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In the third book of the series, The Sapphire Stratagem, the two rival clans of Razor and Drops were forced to combine after the Alliance with the help of the Crows destroyed the Machi.  The Drops leadership see the only way to survive against the much larger and more funded Alliance is to strike at the heart of its clan, taking out their leaders and especially Dominion Thule.  

 

Duro and Brazio formulate a plan to sneak into the Nest at the Alliance, but it will require solving numerous problems including scaling a cliff in complete silence, crossing an area without guards setting off alarms, getting through an enchanted vault door, and killing the Alliance leadership.  They split up the young warriors into groups to work on solving these problems.  

 

The former rivals within the clan Kuma and Choo-Choo must overcome their pasts while struggling to solve the impossible problems the warleader has set before them, while Pandora must wrestle with the idea that she's betrayed her family.  They eventually find a way to assault the Alliance headquarters and the mission goes mostly as planned until the very end when Pandora learns that her grandfather anticipated the attack and used it to eliminate his rivals within the Alliance.  At the same time they're hitting the Alliance, the mercenary Titus Cabone, captures their friends and families and executes the clan leader Daraja.  Most of the attackers are either killed or captured with only Choo-Choo, Yara, Tick, Pandora, and Kuma escaping, though the later two end up in the Eternal City.


Chapter One          

 

Pain was familiar to Camina.  To become a waku meant a continuous dance with the agonies of training.  The best made pain their friend.  During her few short months in the Drops, she'd witnessed Duro working out in a cavern, running up a vertical wall, thirty feet high, then leaping to a hanging bar where he did a hundred pull-ups before dropping to his feet, then starting all over.  Camina got bored long before he'd finished.  It'd been a lesson that greatness did not come cheap.  The stones, while powerful, were not a shortcut to glory.  They were only the beginning of a long and torturous path.

The pain Camina was experiencing now was not meant to better her, but to break her spirit.  She knelt in a pool of her own blood and sweat.  Minutes became hours.  Hours had become days.  

To her surprise, they'd let her keep the opal and amber stones attached to her belly button.  Under normal circumstances, she'd use the opal to heal her wounds, but drained of energy from the constant beatings, she had little left in the tank, and what was there, she was saving in case she needed to find an early exit.  It was theoretical, of course, how to take one's life using one's own opal, whispered late in the night when they'd gathered at the Academy discussing the limits of their powers.  But it'd been a practical discussion given that a competent torturer with an opal could injure and heal someone for months, or years on end.  Camina wondered if they'd let her keep her stones to test her will.

When a door opened somewhere nearby—she could barely see through puffed-up eyes—Camina's arms started to shake in anticipation.  They were clamped in manacles and hanging above her head, and the involuntary movement made the ache in her shoulders worse.

A set of expensive leather shoes approached her spot at the center of the room, staying outside the puddle of bodily fluids.  Camina spat, wishing she could mar the shoes in a pointless act of defiance. 

"Release her arms."

The voice was like honey mixed with glass.  Even though she wasn't the target, she felt the compulsion layered within the tones.  She was being visited by a maetrie—a city elf.  

The clicking of locks was followed by the release of her arms, which fell to her sides, the blood rushing back in, bringing on a new round of agony.  Camina whimpered as she bent over on her knees, the shame of vulnerability long since past.  

"They tell me you haven't been very cooperative."

Camina flinched.  The voice felt like she was being grabbed roughly and forced to pay attention.  

"I don't know anything beyond the plan, which you already know about since it's over."

"That's not what I'm asking."

Hearing him was both sweet and bitter, rich chocolate mixed with eye-watering capsaicin powder.  

"Where is Pandora?"

"I don't know.  I told the others the last time I saw her was when we first entered the complex.  I hoped she was right behind us when we jumped into the waterfall.  Your patrol picked me up at the end of the canyon and here I am."

A long pause.  "Look at me."

Her head was as heavy as a boulder.  Camina squinted through one partially open eye to see the leader of the Alliance clan, Dominion Thule.  Some called the maetrie handsome, but he made her stomach crawl despite his superior features.  He should have been attractive, but something about the sharpness of his cheeks and chin and the deadness in his eyes made him ghoulish.  He wore an expensively tailored suit, probably custom made, but it did nothing to hide the fiend beneath the clothing.  

"I told you—"

"Where is Pandora?  You're holding something back."

"I don't know where your granddaughter is," said Camina, feeling the urge to answer every question to make the tension of his presence diminish.  

A hiss sucked through his teeth.  "So she told you."

"Unlike your kind, we find lying and secrets to be abhorrent."

"A weakness to be sure, one I'm happy to exploit," said Dominion.  "Who was she with last you saw?  Or heard?"

The answer bubbled up her throat even as she fought to keep it down.  

"Kuma went back to find her instead of joining us in the waterfall.  If you don't know where they are, they must have gone out another way, or followed us in the waterfall later.  I swear that's all I know."

The compulsion popped like a bubble and she took a shuddering breath.  She collapsed onto her knees, sobbing even though she didn't have a reason.

The voice of a second person that she hadn't realized had entered the room startled her, but she quickly realized who it was based on descriptions she'd been given.  Titus Cabone.  

"There was no sign of either of them.  They could have gone back over the cliff."

"Kavano would have seen them if they had."

"Not if they went before the fight."

Dominion hissed.  "Or he's keeping this information from me."

"Would you like me to talk to him?"

Dominion laughed.  It was short, like breaking glass.  "And lose your head?  No.  As I said when this venture began, I don't want you interacting with him.  He maliciously follows orders."

"Then why do you use him?" 

"Because there is no finer warrior.  He might be the greatest of the eleven."

"Nothing an enchanted bullet couldn't solve," said Titus.

"I recognize your time conquering other realms might have given you the misconception you are his equal, but you are not.  Take no offense.  It is only the truth.  Which is why I want you to stay away from him."

Even without her amber, Camina could sense the bristling of the maetrie mercenary.  She wondered if Dominion was purposely planting this seed in Titus' mind.  She'd heard both mercenaries came at an extremely high price.  Getting them to kill each other would be an easy way to cut costs. 

"Go and search the Undercity again.  Check all the usual haunts at the Terreno and the other settlements.  Anyone or anywhere they might think to hide.  I would like my granddaughter returned to me at the earliest juncture."

"Understood."

"Now where were we?" said Dominion as heavy footsteps went the other direction.  He stepped into the pool of blood, placing a finger under her chin.  Looking into his eyes from up close felt like staring at the sun.  She worried she'd be blinded.  

"So young and fierce.  You'd be a wonderful addition to my cadre of waku."

Camina screwed up her mouth.  "Never."

"You must seriously misunderstand that word," said Dominion, chuckling.  "I've made my career overcoming the word never.  Call it fault that when I hear it, I find myself awake at all hours, my mind working away at it like a sculptor finding the truth in a piece of stone."

He let her chin drop, and Camina found herself desiring his touch again, which made her sick to her stomach.  A moment later, one of her guards was placing a small glass to her lips and tipping her head back.  If it was poison, she didn't care.  Camina drank it down before she considered what it might have been.  The liquid created warmth in her chest, a spark that grew to a bonfire until she felt what she could only describe as adoration for her captor.  Camina warred internally with herself as she wanted to throw her arms around his ankles and kiss the soft leather of his shoes.    

"What is that?" she gasped reflexively.

"Menya," said Dominion.  "It will help make you an obedient and loyal waku who will do anything I ask.  Even kill your friends if it should come to that."

Camina looked up, intending to be defiant, but found herself craving his attention.

"Never," she choked out, the word lacking the passion she'd intended.  She felt shame and heat rise to her cheeks.  Dominion chuckled and turned to the guard.

"Put her through the program.  I want her working as soon as possible."

A collar was placed around her neck and she was led from the room and thrown into a shower.  The guard stayed outside while she stripped and climbed into the steaming water, which simultaneously hurt and refreshed.  The entire time she leaned against the cold tiles, all thoughts consumed by the picture of Dominion Thule leaning into her vision.  

"I hate you," she whimpered, knowing that the combination of his maetrie compulsion and the elixir had put his hooks deep into her mind.  

 


Chapter Two

 

Kuma fell out of the portal onto rough concrete.  Vertigo rocked his mind, leaving him curled on his side, trying not to lose the contents of his stomach.  He felt like he'd been catapulted off the side of the universe and was still waiting to land.  Warm hands pulled him to standing.  

"We can't stay here."

Pandora's voice brought him back to reality.  He managed to squeeze his eyes open, expecting more spinning, but their surroundings had him gaping with surprise.  

"Where are we?" 

A single pillar of obsidian stood sentinel at the center of what his mind interpreted as a garden even though there was no actual resemblance.  Statues as tall as buildings surrounded the portal, connected by faint webbing glistening in the not-light.  The figures were noble and horrifying, visages of maetrie in various states of battle.  The sky above the garden was gray and ominous.  It felt like it was pressing down upon Kuma while further out the city skyline gave him touches of vertigo.

"Don’t stare," she said, grabbing his hand.  "We have to move before someone sees us."

Kuma ran with Pandora, crouched and head on a swivel.  They passed between the enormous statues.  He felt like he'd been shrunk down to ant-size and was trying to escape a stone chessboard.  They reached the edge of the garden and headed into a dilapidated street with oily puddles and broken concrete littering the area.  She dragged him across to an alleyway as a new round of vertigo tried to tip him onto his side.  

"What—"

Pandora clamped her hand over his mouth before he finished speaking.  She found a boarded-up door and gently pulled the planks off until she'd made a hole big enough to squeeze through.  Once inside, she put a finger over her lips.

He didn't so much hear the approach of the newcomers as feel it in his chest and in the balls of his feet.  The rumbling made him think of a tank.  

She crept to the front of the room.  As far as Kuma could tell, they were standing in an abandoned living room.  The furniture had turned to dust.  She used the meat of her palm to wipe a tiny hole in the filthy window, revealing the street near the statue garden.

The creatures that entered his view defied expectations.  They had the shape of horses, but could be nothing further from the truth, with crunchy glass bodies that ground together as they strolled.  Riders in black armor with amber badging rode on the strange beasts, glowering at their surroundings.  A tall maetrie with long black hair and an androgynous appearance dismounted and crouched to the shattered street at a spot that Kuma was certain that he'd passed by.  The dusty window blocked his speech, which came through as vibrations.  When he turned up his amber, he was met with the language of the maetrie, a speech so angled and sharp that it made Russian sound like a cushioned divan.  

Kuma sensed the tension in Pandora as she peered through the gap, her teeth grinding like a millstone.  He placed a hand on her arm, receiving a glare for his imposition.  The maetrie in black armor climbed back onto the glass horse-like creature and led the patrol away, heading in a direction that made following their progress impossible.

The urge to speak was strong, but Pandora shook him off when he opened his mouth.  He couldn't sense anyone nearby with his amber, but he trusted her judgement in the Eternal City.  They waited in the dusty room for an hour before she motioned.  

"They've moved on from the area.  It's safe to speak."

"Are you sure?"

She frowned.  "Surety is a self-inflicted poison for fools."  Pandora glanced at the window.  "But I think we're good, as much as I can tell."

"Who were they and what were they riding on?"

Pandora's nostrils flared.  "The creatures are called stelynka.  Unlike the human realms' concrete, steel, and glass, all of these can be given life, or occur naturally on their own.  To ride the stelynka is an act of willpower as a single touch will flay the flesh.  There are races involving riding them bareback."

"Shadows below," he exclaimed.  "That's horrific."

"More than you can imagine, but the stelynka are not our problem.  The Marchesa was here too quickly.  Had we been a moment slower, she would have found us."

"The Marchesa?"

"The Marchesa of Pain.  Sharikilla.  She runs his estate while he labors in Invictus."

"You don't like her."

Pandora stiffened.  "Loathe is a better word.  She was one who pushed my mother to treat me like a maetrie child.  Those scars you saw on my back could be contributed to her."

"Is the estate near?" 

She bobbled her head.  "Yes and no.  The Eternal City isn't like our world, or most realms.  Distance and direction don't work the same here."

"That makes zero sense, but I'll take your word for it."  The ache in her gaze made him realize that coming back to a place that she'd once called home had brought back traumas from the past.  Her forehead was etched with wrinkles and her jaw pulsed rhythmically.  "What do we do now?  Is there another way back to our realm?"

A flat gaze followed by a slow headshake gave him the answer.  A cold emptiness filled his chest.  

"We're stuck.  Unless we could sneak back in once things have settled down.  Maybe my uncle and Duro survived their fight with the maetrie assassin and we could go back at a later date when they're hitting the alliance."

"Kuma...they had no chance.  There is no better warrior in all the realms.  Even amongst the maetrie.  There are only a few that could beat him, and even then, I'm not certain."

"Could we find one of those others and get them to help us get back?"

"Kuma, there's no point in going back right now.  Face it."  She hung her head.  "I'm too tired to use the portal again.  It took a lot out of me and we can't get back to the one in the garden without being caught."

"I know this place is filled with bad memories, but we can't give up.  We have to try to get back.  It'll take time, but we have to do it.  For the sake of our friends and family.  Anything could be happening back there.  Don't you want to make sure Triana and Vasy are okay?"

"They're not," said Pandora with her eyes squeezed closed.  "It was a mistake.  A trap.  We did his dirty work for him.  He served up his clan leaders on a platter and now the rest of the alliance will look to him to protect them.  I'm certain that he anticipated Daraja.  I would bet my stones that he sent Titus to keep them from leaving.  That's why we didn't see him in the complex.  We were so stupid.  So arrogant to believe we could beat him, and now he has complete control of the Undercity."

Despair had hollowed her out.  She looked ready to collapse onto the floor.  He wanted to say something comforting, but there was nothing he could think of.  She was right.  They'd been outmaneuvered.  They were—

"Wait.  Do you think Marchesa knew who she was looking for, or was that a patrol?"

Pandora wrinkled her mouth.  "We probably triggered something when we left the portal garden.  If they knew we were here, then they wouldn't have stopped looking.  We'd have been captured already."

A tiny spot of light formed in his mind.  "Then no one knows we're here.  Not your grandfather.  Not our friends and family."

Pandora looked ready to refute him, but she clamped her mouth closed and squinted.  

"What's your point?"

"I don't know.  I don't know enough about the Eternal City to know what's possible.  Could we get help from someone who hates your grandfather?  I can't imagine that he doesn't have enemies here."

"Enemies are cheap in the Eternal City.  There are countless who would love to see my grandfather's head on a spike, but they'd rather use us as a bargaining chip than champion our cause.  War is dangerous.  It makes you vulnerable.  No one is going to help us.  That's not how maetrie society works.  Going to one of his enemies would be the same as throwing ourselves at his feet and hoping for mercy.  If we're unlucky enough to be caught, the only way we'll survive it is to make them believe it's not worth killing us or turning us over to him."

"Then we have to do it ourselves."

"You're delusional," said Pandora, grimacing.  "I don't think you understand how bad our situation is."

"What choice do we have?  I'm not saying that we're going to rush through the portal tomorrow, but isn't there something we can do?  Are there other beings than the maetrie?  Someone who might help us?"  Her eyes lit up momentarily.  "You've thought of something, or someone."

Pandora crossed her arms and paced away, shaking her head the entire time.  

"I doubt he would want to see me.  I already failed once.  I don’t imagine he's the kind of teacher that allows for second chances."

"Who?"

"Hylakane.  The Steel Sun."

The name sparked a memory of when Pandora had told him about her training.  

"He was from the Ebony court?  But that's been wiped out now, right?  That would make him inclined to help us."

"Not at all.  Without a court, you're more vulnerable.  He fled the populated areas or he would have been killed.  Now he lives so far away as not to be bothered."

"Without a court?  How did your grandfather survive then?"

"Being unaffiliated and never having been attached to a court has minor advantages.  Call him a free agent.  On the other hand, it's why he spent most of his time in our realm.  Safer and more opportunities."

"Could we ask Hylakane to train us?  At the very least, it would give us something to do, and if he agreed, we'd be better equipped to return home."

"I don't know..."

"Pan," he said, capturing her hand, forcing her to look into his eyes.  "Look.  I know this place is filled with painful memories, but for the sake of our friends and family, for the sake of ourselves, we have to try something.  You've already said we can't stay here, but it not here, then where?  Why not go to Hylakane, ask him to train us?  If he doesn't, then we'll make a new decision, but we need purpose.  We need a goal.  Otherwise, we might as well march back through the portal and put ourselves at your grandfather's mercy."

"It's a long journey... but you're right."  She hung her head momentarily before meeting his gaze.  "I didn't realize how many painful memories would surface when I returned.  This was not a happy place."

"So we'll go to Hylakane?"

"When I was sent to him before, it took weeks in the back of a carriage pulled by shadowbeasts.  On foot will take us months and it'll be through dangerous areas without easy access to food or shelter.  We might not even make it to Hylakane."

"Better than sitting here."

"Kuma."  She lifted their clasped hands.  "If we're traveling through the Eternal City, we're going to have to be at peak efficiency.  Every moment we'll need to expect to be attacked.  We can trust nothing and no one.  Everything in the Eternal City wants to kill us.  This realm is the embodiment of survival of the fittest."

"I understand.  Stay on my toes."

"More than that."  She shook their clasped hands.  "We can't have this.  It's a distraction.  It'll get us killed."

The warmth in his chest deflated.  Despite the circumstances, part of him was looking forward to spending time with Pandora.  He would be lying to himself if he said he hadn't hoped to rekindle their relationship.

"I'm not even sure you'd want me in the state I'm in."  She looked away.  "Returning hurts more than I expected."

"I will resist all urges to seduce you," he said with a cocked grin.

Pandora rolled her eyes as she released their hands.  "Remember, death and disfigurement lurk around every corner."

Kuma touched the spot beneath his eye.  "I'll keep the amber running constantly.  Nothing can sneak up on us."

A heavy sigh released from her lips.  "To Hylakane then.  Even though I'm fairly certain he's going to reject me.  Us.  It'll be a long trip for nothing."

"It won't be for nothing.  It'll be for hope."


Chapter Three

 

A grunt of frustration, followed by a rock smashing against the wall, brought Choo-Choo back to the camp.  Yara paced around the clearing at the back of the ghost-eye field looking ready to tear her hair out, while Tick was crouched against the wall, stroking his pet snake's back.  The reptile had curled in his lap in fear of Yara.

"It doesn't help to be a lookout when you're making a racket back here," he said.

"I'd welcome the fight.  Something.  Anything.  We've been here four days, eating mushrooms and staring at our dicks all day!  I can't do this anymore."

"What do you suggest?"

She threw her hand in the air.  "I thought you said we were going to be the resistance."

An ache formed in his chest.  The words had sounded good when he said them, but putting them into practice had been another thing.  The few times they'd crept out to raid the patrols, they'd found themselves outnumbered overwhelmingly, so they'd slunk back to their makeshift camp in hopes of finding a better target later.

"We will, but we need to find a better place to call our base and we need supplies and weapons.  We have two blades and a flying snake between us."

Yara curled her hand into a fist.  "We have these.  And those assholes have the stuff we want.  Let's hit 'em and get the supplies we need, damn the odds."

"We could try going back to the Pajot," suggested Tick.

A tightness formed in Choo-Choo's chest as he thought of his mother and sister.  "There's no Pajot to go back to.  Hopefully they were able to get away, which means it's just us here."

"Then why don’t we head to the city above for the stuff we need?"

"And how are we getting there, genius?" asked Choo-Choo.  "All the exits are controlled by the Alliance."

"I know," said Tick, hanging his head.  He whispered softly to the snake and stroked its diamond-shaped head.  

"Give me both blades," said Yara, snarling.  "I'll find some stupid Alliance waku and slice his fucking throat and then we'll have more weapons."

"I have a better idea," said Choo-Choo.  It was a thought that had been brewing for days, but he feared to speak it because it might mean they would have to go through with it.  "What about the Terreno?"

"Neutral ground don't mean shit when one clan holds the entire Undercity," said Yara.

"That's not what I'm suggesting.  We'll have to sneak in, but I was thinking about what's going on right now.  The Alliance is probably consolidating their little empire, and they lost a lot of waku when we hit the complex.  They're not going to have the numbers to watch everywhere, and the Terreno is the least important area in the Undercity right now.  They're going to have their guards at the mining sites, or Big Dave's, but not the Terreno.  Not many anyway.  We need food, weapons, and most importantly, information.  We don't know shit about what's happening.  I know we'd all like news about our friends and family."

When no one spoke, he knew he had a good idea.  Or at least it wasn't terrible enough to keep them from attempting it.

"I could use a burger from the Umbra," said Tick.

Yara smacked him in the back of the head, which brought a hiss from Kora in Tick's lap.  

"We won't be able to walk right in, you wayhos.  Not that we have money," said Yara.

"There are a lot of back alley places to hide.  People who are out for themselves and won't care a lick about the Alliance."

"We could see Leesa at the Onyx.  She knows everything about everyone," suggested Tick.  

Choo-Choo shared a glance with Yara, who raised her shoulders as if to say, "Why not?"  

"It's worth a shot.  Let's go.  We've got hours of travel ahead of us."

The three of them made decent time through the caverns and tunnels with three ambers to keep watch.  When they weren't sure about the way ahead, Tick sent Koro flying into the tunnels.  The airborne reptile gave Choo-Choo the creeps, but it was better than being completely blind.  

There were numerous ways to enter the Terreno.  It was one reason it had stayed neutral ground, because it was impossible to defend.  The porous caverns had countless hidden pathways, tunnels that were used by the various clans to move around unseen.  Choo-Choo led them to a tight passage that Navos and he had used on a few occasions that came out behind the apartments near the Pale Sun.  

When Choo-Choo reached the end of the tunnel, he knew something was wrong right away.  Extending his amber brought none of the noise that he was expecting from the busy settlement.  He crept to the edge, which gave him a narrow view into the main street, which even on its deadest days had a few clan members wandering around.  

He gave them the sign for "stay here" and moved ahead until he could see the entire Terreno.  The Bogo, which normally was a busy pachinko parlor, had boards across the front.  The lights of the sign had been partially broken, leaving the dim neon "O" hanging by a wire.  

"No one's here," said Choo-Choo.

"No one?" asked Tick incredulously, with Koro peeking over his shoulder.  She'd made the journey wrapped around his neck.

"Let's hit the Onyx then," said Yara, leaning forward, her forehead hunched with thought.  

Choo-Choo knew she was thinking of her father.  Since the raid, they hadn't heard what happened to the others.  Some of their fates they knew because it'd happened while they were in the complex.  He harbored a secret hope that they'd find them and together make a more formidable band.  

"First, Tick, you need to put that snake away.  You'll give the girls a heart attack," said Choo-Choo.

"You're not just a snake, Koro," said Tick as he coaxed her into the backpack after giving her a kiss on the forehead.

"If we get spotted and it's more than a few waku or soldados, turn and run back here and we'll lose 'em in the tunnels."

"I think it'd be worth the fight for a greasy burger," said Tick.

Yara smacked him in the back of the head.  

Choo-Choo led them into the Terreno proper with his amber on high.  He was surprised when they reached the door leading into the Onyx, since nothing had been easy for them lately, but maybe they were due a minor win.  

The interior of the hostess bar looked the same as always upon entrance.  Light jazz played over the speakers and the glittering ball on the ceiling spun lazily, reflective sparkles traveling across the walls.  The only difference from normal was there was no one inside.  No customers.  No hostesses.  No one.

"Did everyone just fucking leave?" asked Tick as he approached the bar.  

A tickle formed between Choo-Choo's shoulders, but he couldn't figure out why.  There were no visible signs of danger.  He kept checking around them expecting someone to jump out.

"I don't like this," said Yara, scowling.  

"What's not to like?" said Tick, slipping beneath the barrier and appearing again behind the bar.  "What would you like to drink?  A Bloody Invictus?  Or maybe a shot of D'Agastine Whiskey?"

"Tick.  Quit fucking around," said Yara.

The diminutive waku rolled his eyes as he put three glasses on the bar.  "Come on, guys.  We've been hiding in a cave for four or five days.  No one's here.  Let's take a break."

The shift of a sliding panel opening had Choo-Choo reaching for his blade.  He expected a group of waku, or some businessmen that had been sitting quietly, but not the battered form of Leesa stumbling into the room.  Her lip was bloodied and her left eye was blackened as she limped into the space.  She was halfway across the club before she recognized them, and rather than a greeting, she hissed out her words.

"What are you doing here?  You have to leave, right now."

"But we just got here," said Tick.  "And I haven't heard a single peep out of this entire club.  No one else is here."

"Tick, you know better than that," she said, gesturing towards the back.  

As soon as Leesa extended her arm towards the corner of the club where a set of double doors led to a hallway of private rooms, Choo-Choo understood their mistake.  The back rooms were enchanted for silence.  Not even their ambers could hear past their walls.  Before he could even step towards the entrance, the sound of guns clicking off their safeties echoed in his ears.

"Well, lookie here," said a man striding through the double doors with two others behind.  All three held automatic weapons in their fists, making escape impossible without eating a fistful of lead.  "The boss offered a pick of stones for your capture, but I thought you wayhos were dead, or had run away into the light like the cowards you are."

The two men and one woman wore black clothing with an amber badge over the heart.  The clothes looked new.  Choo-Choo recognized the speaker as a member of Antimagus.

"Doran."

"I remember you, Choo-Choo," said Doran, sauntering towards them.  He turned towards Yara, surprise widening his smile.  "And you're Brazio's daughter.  Oh, fucking hell, what a prize.  The big boss is gonna lose a nut when he sees you."

Yara screamed at the top of her lungs as if she were a berserker ready to attack, but before she could take a step towards Doran, he shot her in the thigh and she collapsed onto the ground.  Blood leaked everywhere, soaking into the patterned carpet.  

"You, little fucker, get out from behind the bar now or I'll blow her brains out," he said to Tick, who scrambled back over with his hands up, knocking the shot glasses off with his foot.

As Yara rocked on the ground, holding her wound, she looked like she could literally bite Doran's head off.  

"Hmm...that's a lot of blood," said Doran, shaking his head.  "Won't do if we bring back a body, though I wouldn't mind.  Mirca.  Put a stop to the bleeding.  You don't have to heal it all the way, you can let her hurt, but I can't have her dying if there's a reward to be had."

While Mirca knelt at Yara's side, placing his hands on her injured thigh, Doran placed the barrel of his weapon against her head.  When Mirca was finished, Doran pushed Yara over with his boot.  

"Stay."  He walked to Leesa, who had her chin to her chest.  "You tried to warn them, didn't you?  Not very smart."  

Doran slammed the butt of his weapon into her gut, bending her over, then he spun around, the heel of his foot catching her across the jaw.  She slammed into the bar, collapsing onto the ground, blood streaming from her nose.  

"I'll finish you later," he said, glowering over the fallen hostess.  

Doran approached Choo-Choo with an arrogant saunter.  

"Drops and Razor.  It brought me immense pleasure when each of your clans fell.  You were so proud, so self-important with your honor, but it was what brought you down.  You couldn't imagine an Undercity without you in it.  Now you're scrabbling at the edges, trying to survive.  Kneel."

When Choo-Choo didn't move, Doran cocked his weapon.  "Kneel."

Choo-Choo slipped to his knees.  

"Now take out your stones.  All three of you.  Quickly.  And throw them to me."

When Choo-Choo hesitated, Doran said, "I'll shoot the hostess if you don’t follow directions."

Hands trembling with rage, Choo-Choo unhooked the amber and topaz stones from his nipples and tossed them at Doran's feet at the same time as the others.  

"Suzanna.  Wire his wrists.  Double the normal amount.  He looks strong enough to break them even without his stones."

The moment his arms were bound behind his back, despair set in.  They hadn't been in the Undercity but four days and the first time they tried to do anything; they were captured.  What a shit leader he was.  

"Okay," said Doran, placing the cold barrel of the gun against his head.  "Where are the others?  It can't be just you three sneaking around."

"Others?"

Doran cracked him in the forehead with the barrel.  The pain sent stars into his vision.

"Your friends.  Kuma and Pandora."

A spark of hope formed in his chest at the news they hadn't been captured.  

"We haven't seen them."

Doran squinted.  "Hmmm...I think you're telling the truth."  He slammed the barrel on Choo-Choo's head.  

"What was that for?"

"For not knowing where they are."  He grinned at the others.  "I guess it's asking too much for us to capture all of them.  Prize enough for now."

"Hey, the little guy has a backpack," said Suzanna.

Doran leaned his head to the side as he examined Tick.  "Take it off.  Suz.  Bind him up.  Then the prickly bitch."

Tick slowly slipped out of the backpack.  He set it gently on the carpet before dropping to his knees with his hands on his head.  Suzanna approached the backpack rather than Tick, using the tip of her weapon to poke.

"Did it just move?  What's in here?"

"Rope," said Tick, straight-faced.  

"Open it," said Doran.  "He's lying.  Probably a weapon or something valuable.  If it is, we can split it three ways."

Suzanna spun the automatic weapon to her back with the strap and leaned down to unzip the bag using both hands.  With everyone's attention focused on it, Choo-Choo tried to pull his hands loose of the wire, but his wrists were wrapped too tightly.  

The zipper made a loud noise as the bag was opened.  Suzanna had a slight frown as she peered into its depths.  

"I don't think that's a—"

Koro leapt out of the backpack like an angry spring.  The snake bit her in the cheek, sending her leaping backwards, her high, reedy scream puncturing the near-silence.  Before Doran could shoot Tick, the smallish waku leapt to his feet and ran behind the screaming woman with a snake attached to her face.  

Choo-Choo exploded from his knees, slamming his shoulder into Doran's gut.  He had no idea what his stones besides amber were, but he'd rather go down fighting than be captured.  The Alliance waku bent over, so Choo-Choo brought his head up, cracking him in the jaw.  Before he could bring his head around, Choo-Choo broke his knee with a side-kick and followed up with a roundhouse that knocked him out cold.  

He turned towards the third Alliance only to see a gun barrel pointed in his direction.  Yara had tried to knock him down but she'd been too far away to reach him before he'd slammed her in the face with the butt of his gun.  Choo-Choo flinched when he heard an explosion, thinking he'd been shot, only to open his eyes to find the guy lying on his side with a hole in his head.  

Tick was sitting on the ground with Suzanna's rifle in his hands.  The woman was still screaming.  The snake hovered over her head using its leathery wings to stay aloft.  Suzanna's face was puffy and she couldn't see out of her eyes.  Tick aimed his weapon to put her out of her misery, but Yara spoke up.

"No more noise."

She retrieved her blade and cut the woman's throat.  She slumped to the ground. 

Choo-Choo ran towards the entrance.  "I'll check to see if anyone heard."

He peeked out the double doors.  No one was moving their direction.  When he returned, a battered Leesa was behind the bar pouring them four shots of vodka while Yara bound the unconscious Doran with wire.  Choo-Choo retrieved his stones, his trembling hand revealing the ache of their absence.  

The alcohol went down easy, warming his belly and diminishing the pain in his forehead from getting cracked by the gun stock.  He leaned on the bar, shaking his head as Koro flew around the establishment searching for more threats.  

Tick coaxed Koro back onto his shoulders.

"I take back what I said before," said Choo-Choo.  "I love snakes."

Tick gave the snake a peck on the forehead.  "She says she appreciates it."

"You can understand her?"

Tick lifted one shoulder.  "Not exactly, but I can sort of feel what she's feeling through the tiger's eye."

"Is anyone else here?" asked Yara.

"The other girls are in back, probably cleaning up after their visit," said Leesa grimly, pouring another shot for herself and throwing it back.  The normally elegant hostess looked like a post-apocalyptic survivor.  

"Tick, you want to keep watch on the entrance while we chat?"

When he was through the first set of double doors, Choo-Choo leaned on the bar.  

"What can you tell us about what's going on?"

Leesa stared into the middle distance, risking a covert glance at Yara, who was examining weapons she'd taken from the fallen, looking for replacements.  

"Nothing good.  I heard about your raid, but word is that Dominion let his clan leaders be slaughtered so he could take full control, which he's done, quickly and efficiently."  She squeezed her lips tight.  "I was surprised when I saw you three walk in here."

"Thought we were dead?"

"No," said Leesa.  "They've been looking for you three, Pandora, and Kuma.  No other names that I'm aware of."

Yara surged towards the bar with two blades in her fist.  "My father?"

Leesa hesitated to answer, checking back to Choo-Choo for support.  He gave her a nod as he moved towards Yara.

"I'm sorry, Yara.  He's dead."

Before anyone could stop her, she grabbed the vaguely conscious Doran and started punching him in the head with the full force of her topaz.  Choo-Choo tried grabbing her arm, but within the first two strikes, his face was caved in and covered in thick blood.  She continued to strike him for another dozen hits before screaming in rage, her arm shaking, knuckles bloody.  Yara turned to him, lower lip trembling and eyes searching for help.  She looked completely unhinged, with blood splatters across her face.  Choo-Choo dragged her into an embrace as she sputtered, bubbles of spit forming on her lips.  

"He was all I had.  I've no one else.  No one.  Everyone's fucking dead.  Or betrayed me.  Even my fucking cousin disappeared into thin air.  I'm alone, so bloody fucking alone."

Choo-Choo grabbed her head with both hands, forcing her to stare into his eyes.  

"You have me, Yara.  You have me.  I'm your family now.  And Tick.  And somewhere out there is Kuma and Pandora."

"I've got your back," said Leesa, holding up a shot glass and throwing it down as she wavered on unsteady feet.

"Leesa's your family too.  We're all your family, Yara."

"I'm alone," she muttered.  "I'm alone."

"You're not alone.  I've got you."  He hugged her to his chest, almost to the point of crushing until she let out a rising sob and broke down in his arms.  He held her for a long time. 

When she finally started to calm, she pushed herself out of his arms, wiping the blood and tears from her face with the back of her hand.  

"I'm sorry my father killed your sister.  Your family didn't deserve that."

"It's okay.  I understand now.  I was being selfish when I couldn't accept why it'd happened.  Your father didn't want to kill her either."

"I hate to break this up," said Leesa, pouring another shot for herself, "but others might come along any moment.  I can probably explain what happened, but not if I'm seen here with the bodies."

"You should come with us," said Choo-Choo.

Leesa let out a deranged laugh.  "I'm no good with camping.  I'd rather take my chances here.  The other girls need someone to look out for them."

"Where are the owners?  Or the guards?"

"Fled or dead.  As far as I'm concerned, this place is mine until someone comes back."

"Anything you know that might help us?"

Leesa leaned heavily on the bar.  "I heard they captured everyone from the Pajot as they tried to escape the Undercity.  Put some to the sword, others were sent to Alliance HQ, and others to the mines.  I heard from our dead friend below the bar that they're wanting to increase the faez crystal sales a thousandfold."

"Wouldn't be that hard with everyone out of the way," said Choo-Choo, shaking his head.  

"It'd be the best place to hit them," Yara said coolly.

"Possibly."  He looked up.  "Any supplies we can take?"

"The old owners kept a bunch of crap in their office in case they had to flee into the Undercity.  Guns, camping equipment, and the like.  You're welcome to it."

Choo-Choo and Yara hurried into the back, finding a jackpot of gear and dried rations that would keep them supplied for weeks.  They hauled it to the front.

"There's a secret passage out of here in the supply closet behind the stage.  It'll take you to...well, I don't actually know where it goes.  You'll have to figure it out yourself."

"Thanks, Leesa.  You're a lifesaver.  What are you going to do about the bodies?"

She took another shot, and then another, before coming around from inside the bar.  

"I need you to knock me out."

"What?"

"I can lie about a lot of things, but I need to have physical proof."

Yara grabbed the bottle of vodka.  "Aren't you worried about their ambers?"

"I've been working in this club for years and not a single waku with an amber has accused me of lying to them.  The key is that I have to be able to believe it.  Knocking me out will go a long way towards that."

"Let me do it," said Yara.

Leesa chuckled drunkenly.  "I know you've always hated me.  I guess this is as good a time as any."

Yara took a swig from the bottle before approaching the hostess.  "I've always been jealous of you.  And a little mad that you always paid attention to Kuma rather than me."  She leaned in and gave the hostess a kiss on the cheek, which brought a spat of laughter.  "Plus, if you let Choo-Choo hit you, he'll break your jaw."

"That's a good—"

Before she could finish her sentence, Yara knocked her out cold with a single punch.  

"I hope she's right, otherwise they're going to flay her alive."

Choo-Choo didn’t say anything, because he had the same thought.  They found the secret passage easily and within a few minutes were back in the tunnels of the Undercity.  Yara quickly identified where they were, which helped them move far away from the Terreno in short order, because once the bodies were found, they'd send patrols after them.  They needed to get far away and hole up for a short time until they could figure out how to get back at the Alliance, and he had a good idea where they could go that no one would find them.  

 


Chapter Four

 

The broken houses, windows knocked out and doors boarded up, looked like battered faces staring at them as they passed through the shadows, boots tromping through oily puddles.  The city was watching her.  It was the thought that chased Pandora in and out of her dreams.  A nightmare becoming real.  

They'd barely spoken since the first day when they arrived.  Fear of being discovered or attracting attention from one of the many dangers that lurked in the streets had kept them silent.  Pandora had pulled them into abandoned buildings at the first sign of danger.  Progress had been slow, but they hadn't yet encountered a single other being.  A win in her column.  

But those days were coming to an end.

"My grandfather's paranoia has served us well since we arrived," she told Kuma as they crouched in an alleyway behind the carcass of an old carriage.  "He keeps his fortress at the edges of what the maetrie call the aphena, which translates roughly to arena."

"Like a stadium?"

"Sort of.  You can win any battles if you're not in the fight.  It's more about proximity to your enemies.  The courts are squarely in the aphena, locked in endless intrigue.  My grandfather chose to be near but not in the arena so he could affect it when he wanted, but not be subject to their constant warring.  Especially since he's spent so much time in Invictus.  But to get where we need to go, we need to pass through the aphena before we can head to the mertvzemli, which are the dead lands where Hylakane resides."

"I thought you said travel in the Eternal City relied on intention?  That you didn't have to follow our world rules."

Pandora sighed.  

"The courts are like a gravity well.  They're constantly trying to pull you back in.  It's hard to explain, but we can't entirely avoid the main city, which means we're going to be exposing ourselves to the troubles that exist there for a few days.  Once we pass through the aphena, things will get better for a time, and then they'll get worse."

Kuma lifted his head, staring into the distance. 

"So strange how the buildings move and locations are relative to their importance to each other."

"It's a realm of high magic.  Though you can't see it, faez is imbued in everything.  My sapphire works better here than in the Undercity."  She hung her head for a moment.  "But my point is that for the next phase, you need to listen to what I say without question.  Run when I say run, hide when I say hide, and if we have to fight, well, we're probably dead."

Kuma chuckled, undiminished by their surroundings.  "It's like the faerie tales when they say not to go into the forest, but here we are, headed right into the heart of it."

Pandora resumed the lead when they left the alleyway.  The smells of the city permeated her nose, bringing back memories from her childhood.  Once as they were crossing a street, she spotted a chunk of colored glass and flinched, checking with Kuma to see if he'd noticed, but he was looking the other way. 

On the fifth day since their entry into the Eternal City, Pandora spotted their first dolgants.  A trio of the bulky humanoids had captured something small near a building and were stomping on it with their heavy boots.  They had workman bags thrown over their shoulders.

"Dolgant?" whispered Kuma.

She nodded, appreciating that he'd been paying attention to her explanations and warnings.  He started to shift down the alleyway, but she grabbed his sleeve.  

"We need food and water and, most importantly, information."

They'd been subsisting off edible fungi that grew in the cellars of the abandoned houses, and drinking from old fountains directly after it rained, which was most nights.  Her gut was hollow, and if they were going to make a long journey, they needed supplies. 

"Stay behind me and be ready to scrap.  If we have to, don't let them grab you.  They're impossibly strong.  Almost topaz-like."

Pandora hated that her first encounter with other beings in the Eternal City might involve violence, but there was no other way to get what she wanted.  Kindness was weakness.  Strength was power.  If she wasn't ready to kill them, they'd sense it and take advantage of her softness, but she also didn't want to give in to the maetrie side of her heritage after working for years to embrace her humanity.  

The dolgants had finished murdering whatever they'd found and were laughing about the experience.  When they spotted her approach, the olive-skinned humanoids bristled with anger, their ridged foreheads becoming more pronounced as they made themselves bigger in anticipation of a fight.

"You weaklings," she barked in the common language of the city.  It was a derivative of the maetrie, as everything in the Eternal City was.  "I require your gear."

The largest dolgant strutted towards her with a bowlegged stride.  She slammed him with a Push, knocking him backwards, and snarled.  

"You fight like a brick, ridge-head.  I bet your creche leader uses you like bed," she said in their language, attempting to use an accent that spoke of noble upbringing.  

But the dolgants looked at each other as if they didn't understand, or she'd said something outlandish.  

"You're not maetrie," said the big dolgant.

"I bet your creche leader uses your ass like a tool holder," she spat, receiving laughter from the dolgant in back.  The big one slammed him in the shoulder and bared his teeth, before turning back to her.  Pandora could see the indecision in his gaze, the correct identification that she wasn't truly maetrie, but probably close enough that it concerned him.  

Then Kuma stood too far to the side, not staying in her shadow as she'd told him.  The big dolgant's knuckles cracked in anticipation.  Humans were rare in the Eternal City, but not an unknown.

"Flesh bag."

Though it didn't translate well, it was an insult.  But Pandora didn't care about the slur.  The big dolgant had fixated on Kuma and his shoulders were hunching upward, a sign that he was soon to attack.

Pandora quickly assessed the situation.  They could take the three dolgants, but there was a decent chance that one of them would be injured.  While she could heal most wounds with her opal, at their already diminished state it would only make them more vulnerable.  She took the one action she saw would best eradicate the danger.

Her blade passed through the dolgant's throat.  The thick flesh was no match for her opal-aided strength, and she was careful not to let it get stuck in the heavy spine.  The dolgant's eyes widened with surprise before he fell to his knees.  Pandora knocked him over with a Push.

"I require your gear," she said again, intoning the words with as much menace and anger as she could muster.  Despite her fumbling over the wording, the remaining dolgants understood the danger.  They threw their bags at as her feet.  

Pandora turned to Kuma, rage tainting her lips, and gestured towards the equipment.  

"Pick them up."

She said it in their language, but when Kuma stared back perplexed, she repeated it in English.  Despite the rudeness, he grabbed the three bags.

Pandora turned back to the two dolgants.  She wanted information, details about which court was ascendant, possible dangers ahead.  Anything to help them traverse this dangerous stretch, but the words wouldn't come.  She was locked in a prison of her own making.

"Seventeen," she muttered, then gestured at the dolgants.  "Leave!"

As they scurried away, checking over their shoulders to see if they were being followed, Pandora marched away with her head down and her teeth grinding.  

A few blocks away, Pandora deflated and the flood of adrenaline leaving her system had her shaking.  Kuma tried to ask her a question, but she pushed past him, knocked down a door with her sapphire—not caring about the noise—and collapsed on her knees when they entered the abandoned building.  

"What's wrong?" he asked, hovering over her.

She waved him away with her eyes closed.  "Let me be."

"I don’t understand.  You dealt with them easily and we have their bags." 

Pandora looked up at Kuma with water filling her eyes.  "But I did it their way.  The maetrie way.  Show strength.  Stomp out weakness.  Always attack.  Always.  Always.  Always.  No matter what.  I've been telling myself these last few years that I'm more human than maetrie.  Three-quarters to be exact.  But I'm here a few days and what did I do?  Cold-blooded murder in the middle of the street to take what I wanted.  I might be three-quarters human by blood, but I'm three-quarters maetrie by training.  I'll never escape it.  Not if I'm stuck here.  It's only going to make me worse."

"I'm sorry," said Kuma, glancing back the way they'd come.  "I didn't think of it that way.  Wouldn't they have killed us if given the chance?"

"Yes, but that's not the point.  The dolgants are the slave class of the Eternal City.  They'd probably just finished with a thirty-hour shift working for some maetrie overlord deeper in the city.  They're like that because the maetrie make them like that.  Just as they made me."

When Kuma couldn't seem to find any words, she said, "See?  Even you can't dispute it.  I'm like them.  I'm a fucking serial killer under all this.  Just like I was when I first entered the Undercity.  I got that poor kid from Blue Daggers flayed alive because I needed someone to pin the blame on.  His death still haunts me."

"No.  No, that's not why I hesitated.  You're not like them.  To be human is to hurt, or doubt.  If you were truly maetrie, you wouldn't have had a single bit of remorse about your actions, but you're here, hurting in every way possible."

"It fucking sucks."

A chuckle slipped from his lips.  "It does.  Being human sucks sometimes."

Pandora wiped her eyes with the back of her hand before approaching the three bags.  Focusing on the contents helped soothe her aching mind as long as she didn't allow herself to remember why she had them.  

"Some food and water," said Kuma, holding up a slick black leather pouch.

"That's not water, it's like a potent version of grain alcohol.  It'll knock you on your ass.  The dolgants suck it down while they work.  I don't think it affects them much."

Kuma started to toss it aside, but she said, "Hold onto it.  We can use it for trade later."

After dumping the useless junk, they combined the rest into one bag, which Kuma tossed over his shoulder.  If it were later in the day, she'd plan on resting for the night, but they had many hours of gray skies ahead.  

"Are we ready?" he asked.

"No, but when has that ever mattered?"

"Good point."

Pandora led them back into the streets of the Eternal City, knowing that what had happened that day was only the beginning.  

 


Chapter Five 

 

The bucket slipped out of Vasilisa's sweaty fingers, crashing to the ground and spilling rocks over the cavern floor.  She crouched to a knee, quickly picking up the spillage with her single hand and hoping no one had noticed.

"You.  Girl.  No one said you could rest."

The alliance waku glowered over her.  She hadn't even heard him approach.  She knew the voice.  They called him Laird.  He'd been a Crow but now he was alliance.

"The bucket slipped—"

He pushed her over with the bottom of his boot.  "No one said you could speak, One Hand."  Laird jammed the toe into her side, making her cry out.  "Get up and get to work before we cut the other hand off."

Vasilisa scrambled back to her knees, throwing the rocks back into the bucket as quickly as she could while he watched.  Carrying the bucket after getting kicked in the ribs was painful, but she kept her lips clamped shut and gritted through the pain until she reached the conveyor and dumped the load onto the belt.  The workers at the other end were checking for stones with a black light that had been enchanted to highlight them.  They were the best jobs at the pit, but she knew from her mother that the women working that end were sleeping with some of the waku.  

With no one watching, Vasilisa checked beneath her shirt to find her side already blooming with a deep purple bruise.  Laird.  Vasilisa fixed the name in her mind.  If she ever got hold of a blade, she'd cut him, balls to throat.
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