wanted to get a good look at them.  Two men and two women of various ages.  She slipped her finger into the gag of the first woman and tugged it free.

"What's your name?"

She spoke in a language Pandora didn't understand.  It could have been Scandinavian for all she knew.  The woman had dark hair and a blotch of purple birthmark on her neck.  She looked like a woman who'd led a hard life, and not by choice.

"You understand me?" asked Pandora.

The woman kept speaking in her language, forcing Pandora to sigh and return the gag.  She moved to the next woman, who was a little younger.  Her lips were cracked and she had a bruise around her eye.  

"Can you understand me?"

"Yes," replied the woman in a heavy accent.  "Please don't kill us.  They make us go in deep places.  Dig their stones.  Beat us if we resist."

"Where did you come from?"

"I live in apartments in ninth ward, but couldn't pay rent because lose job.  Someone told me about good work with good pay and when I show up, they take me into ground and make me dig.  Live in shit room at Grotto."

"What or where is Grotto?"

"Big cave, lots of tents, stinks like smoke and shit.  Keep us there.  Will you let us go?  Or will you kill us?" asked the woman.

Choo-Choo had his arm around Navos' shoulder, but he had heard the description.  He shared a concerned look with Pandora.  Letting them go was almost the same as killing them.  Four workers without a way to defend themselves, and no way to find their way out.  They could wander the endless cave systems for days.  

But they couldn't take them back to the Pajot either.  The Drops wouldn't accept them since they'd been working for the Eights and on their territory.  Bringing them back might as well be a death sentence.  

"What do you want?"

"Let us go.  We find our way out," said the woman.

Pandora didn't think so, but she wasn't going to argue with the woman's delusion.  She joined Choo-Choo, who had deposited Navos on the ridge, where he was wiping his face with a handkerchief and drinking water.  

"What do you think?" she asked Choo-Choo.

"They're dead either way, but at least it's their choice."

"What if we took them to the Terreno?  It's out of our way, but not terribly so."

Choo-Choo frowned.  "Not a good look."

Pandora nodded.  If it got back to the leadership that they'd let the workers live, it could come back to haunt her.  

"Are you going to kill them?"

Choo-Choo paled, his lip snarling with distaste.  

"And we know Navos can't."

She held out her hand and he gave her the pistol that he'd taken from Navos.  After retrieving her blades, she cut the bindings from the workers and told them to remove their gags.  

"Grab your travel supplies," she said, gesturing towards the bags in a pile.  "Be ready to move."

The workers cautiously retrieved their gear, pulling out headlamps and fixing them to their foreheads.  They glanced amongst themselves.  

Pandora approached the woman she'd spoken with and grabbed her hand, placing the pistol against her palm, then gently squeezing her fingers over the grip.  

"Head back through the tunnel where you came, but instead of going left towards the Grotto, try to go right occasionally.  You might find your way to the Terreno, or you might not.  Trade the gun for passage out.  That's the best I can do."

The woman stared at the gun as if it were a live serpent.  She held it awkwardly.

"Go.  Before I change my mind.  Good luck.  May the shadows keep you safe."

Pandora watched as they stepped over the dead Eights on their way out, their lights bobbing in the darkness of the cavern.  The woman she'd given the gun to spit on the guard who'd had the rifle, and one of the men grabbed the weapon, checking back when he had it in his hands.  Pandora waved and they quickly hurried towards the tunnel.

"Was that a good idea?" asked Choo-Choo.

"Were you going to shoot them?"

He shrugged.  "They'll die down here."

"At least they have a chance."  She jutted her chin at Navos.  "He ready to move?"

Choo-Choo nodded.  

She wasn't sure when she'd assumed the leadership role in their little group, but the battle with the Eights had confirmed it.  Pandora dug through the Eights' gear, making sure they hadn't missed anything valuable, and then shouldered the other rifle as they headed out of the cavern with a bag full of stones and the stink of death in their noses.

 


Chapter Three

 

The clan headquarters inside the Machi was a larger, multi-level building like the housing, with flat ceramic tile roofs and sliding paper doors.  The central dining area was barely occupied, only a few tables with clan members.  Kuma reached the back of the complex, where Carlos stood guard outside the chamber where his father was meeting with his Shadows.  

"Where's Adrena?"

"Problems in Big Dave's Town."

A raised murmuring reached them through the walls.  The interior was enchanted to keep their voices from penetrating, but sometimes the vibration could be heard.

The corners of Carlos' eyes creased.  "Getting pretty heated in there."  He gestured upward.  "City okay?"

"Yeah," said Kuma vacantly.

"Been a while since you've been up top," said Carlos, nodding.

"A while.  Forgotten how overwhelming it can be to be outside."

"You get used to it.  Not completely, but it gets less terrifying over time."

"It bothered you?"

Carlos smirked.  "It bothers everyone.  Hard not to."  

He rapped his knuckles on the wooden structure.  The door slid opened slightly, revealing Instructor Kaz's chubby face.  

"Where's Adrena?"

"Problems.  Big Dave's Town."

The door opened wide enough for Kuma to enter.  The conversation died as everyone's gaze fell upon him.  His father and his Shadows were sitting around the ebony table with cups of tea.  The room smelled like lavender.  

Instructor Kaz jabbed a thumb in his direction.  "Said there were problems in Big Dave's Town."

Niran frowned.  "What happened?"

"Theft.  Delilah was hit by one of the clans.  They escaped into the western tunnels and disappeared in the Wastelands before anyone could catch them.  Delilah was irate, complaining that her protection money wasn't getting her anything.  Adrena and Xylos stayed behind to investigate and calm Delilah and the other business owners."

"I see," said Niran, his lips bunched.  "Take a seat.  We'll get to you in a moment after we finish our discussion."

Kuma found a chair against the back wall and placed his hands in his lap.  

"The raid on Delilah's bar proves my point," said his uncle Brazio, gesturing towards Kuma.  "We look weak and they're chipping away our edges.  Soon they'll come for the meat.  We need to strike first."

There was a head nod from Natsuo Torres, who was the business manager of the clan.  He was the oldest member of Shadows, with deep valleys of wrinkles and round glasses that made him appear an inquisitive owl.  He spent much of his time in the city, selling their illicitly acquired goods and making deals to keep the clan out of the eyes of the city police departments while keeping track of the finances.  His silk suit would have fit in at the top corporations in the first ward.  

The other two Shadows at the table, Instructor Kaz and Gabrielle Au, looked less swayed by the comment.  The latter was the clan's resident mage, a woman of considerable power and beauty.  Her blonde ponytail was pulled back tight enough to tug at her dark eyebrows.  She was in charge of anything regarding the Halls or the use of magic within the clan.  A bracelet around her wrist glittered with uncolored stones that increased the reach of her abilities.  

"Strike who?" asked Niran as he stroked his stark-white goatee.  "Hit the Drops and the Alliance finishes us.  The same is true the opposite way and I'm not sure we can eliminate the Alliance with their new stones.  Between the black diamonds and rumors of other powerful stones, their numbers, and their shadow backers, we might be outmatched."

"Might," said Brazio, pounding his fist on the table, rattling the teacups on their saucers.  "We've no proof of these shadow backers.  You have us jumping at shadows, but the longer we wait, the more powerful our foes become."

Natsuo adjusted his glasses by pushing on the bridge with a forefinger.  

"Your brother has a point.  The hit on the tunnels last week cost us hundreds of thousands of dollars and two soldados.  They've never dared to attack our tunnels.  If we don't hit back, then they'll continue to harvest our work."

News of the hit had Kuma sitting tall.  He hadn't heard about it, which meant the leadership was keeping it quiet.  The clan had built tunnels crisscrossing the Undercity and they used electric carts to move around illicit goods safely and quickly.

Niran quietly took a sip from his tea.  "Who do you propose to hit?"

Natsuo adjusted the cuff of his sleeve.  "I'm only telling you that our finances aren't looking good and these problems, the disruptions in Big Dave's Town and hits on our transport network, have created liabilities.  Our city-generated income is down sixty-three percent this year.  We're focusing far too much time on mining and not enough on income, unless we're planning on selling our excess stones."

"Excess stones?" asked Niran.  "We've barely enough to cover our future waku.  Our mines are the worst in the Undercity.  The other clans have access to much richer sites, leaving us far behind.  If we can't change this soon, we'll be overrun by their superior stones.  Those black diamonds keep me up at night.  We need our own source, which means we need to delve around the old Persphony mines.  It's deep enough that we might find our own source of interesting stones."

Brazio drummed his fingers on the ebony table.  "Or we can take the stones from our enemies.  They might have better mines, but we have better warriors and the best and largest Academy.  Let me hit one of the smaller clans.  We'll get in and out before they know we're there."

"We've far too many problems already.  Creating new ones will make our problems worse.  If you hit the smaller clans, the rest of the Alliance will come down upon us," countered Niran.

"Not if there are no survivors.  Like you said, we don't have enough waku or soldados for mining and protection and everything else.  But we can get all three of those things with pinpoint raids.  I'll choose targets we can overwhelm—the smaller clans.  It'll get us stones, funds, and eliminate the need to mine, which will keep us protected.  Like you said, we have too many problems.  But let me take a select group north of the Terreno where the Antimagus make their home.  They're rich in stones, but weak of heart.  They scrap like children with no sense of discipline."

The nods from the other Shadows had Kuma wondering if his father's position was less tenable than he'd previously thought.  Despite his initial disagreements, his uncle's plan made sense.  They had too many problems and not enough manpower to address them.  Hitting a smaller clan could ease the pressure.  

Niran didn't answer at first.  He checked with each of his Shadows before addressing the group.  "We're not breaking the peace.  While I agree that plan sounds logical, the risks are too great.  If even one person gets away and we're identified as the perpetrators, the rest of the clans will turn on us and wipe us from the Undercity."

"It's not my fault you tied our hands with that agreement," said Brazio angrily with fists presented on the table.

Kuma didn't need his amber to sense the shock from the other Shadows.  This open challenge was new.  His father glanced in his direction, a barely perceptible hesitation in his gaze before he turned to his brother.

"The agreement was the only thing keeping us from a collapse.  The problems we have now are only a third of what we were dealing with a year ago.  We squandered far too many waku and soldados on pointless battles for pride.  The other clans bring in new members from outside their ranks, swelling their numbers and making it harder to compete.  While our system has benefited us for decades, the addition of the stones has raised the stakes.  We must adapt and grow, or we'll become like the Vipers."

"I would put any one of our waku against three of the Alliance," said Brazio with a raised chin.

"I agree our warriors are the tops, but both you and Kuma were nearly bested."

Brazio scoffed.  "Don't confuse duels and scraps, brother.  I know it's been a long time since you've been in one, but they're not the same.  There are no rules in a scrap.  Surprise and superior tactics make a winning strategy."

Niran ran his palm across the smooth wood as he matched gazes with his brother, who eventually looked into his lap.  The pulsing of Brazio's jaw was constant.

"What are your thoughts?" asked Niran to the rest of the Shadows.

Instructor Kaz cleared his throat.  "I cannot speak to which strategy is better, but our Academy students are ready to scrap whether that's on patrol or if we fight a secret war."

"Gabrielle?"

The blonde mage had been fidgeting with her bracelet.  "There are other options, Solrei.  I have contacts within the Hall.  A few mages on retainer would go a long way to bridging the gap in resources."

"We can't trust the mages.  Look what nearly happened to the city because of their hubris, and once they were here they would see the value of what's happening in the Undercity.  It would be a short-term fix, but cause more problems in the future."

"What about other resources?" asked Gabrielle, cagily referencing a previous private conversation.

"No.  I appreciate your willingness to put yourself at risk, but that option is even less palatable."

Gabrielle inclined her head towards the table.  "Understood."
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