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Foreword 

"Or What Came Before"

 

At the end of book one, Shadows in Amber, Kuma Santos refused to kill Pandora during a duel near the Terreno, instead offering her a chance to yield.  The unexpected result hurt their standing in their clans.  

 

At the beginning of book two, The Emerald Eclipse, Kuma volunteers for a mission in the city with a gang called the Black Crows in hopes of rectifying this loss of honor,.  The heist is a test run before Razor clan offers a partnership to the Crows in hopes of improving their position in the Undercity.  In return for additional manpower, Razor must train some of their young gang members, including Deacon, who ran the raid.

 

The Drops clan has discovered that an elixir called Eclipse offers perfect attunement, giving the clan that uses it an advantage as they can match their best stones with their best warriors.  Seeing that Razor has allied with the Crows, they worry that they're going to be the first clan wiped out.  

 

Tensions rise between the three sides—Razor, Drops, and Alliance; and we learn that Pandora has been spying for her grandfather, Dominion Thule, and was sent to the Eternal City, the home of the maetrie, for training.  But she has growing doubts about her grandfather's mission, and betrays her family to protect her clan.  This leads her to ally with Kuma and his friends as they take down a group of Alliance who were carrying a shipment of Eclipse back as payment.  The captured elixir is proof that the real enemy is the Alliance and the two sides should work together—but this comes too late when the Black Crows, who were working for Dominion all along, betray Razor and wipe out most of the clan.  At the end of the book, the survivors turn to Drops clan, who accept them as long as they pledge their allegiance.  While many things are in flux, one thing is certain—the Undercity is at war.  


Chapter One

 

The first thing Olek Koval noticed when he entered the room was that the round table had been replaced with a rectangular gray marble slab.  The other heads of the alliance clans sat at one end, staring into their cups, not a greeting amongst them.  The second thing he noticed was the enormous painting on the wall of an idyllic olden town that reminded him of the Black Forest.

"Whose fucking funeral did I walk into?" asked Olek, chuckling as he tugged on his black leather jacket.

No one spoke or met his gaze.  He frowned and started heading towards the empty chairs at the end, but Lionel Diaz, the leader of Demon Dogs, pulled out a chair next to him.  The grave expression on the man's face put a hitch in his step.  Olek took the offered seat even if he didn't understand.

"What happened to table?" he asked as he leaned back and crossed his legs, wishing he had a cigarette, but the others always complained about the smoke.  

"It's been replaced," said Min Li, head of the Blue Daggers.  She had a round, pleasant face.  Almost kind if you didn't know better, but he'd seen what she did to those that got in her way, which made him confused about how tense she was, as if there was a gun to her head.  

Olek drummed his fingers on the marble.  "I liked the round one.  It like that old story of the knights and their stupid quests."

He studied their body language.  They looked like a group of students who'd been caught cheating and were waiting for the principal to deliver the punishment, which didn't make any sense to Olek, since they were the heads of alliance clans, not weak-kneed schoolchildren.

Olek leaned over and asked Lionel in a quieter voice, "What I miss?" 

The curly-haired Spaniard frowned, so Olek added, "I was at my daughter's wedding in Prague.  I know about Razor clan.  I thought everyone would be happy."  He frowned and counted the number at the table, wondering who the final three chairs were meant for.  "Who missing?  Everyone here, right?"

The sound of a door opening, followed by multiple footsteps, had everyone sitting at attention.  Olek glanced around wondering if they'd been drugged, or replaced with doppelgangers.  The newcomers entered behind him, and as he started to spin around, Lionel tugged on his jacket, keeping him facing forward.  

The first figure was familiar.  Olek knew Gregor Anderson by reputation as head of the Black Crows, who until recently had been allied with Razor clan.  What he didn't understand was why he was in their territory, or taking a spot at the alliance table.

The other two weren't known to Olek, or even human.  Their chalky-gray skin and pinched, sour expressions marked them as maetrie, or city elves.  He caught a whiff of coal smoke that was covered up by the heavy cologne on Gregor.  The first maetrie was broad-shouldered and wearing runed body armor with handguns on each hip.  He carried a sheathed sword in his hand rather than having it strapped to his body, which was unusual.  The second looked like he'd just come from a corporate board meeting, dressed in an expensive black suit with a striped shirt beneath.  

A few seconds after Olek laid eyes upon the maetrie, he felt a wave of euphoria followed by the desire to throw himself at their feet.  To combat the aura of the maetrie, Olek pinched his leg using the strength of his topaz, which burst blood vessels and would leave a bruise, but the pain washed away the worst of his subservient feelings.

He understood why his fellow alliance leaders looked like whipped dogs.  Money had been flowing into their coffers from an unknown source, and now he saw the reason.  What he didn't understand was how this maetrie had already cowed the others, even before he'd arrived.

"Not to be rude," said Olek, leaning on his forearm with a pleasant smile on his lips.  He'd always believed that even the harshest words should be delivered with the kindest expressions.  "But who the fuck are you?"

The bigger maetrie's hand twitched towards his weapon, but the other one gave a tight shake of the head.  

"Olek Koval.  I'm sorry we haven't had the pleasure of an introduction since you haven't been in the Undercity as of late.  I hope your daughter had a wonderful wedding.  I sent along a gift, which I believe she will quite enjoy."

A stone formed in his stomach.  Olek's knuckles cracked as he squeezed his hand into a fist.

"I mean no threat," said the maetrie, holding up a hand.  "I sent her a jeweled necklace from the Eternal City.  A unique piece that she will treasure forever."

"Thank you," said Olek, doubt creeping into his voice, but he didn't unclench his fist.

"My apologies that we didn't have a chance to meet earlier, but I wanted to keep my presence, shall we say, hidden until the proper moment.  Events with Razor clan progressed faster than intended due to some unforeseen betrayals, forcing my hand."  

His smile might have been considered generous if he were human, but on the gaunt cheeks of the maetrie, it appeared ghoulish.   

"My name is Dominion Thule.  While you were absent, the alliance clans anointed me their leader, which I gratefully accepted," he said, holding a hand over his heart.

"We didn't have a leader before," said Olek.

"Which is why you failed to dislodge either Razor or Drops from their lofty positions.  My guidance, even from afar, did more to improve the prospects of your clans than the muddled response that you'd assembled thus far."

"I didn't vote for you," said Olek.

"I'm sure you would have given the opportunity," said Dominion with a faint smile.

Olek glanced to his fellow clan leaders.  "Is this true?"

The few that dared to look up gave him a tight nod before returning to their head bowed positions.  Olek wished he hadn't been at his daughter's wedding during this critical time.  He'd missed too much and now he was playing from behind and without important information.  

"What's the plan?" he asked, meeting Dominion's gaze, which took all of his self-control.

The corner of the maetrie's eyes creased while his mouth stayed a thin line.  

"Razor is eliminated, but unfortunately, Drops remains.  Our first task is to deal with this final holdout."

Olek gestured wildly.  "Shouldn't be too hard between alliance and the Crows.  The biggest worry we had before was that whoever acted first would get wiped out by the last."

"I do hope that it's as easy as you say," said Dominion coolly.  "But the strength of Razor joined with the Drops.  We may have the numbers but their warriors are worth five times ours.  Even with my additional support."  He nodded to the big armored maetrie at his side.  "We cannot make a frontal attack on the Drops."

"You want to have the entire Undercity under your control," said Olek.

"You are perceptive," said Dominion with an amused eyebrow raise.

"Why you?"  Olek checked back with his fellow alliance leaders.  "Why were you elected leader when we never had one before?"

"Because despite your petty stratagems, your scheming and backstabbing, you humans have barely scratched the surface of what the maetrie carry out every day in the Eternal City.  I promise you, Olek Koval, that with me you'll be richer than you ever were before once we have control of the Undercity and, with it, the faez crystal trade."

"And then?"

"That's for me to decide."

Olek nodded, even if he didn't entirely understand.

"But that's not why I called you all here," said Dominion, leaning back in his chair with his hands flat on the marble.  He studied each person at the table in turn.  When Dominion's gaze settled on Olek, he felt himself wanting to crawl beneath the table.  

"I should be discussing our strategy, but recent events from individuals in this room have distracted me.  I could be telling you about the trap I've laid for the Drops, one that is currently in motion, but instead I'm forced to discuss the importance of honesty.  I know that sounds rich after my little speech about the machinations of the maetrie, but there's scheming to take down your enemies, whoever they might be, and then there's foolish defiance, or petty grabs for insignificant baubles when larger treasures could be enjoyed."

Dominion stared right at Olek, which had him leaning back in his chair as if he couldn't get far enough away.  He wanted to reach for the gun in his jacket pocket, but the hulking maetrie at Dominion's side told him he'd never reach it.

"Olek.  I understand your arrogance.  Maybe even respect it.  You don't know me, nor my reputation," said Dominion as if they were discussing how to have their steaks cooked.  "But I can tell you that I will not allow it to continue for the sake of this new organization.  If you display such wanton petulance on a regular basis then all respect for each other will turn to ash."

The maetrie nodded towards his bodyguard, who pulled a hammer from the back of his black pants and slid it across the marble table.  It stopped right before Olek.  The tool wasn't the claw hammer of basic home maintenance, but a heavier one used for driving stakes into the ground.  

"As a token of your regret and newfound fealty to me, you'll pick up that hammer and use it in one of two ways.  You can either turn to Lionel, who has been stealing from me and our organization, and put that hammer through his face using the strength of your topaz, or you can take it and smash the smallest finger on your hand until it is nothing but pulp."

"What?" 

The words slipped out of Olek's mouth at the same time Lionel tried to leave his seat, but the maetrie bodyguard pointed the sheathed weapon at the Spaniard's chest.

"You'll decide now or I'll decide for you," said Dominion.

Olek reached for the hammer as Lionel said, "I won't do it again.  We always take a little from each other when we're transporting goods.  It wasn’t much."

He looked to his fellow clan leaders for support.  Olek held the hammer in his fist.  No one spoke nor moved to stop him.  While he knew that Lionel would stab him in the back if given an opportunity, even as their alliance had prospered because they'd set aside their disagreements to focus on the bigger fish in the Undercity, Olek didn't like being used as a tool.  The reason he'd fought his way to the top of his clan had been so he never had to take orders from another person.

"I don't—"

What happened next was so fast Olek barely had time to process it before it was too late.  Two things happened at once: the first was the hulking maetrie pulled the sword from the sheath in a quick motion, and the second was, while steel was still ringing through the air, Dominion leapt upon the marble table and accepted the blade.  Olek barely had the time to flinch as blood splattered across his face.  He turned to find Lionel's head sliding from his body, the thump on the carpet like a coconut falling from a tree.  

With his legs spread and still wielding the sword, Dominion looked down upon Olek and said, "The choice has been made for you."

Olek glanced briefly to his fellow alliance members before shaking his head and uttering a curse.

"Fuck."

Olek slammed the hammer on his left pinky with the force of his topaz, the impact shattering the bone and turning the flesh to pulp.  He grimaced away the pain as Dominion returned to his place at the head of the table, leaving the bloody sword in his fist.


Chapter Two

 

The false breeze pushed past Duro's skin.  It was barely enough to upset the fine hairs on his forearms.  He held up a flat hand.  The others stopped silently, except for one.  Duro turned his head, meeting gazes with Xylos, who was right behind him.  The younger clan member gave a tight nod, accepting his responsibility for the scuffed foot.  The other two, Adrenalynne and Brazio, stayed motionless waiting for his instruction.  

Duro found it hard to believe that he was sneaking through the Undercity with a patrol group nearly entirely composed of former Razor members.  Yet he had no fear that they would betray him.  The wounds of the attack on the Machi were still fresh in their eyes and in the tightness of their jaws.  Besides, their honor, once they had given their oaths to Daraja, was lock tight.  They would sacrifice themselves for their new clan as quickly as they would have the old.  

He flashed hand signals, but in seeing their confusion, he realized that not all of them translated between the clans.  Some were unique.  Duro mouthed the words, "Others ahead."

After they nodded, Duro continued through the uneven tunnel that had never been widened or made flat since it headed north to the alliance areas.  He leapt up, grabbed a handhold on the wall, and shimmied through a tight gap.  On the other side, he pulled his blades and waited, even though he knew no one was nearby.  But it was one thing to know, and it was another to doubt.  The knowledge that a maetrie named Dominion Thule was behind the alliance clans and the Crows' betrayal made Duro more cautious, because the city elves had ways and methods that even he didn't understand.  Duro had had few interactions with the city elves in the past, but their reputation and the events that had transpired only four days ago proved that they shouldn't be underestimated.  And unlike Daraja, he believed everything Pandora had told them about her relatives.  He knew a warrior when he saw one.  

Once everyone was through the gap, they climbed at an angle towards the entrance.  When he reached the top, Duro duck-walked forward to keep a low profile and peered over the edge at the massive cavern beneath.  

Fungus glow along with the waterfall that crashed into the pool on the opposite side gave the space an ethereal feel.  When he'd been a young warrior with dreams of glory and little regard for his own safety, he would sneak away from the Pajot and swim in the pool when he grew frustrated with the pace of his progress.  The water was ice cold, but there was a carpet of moss that covered the edge of the pool, which made it a great place to lounge after a dip.  

He knew the place like the holes in his heart and so he immediately knew that something was wrong.  He spotted an object at the center of the cavern on a flat area.  It was about the size of a person, wrapped in gauze like a funeral shroud.  As Brazio stepped onto the ledge, he nodded towards the object, studying the former warleader of the Razor clan for his reaction.

Brazio frowned at the object then flashed a sign, asking, "Danger?"

The sense that someone was nearby was no longer present.  Duro expanded his amber to its maximum range.  If someone was in the cavern, they were hiding themselves with sorcerous means.  He gave a shrug.  To reach the cavern floor would require a fifty-foot climb down a difficult stretch, which made their position extremely defensible.  Given the lack of understanding of the Drops' signs, Duro decided it was acceptable to speak out loud.

"I don't think anyone is here now, but they were recently.  Maybe even a few minutes ago," said Duro softly.

Xylos leaned on a rocky protrusion, peering into the cavern.  "What is that?"

"A body, you dumbass," said Adrenalynne, rolling her eyes.

The woman was the least "Razor" of any that he'd met, with piercings and tattoos and a shaved head.  She fit in more easily with the Drops and their practiced disregard of social norms.  

Xylos screwed up his face before it smoothed away to understanding.  

"Oh."

"Are we going down?" asked Adrenalynne.

Her face was nicked with a few scars, but was otherwise smooth and bore the freshness of youth.  Duro couldn't remember when he was like that, even though he knew he had been once.  

"Eventually."

"I'll go," said Brazio with a hunger in his gaze.

Duro gestured to the younger waku.  "There are entrances to the northwest and to the east by the waterfall.  I want you each to cover one."

As the two waku descended the cliff face without ropes, Duro turned to his counterpart.  While officially Brazio was a step below him, Duro saw him as his equal.  No one else in the Undercity concerned him if it came to a scrap.

"Are you sure?" asked Duro, the question not about the danger, but what he would find beneath the shroud.

"I need to know."

"It's likely a trap," said Duro.

Brazio looked away briefly, the corners of his mouth deepening with wrinkles.  Shadows haunted his expression.  "Likely."

"I can go.  I know it hasn't even been five days," said Duro.

"They gave me new blood," said Brazio with dark circles around his eyes.  He looked tired.  Duro would have preferred that he hadn't come along, but he hadn't wanted to hurt the man's pride by refusing him.  

"That's not what I mean."

Brazio checked over the edge at the two waku who were just reaching the cavern floor.  As they hurried across the stone, he asked, "What do you think?"

"Good warriors.  Xylos isn't as disciplined, but I would be happy to fight with him at my side."

"What about the Academy?  You've had a chance to watch them train," said Duro.

"I have nothing but respect for your warriors, our warriors."  Brazio shook his head.  "You know what I mean.  But we won't survive this if they can't become true warriors in their own right.  Even these two, as talented as they are, I could kill without much effort.  We're outnumbered and cut off from most of our sources of stones, while the alliance is finding new ones all the time."

"The nervous student, the one your nephew keeps as one of his friends, he has one of them," said Duro.

"Tiger's eye is what they're calling it, though the stone isn't orange, nor is he a warrior.  I was surprised when he attuned to an amber," said Brazio.

"You don't think we have enough good warriors," said Duro.

"No," said Brazio.  "But we could, if we can push them beyond their limits.  The girl Pandora has skills."

"And your nephew and daughter.  There are a few others I can see with promise."

"We need more than a few," said Brazio.  "Even the ones that finished the Academy need more work."

"What are you suggesting?"

Brazio sighed.  "I don't know yet.  The stones are still so new.  We only learned recently about how adrenaline helps people attune easier.  There are other aspects of the faez crystals we surely don't know."

Duro gestured towards his forearm, which had Brazio checking his own.  The black lines on his wrist peeked from beneath his sleeve.  

"I'll be fine."

"Have you had that before?" asked Duro.

Brazio shook his head.  "No.  It might be from losing all my blood.  Maybe it has something to do with attunement."  He checked back to the cavern.  "They're in place."

Duro chuckled.  "You know the students have been talking about us."

Brazio screwed up his face.  "About what?"

"Wondering who would win in a duel."

Brazio nodded.  "I've thought about it a time or two.  Not seriously.  Maybe when this is over."

"When this is over," said Duro, nodding.  "If you want to..."

"I do."

As Brazio climbed over the edge, Duro said, "Tonight we should discuss training.  I agree that we should do things differently.  The other way was too slow."

"Tonight," said Brazio before disappearing below the edge.  

As the former Razor moved towards the shrouded body, Duro focused his attention on it.  They both agreed it was a trap, but in what way?  He had a good idea of who was in the wrappings.  It was the reason Brazio had come.  Maybe it was simply to enrage Brazio, as he was known for his temper during a fight.  To get him to do something stupid.  But Duro didn't see that in the man.  He'd taken his brother's counsel for years without overstating his hand.  He was aggressive in battle, but not reckless.  Duro had seen warriors with a death wish.  Either they mistakenly thought themselves invincible, or the bloodlust made them foolish.  Brazio was neither.

The older warrior—Brazio was at least a decade his senior—approached the shrouded body.  His focus was entirely on the object.  Duro watched from the ledge, sifting through his senses with the amber.  There was something off about the wrappings, or the placement—he wasn't sure.  Brazio checked back as if he sensed the same thing.  Duro gave him the sign for "Caution, move slow."

Brazio reached the wrapped body.  He stared at it as if he'd approached a casket during a funeral.  The older warrior put his hand onto the gauze.  Even Duro could tell that he'd set the lightest touch.  There was no guarantee that it was Niran Santos beneath the wrappings, but why else would they have left the body?  On the other hand, there'd been no communication.  In the wars of his youth, bodies had been returned after a negotiation, and sent with an honor guard, depending on the station of the deceased.  If this truly was Brazio's brother, there should have been a formal handover, probably in the Terreno.  Either the alliance's new leader, Dominion Thule, didn't understand their customs, or didn't care.  Or it wasn't Niran, but a lesser warrior that had gone unaccounted for.  

As Brazio pulled out a blade to cut the shroud from the head, Duro's adrenaline raced into the stratosphere for no obvious reason.  It took all his self-control not to tell Brazio to get away.  He couldn’t figure out what was wrong, only that it was.

When Brazio put a hand on the body to steady it, there was a wobble that even Duro could see.  Brazio checked back, then crouched down to look beneath the body.  It was only then that Duro knew what was wrong.  It wasn't flat.  Something had been placed beneath the shroud, likely a bomb that would trigger when the weight was released.

Duro was opening his mouth to shout when the bomb went off.  Even from a hundred meters away, he threw himself to the ground as the concussive wave ripped through the cavern.  As soon as it passed, Duro scrambled down the cliff and sprinted to the location where the bomb had gone off.  Bits of gauze floated in the air.  Pieces of the body were splattered against the stalactites.  He waved away the younger waku, giving non-verbal instructions to return to their posts.

Brazio was curled into a ball beneath the ledge where the body had been placed.  His skin shimmered from dark gray to his normal lightly tanned color.  His eyes refocused.

"I don't think the black diamond protects from concussions," said Duro, breathing relief that Brazio had survived.  

The older warrior climbed to his feet tentatively.  "I'm in your debt for suggesting the black diamond for me.  It was a generous offer considering we'd been enemies only a week before."

"There's no time for half-measures," said Duro.  

Brazio leaned on the stone platform.  "Do you think it was my brother?"

Duro checked around the cavern until he spotted what looked to be the head.  Crouched down and using his blade to cut the gauze, Duro revealed a younger man with a pockmarked face beneath the shroud.

"I'm sorry."

"The maetrie have no honor."

"You've dealt with them before?" asked Duro.

"Once.  There's one that owns a bar in the seventh ward.  He trades in information.  After getting what I needed I decided it wasn't worth dealing with him again.  He demands a high price," said Brazio.

"Daraja has had minor dealings with a few over the years.  She says she'd rather swim naked with sharks wearing a suit of bloody meat than work with them again," said Duro.

"I pity the shark that tries to bite her," said Brazio, chuckling as he put his fingertips to his temple with a grimace.  "She could have taken the diamond for herself as a measure of protection."

"The only protection she needs is a working clan."

"She's smart like my brother.  She knows the best path forward and doesn't hesitate," said Brazio.

The older warrior pulled back his sleeve.  The black lines had multiplied.  

"Maybe there are side effects to the black diamond that we're not aware of, or it's just plain cursed, given that everyone who has had it has died," said Brazio, frowning.

"Or you haven't recovered from your near-death and your body is reacting to the new stone."

Brazio pulled the sleeve up.  "Either option is not to my liking."

"We should return to the Pajot.  You and I have much to discuss in regard to the training of our warriors."

"Maybe too much."

Duro put a hand on Brazio's shoulder.  "We'll figure it out, my friend.  The circumstances aren't ideal, but I can assure you that there's no one I'd rather have at my side than you."

Brazio held up his arm.  "Let's hope I stay there for a long time."

 


Chapter Three

 

Pandora stood on the Academy training grounds with her friends, Choo-Choo and Navos.  The concrete pad where they normally trained was overfull with warriors, both current and former members, along with dozens of Razors.  Even though they were technically Drops now, she had a hard time thinking of them like that.  She tried not to look at Kuma—she hadn't talked to him since they'd killed the Blue Daggers.

"I'm gonna rip his head off," said Choo-Choo, pacing behind her with sweat beaded up on his bald head as he kept glancing at Kuma, who stood with his friends.

"Emilio," said Navos with worry in his eyes.

"I don't care that he's my brother now.  I'm sure he was the reason Vasy lost her hand, and his fucking uncle is the one that killed Valeria.  I hate the Santos family.  Every last one of them."

Blotches of red formed on his cheeks and his jaw pulsed.  Pandora put a hand on his arm, but he flinched away.  

"You can't," said Pandora, then seeing that didn't get past his wall of rage, she added, "You shouldn't.  Think about Triana and Vasy.  We need Razor to defend the Pajot, and that includes Kuma and Brazio, and every other Razor that swore allegiance to Daraja."

"Fuck," said Choo-Choo, squeezing his eyes shut.  "I can't.  I can't."

"You have to," she said, then glared at Navos to help.  

"Emilio, you know she's right," said Navos, knocking a swoop of dirty blond hair out of his eyes.  

"I'll try," said Choo-Choo with bloodshot eyes.

Pandora breathed relief that he'd calmed, for now, though she could see the rage simmering below the surface.  She was fixing her uniform when she heard Navos mutter a curse under his breath.  She turned to find Kuma approaching, heading right for her and completely ignorant of Choo-Choo's visible animosity.

"Hey," Kuma said, fidgeting with his hands.

She feared what he was going to say.  There were so many secrets between them that anything could become a trigger for further problems.  Pandora kept her lips clamped shut, silently willing him not to say anything damning.

Kuma hesitated, clearly sensing her apprehension.  "I wanted to thank you..."

She furrowed her brow at him.

"For saving my uncle's life.  He told me what happened."

"I didn't do that much," she said neutrally.

Kuma tilted his head as if he were only just picking up the undercurrents, but then Choo-Choo stepped around her and jutted his chest forward.

"You're not welcome here."

Kuma's mouth opened and closed like a dying fish.  "I...but we're on the same side..."

Choo-Choo spoke low and mean.  "Not as far as I'm concerned."

Pandora pulled him back.  "Emilio."

"Don't call me that," he said, yanking his shoulder away.  "And what's this bullshit about saving his uncle?  You know, the one that killed my sister?"

A stone formed in her gut.  She'd been told not to reveal what happened around the time of the Crows' betrayal.  She'd been telling everyone that she was on message running errands for Duro during that critical time.

"It's an exaggeration," said Pandora as Choo-Choo turned on her.  "I was the one that led him to Duro when he came to the gates.  He was half-dead."

"You should have finished him off," snarled Choo-Choo.  "After everything my family has done for you, welcoming you into our home, you'd betray us like that?  Helping the guy who murdered my sister?"

Before Choo-Choo could reach for his weapons, Navos threw his lanky arms around him, hugging him tight from behind.  Pandora shot a glare at Kuma, who was already backing away.  It wasn't until he'd left that she remembered he'd just lost his father, which sent rage soaring through her.

She turned back to Choo-Choo as heat formed in her chest.  "Don't say that.  Don't you dare say that.  After everything I've given up to protect them.  And you."

Choo-Choo looked incredulous.  "What have you done?  Nothing."

Pandora jawed at the air.  She couldn't tell him anything.  Not about her mother or grandfather, or that she'd helped bring the two clans together, or that she'd really saved Brazio by killing Irina.  Not only would he not understand, but she'd been told to keep her mouth shut about all of it.  Only the leadership of the clan knew the truth about her, and they'd promised to keep it a secret because of what she'd done.

"Stay away from me," said Choo-Choo, marching away.  Navos gave her a palms-up gesture then followed him.  

She slumped against the wall as many eyes bore down on her.  Choo-Choo and Navos were her only friends in Drops, and she couldn't go to Kuma without revealing more secrets.  The focus on her evaporated when Duro and Brazio appeared in Academy uniforms, followed by the other instructors from both clans that had survived.  

"Attention!" called Duro after he leapt upon a smooth rock near the training grounds.  

The chaos of the two groups as they tried to form up in lines was fraught with pushing and angry words.  Pandora tried to join Choo-Choo and Navos, but they took a spot without room for her.  She gravitated to the end of a line, staying in back where no one would be looking at her, hoping that Choo-Choo would come to his senses later.

"Many of you know why you're here.  Some do not.  I cannot put it any other way.  Our enemies outnumber us and have access to resources far beyond our capabilities.  The only hope for survival we have as a clan is that we must be better, warrior for warrior, or they will wipe us from the Undercity.

"That means those of you that graduated are being returned to training.  No one, including myself, Brazio, and the other instructors, is excused from these activities.  Wherever you think you are as a waku or soldado, I want you to improve tenfold.  Whatever you thought impossible before, must become commonplace.  Your limitations must become your strengths."

Duro paused atop the rock, looking over the sea of faces.  Pandora understood the necessity of his words, but she wondered if her fellow clanmates did.  They didn't know how brutal her grandfather was, and that the little niceties and points of order between the clans wouldn't be honored like before.  They would either survive or die, much as she'd had to during her training in the Eternal City, which if she was being truthful with herself, she'd failed.  Only her mother's intervention had stayed his hand.  She'd been allowed to leave because they'd needed her in the Undercity.  At the time, she'd been desperate to prove herself.  

"We will not be doing things as we did them in the past.  The physical training will be similar, but we must unlock the stones, find ways of using them that have never been done before.  Some of you understand this.  But very few.  The rest of you will need to learn quickly."

Duro nodded to Brazio, who stepped forward.  "Starting with the end of the line, I want everyone to count to five in turn.  Remember your number."

The count took a few minutes to wind its way through the lines.  When everyone was finished, Brazio continued, "The ones will go with Duro, twos with myself, threes with Instructor Helena, fours with Kai, and fives with Nikolai.  These are your groups for now.  After we've sufficiently tested you, we'll reorganize by skill, stones, and potential."

Pandora had received the number five.  She found Instructor Nikolai by the fountain furthest away from the training building.  He was a long-time Drops member with dark hair and a scar through his eye that made it permanently squint.  The injury had come from an Undercity critter that had surprised him when he was traveling alone.  He was usually in charge of the younger kids, preparing them for the Academy.  Despite his fearsome looks, Vasy spoke glowingly about him.  

She was one of the first to Instructor Nikolai.  The others were a mix of Drops and former Razor, the first group outnumbering the latter by three to one.  She half hoped that Kuma would be in her group until she saw Choo-Choo headed her way with his head down, followed by the short-haired girl, Camina, who hadn't trusted her when they took down the Blue Daggers.  The last one to join the group was Yara Santos, the daughter of Brazio.  She headed straight at Pandora with fists at her side and the burdens of the world on her shoulders.  

"You're Pandora, right?" asked Yara with a scowl.

"I am," she said, keeping light on her feet and a wary eye on Yara's fists.

The pain etched into her face ran deep.  Yara said nothing as she chewed her words behind clamped lips.  

"Thank you."  Yara's expression broke.  "For saving my father."

She marched away head down before Pandora could respond.  She checked to Choo-Choo, who'd heard the exchange but looked away when she met his gaze.  

"Fuck," she muttered.

"You're right about that," said Camina, who'd come up from behind, nostrils flaring.  There was a brief standoff, but then Instructor Nikolai called them to attention.

"I hope you're warmed up because we're headed to the Deep Basin," said Instructor Nikolai.  

He had a deep voice and only a slight Slavic accent.  The other groups were heading in other directions.  They formed up in two lines.  Choo-Choo looked like he was about to take the position next to her when Camina claimed it.

The run started out slow, but then Nikolai increased the pace, which put strain on the others, but Pandora modulated her opal until she was running without effort.  Camina glanced to her during the run, screwing up her face.

"Why do you look like you're barely running?" asked Camina between breaths.

The passages to the Deep Basin headed south out of the Pajot.  The tunnels had been widened over the years, making stretching their legs easy.

"What stones?"

Camina looked like she wasn't going to answer until she said, "Amber and opal."

"The opal can do more than heal.  It can be used to clean the toxins from our muscles as we run, making it easier to go longer, or goose them to move faster.  I can show you later."

Camina nodded as sweat dripped from her nose though she still looked suspicious of her motives.  The others were laboring, as Nikolai was increasing the pace until they were almost running full out.  After twenty minutes, they reached their destination, which was a ledge leading down a ramp into a huge cavern.  Lights flickered below, leaving the former Razor members to gawk at the sights.  

"What is this place?" asked Camina.

"You'll see," said Pandora, even though it was only her second time visiting the Deep Basin.

Nikolai led them down the ramp, which gave the students a good view of the area.  The air was moist and warm.  As they descended, the rocky walls became covered in thick moss, or carpets of fungi.  Wisps of plants grew from the nooks and vines clung to the cracks.

The floor of the cavern was thick with plants that grew onto the path.  Rather than hard stone, they walked over chunky dirt speckled with rocks that hadn't quite finished breaking down.  A patch of ghost-eye illuminated their passage as insects buzzed around them.  

"This was one of the first places the Drops tried to grow food.  They gave up after the early years because this cavern was much too difficult to defend, and creatures tended to find their way into it, but that early beginning took on a life of its own.  Our gardeners sometimes introduce new plants here to help diversify the ecosystem.  Be warned that creatures big and small make their home here.  Some are benign, but others are quite dangerous."

He took them to a side cavern off the main area.  The plants faded away, leaving more rock and walls that went straight up.  Nikolai pulled small orbs from a backpack and shook them in turn, which made them glow from within.  Then he turned dials on the side and released them into the air.  The first few ascended five or ten feet, but later ones went higher, until there was a column of light alongside the rocky wall.

"Today you're going to free climb the Night Wall.  It has that name because some of the stone is glassy obsidian, which makes it both beautiful and treacherous.  It's a difficult climb, a five point eleven if you want the technical designation."

"Where are the ropes?" asked a first-year student in the back.

Nikolai threw two cloth bags onto the ground.  "You'll find no wall spikes, only harnesses and connecting ropes.  You won't be climbing alone, but as a group.  The goal is for everyone to reach the top together."

The instructor's words were greeted with a mix of disbelief and concern.

"I'm not climbing with a Santos," said Choo-Choo, crossing his arms and glaring at Yara, who stared back ambivalently.  

Nikolai spread his arms wide.  "Fine.  If you do not wish to climb, you can return to the Pajot and train with the kids."

Choo-Choo blinked heavily before hanging his head and returning to the group.  

"Good.  No other disagreements?" asked the instructor.  "You may begin."

They stood around in a circle.  There were around thirty of them.  No one spoke at first.  Pandora moved towards the rope bag at the same time as Yara and Camina.  She gave them a welcoming smile, but neither returned it.  Choo-Choo showed up a second after the others.

"I'm not letting a couple of Razors fuck this up," he said.

Camina rolled her eyes while Yara gave him a blank-eyed stare that would have made a serial killer proud.

"How do we want to do this?" asked Pandora, crouching by the bags.

Camina dumped the harnesses on the ground and started digging through them while the others stared at the wall, which went up so far it hurt the neck to see the top.  The others clumped around them, but gave them space at the same time, signaling the leadership of the group.

"It doesn't look like there are enough harnesses for everyone," said Camina, frowning.

"Okay, some can free climb and some can stay harnessed," said Yara, crossing her arms.  "I'm not afraid."

"That wall?" asked Choo-Choo incredulously.  "It's over three hundred feet of high difficulty."

"I'm a topaz," said Yara defiantly.

Choo-Choo screwed up his mouth.  "I am too, but only, like, last week."

"Then it should be no problem.  Big shot Drops can show us how it's done since it's your wall," said Yara.

"Come on, we have to do this together," said Pandora.

Camina shook her head as she opened the rope bag.  "It's a fucking snakes' nest.  What's going on?  Is the instructor trying to kill us?"

"You heard Duro," said Pandora, thinking about when he'd shot her to force her to rapidly attune to the opal.  "They're going to make us push our limits.  Not giving us all the tools forces us to come up with new solutions."

"Push our limits?" asked Camina, staring at the wall.  "They're gonna get us killed."


Chapter Four

 

After the numbers were called, Kuma found himself in Duro's group with few friendly faces except for Xylos.  He approached with a slight limp.

"Can't you get that taken care of?" asked Kuma.

"No one can figure out what's wrong," said Xylos, grimacing.  "I won't let it stop me."

As the others formed up, Kuma found himself wishing that Pandora was with their group so he could talk to her alone.  He knew he'd screwed up somehow when he'd spoken to her before with Choo-Choo.  With everything going on, his father's death, and the loss of so many people he loved, his mind wasn't in a good space.  He'd hoped to reconnect with Pandora if only to have something good come of the awful situation.

The other three groups had already left, but Duro and Brazio spoke quietly to the side.  The last time Kuma had seen Duro Hernandez was in the Pale Sun when the gunman had tried to kill one of them.  He was one of the least assuming waku in the Undercity, looking like he would fit in playing pool and drinking a beer after a hard day of construction.  

"What's with him?" asked Xylos, looking over Kuma's shoulder.

He turned to find the tall friend of Choo-Choo's staring at them through his blond hair that hung in his face.  His lanky frame, tattoos, and gold teeth made him look like a washed-up rock star.  When they made eye contact, he approached.

"Navos?" asked Kuma, remembering past interactions.  

Navos swallowed.  "I'm sorry about what happened earlier with Emilio."  He screwed up his face.  "Choo-Choo."

"Did my uncle really kill his sister?" asked Kuma.

"In a scrap," said Navos, frowning.  "I hope you won't take offense."

Kuma used his amber to read the lanky waku.  He was fidgeting like Tick, but Kuma didn't think that was a normal affliction.  Navos kept rubbing his heavily tattooed arms.  

"We've bigger things to worry about than old grievances.  I bear no ill will towards Emilio."

Navos screwed up his face.  "I wouldn't use his real name."

"How did he get it?  Is it because he's as wide as a train, or runs you over in a fight?"

The tension in Navos' expression broke with laughter, which he stifled behind a cupped hand.  It wasn't hard to see Navos had deep feelings for his friend.  

"When we were six years old at our first day of training, he brought a toy train to play with and the instructor said, hey Choo-Choo boy, come here, and it stuck."  He grimaced.  "Please don't tell him I told you that story."

"I won't."

It occurred to Kuma that his reputation from beating Pandora in a duel might lead Navos to believe that if a fight occurred, Choo-Choo would be outclassed.  He was trying to protect him.

"I’m a—"

Before Kuma could finish, Duro returned to the group, examining them casually.  

"Come with me," he said, heading down the pathway as if he were on a city stroll.  

They fell in behind, glancing between themselves curiously.  It didn't take long for them to reach their destination, which the Drops members seemed to recognize immediately.  The cavern looked like it was a shooting range except the target boards had been pulled from the ground and stacked in a pile.  In their place was a long wooden wall that looked like the front of a building but with open windows where some older men and women stood with rifles in their hands.  

"From this spot to that wall is one hundred and five meters, or nearly three hundred and fifty feet.  The challenge today is for your group to reach the wall without getting shot.  Some of the older members of the clan have volunteered to play with us today."

"They're going to shoot us?" asked one of the younger members incredulously.

"Rubber bullets," said Duro.  "They hurt like hell and should give you a healthy desire to avoid them.  And if you think because they're old they're poor shots, the majority of them are expert marksmen on the range.  They have a shooting club every Thursday."

"What's the point of this exercise?" asked Xylos with his hand half raised.

Duro stared at him blankly with the faintest hint of a smile on his lips.  

"You have twenty minutes to come up with an idea on how to cross the range.  Failure to reach your target will earn the entire group two hundred push-ups."

A collective groan was followed by the group circling around each other.  

"Any ideas?" Kuma asked Navos, sensing he was one of the older waku within their group that wasn't a former Razor.

"I, uhm, what kind of stones we got?" asked Navos, clearly unused to being the one in charge.  

Everyone talked at once, which made it impossible to pick out the individual stones being shouted out.  Navos stared back with a hunched forehead.

"I didn't get that, can we do it again?"

The second time was no better than the first.

"Can I offer a suggestion?" asked Kuma.

"Please," said Navos, relieved.

"Raise your hand if you have an amber," said Kuma.  

Nearly the entire group minus a handful raised their hands.  He continued with the other stones until they had a count.

"We have lots of amber, and opal is our second but one sapphire, two emeralds, and three topaz.  Ideas?" asked Kuma.

"Maybe we can just rush the other end," offered a guy Kuma had heard someone call Einar.  "Not pretty, but some of us will get through, right?"

"Not sure if I want to get shot if I don't have to," replied someone in back.

The conversation devolved into various theories, mostly around the odds of making it across that distance with six shooters ready to pick them off.  

"Three minutes," called Duro from the side with his arms crossed and a smirk.  

"We'd better do something soon," said Kuma.

"What about those old wooden walls where they put the targets?  Can we use them as a shield?" asked Navos.

"Great idea," said Kuma.  "Can the topaz carry them?  The rest of us can stay behind."

They quickly pulled a pair of the walls off the pile.  The awkwardness of handling them required two topaz for the first and a topaz and three other waku to carry the second.  With half the group behind each wall, they were about to march across the field when Duro stepped forward.

"Now that you have a plan, you have ten seconds from the moment you start to the moment you touch the wall.  Anyone not reaching it in that amount of time will have failed."

"Ten seconds?  A world-class runner could barely make it across," said Einar.

Duro tilted his head.  "You're not world-class runners.  You're waku.  You should be able to do better.  Hurry.  If you don't start soon the twenty minutes will be up."

"What do we do?" asked Navos.

"One minute," said Duro.

"Go for it and see what happens?"

"I don't want to do two hundred push-ups," said someone in back.

"We'll never make it behind the shields."

Kuma sighed.  "Okay, if you want to go alone, go for it, or if you want to stay behind the shield, that's cool too.  But let's go now before we're out of time."

Duro was staring at his watch.  Kuma nodded to Navos, who swallowed and called out.

"Go!"

The moment the two walls started forward, a group of the others broke around them, sprinting across the field well ahead.  Kuma helped carry his wall forward, but the awkward handholds and unbalanced weight made it difficult.  A second later, the shots started.  Cries of pain from the waku that had tried to make it without shielding quickly followed.  The topaz girl on Kuma's right who was holding the wall flinched and dropped the wall, making it nearly tip forward.  She held her arm where one of the sharpshooters had hit the part of her shoulder that had stuck out.  More rubber bullets followed and then Duro whistled shrilly by sticking his fingers in his mouth.

"Time's up!  Everyone back to the start.  Bring your walls or anything you might have dropped and start your push-ups."

The ones who'd been hit by the rubber bullets revealed deep bruises, which were healed with opals, but a lingering yellow stain remained.  Kuma finished his two hundred push-ups at the same time as Navos and Xylos, while the others took longer.  

"No one reached the halfway mark, and only the runners made it past the quarter.  Hopefully you can do better on this attempt.  Same rules as before.  Twenty minutes to come up with a plan and ten seconds to cross the field."

The impossibleness of the situation left a lot of jaws hanging open and heads shaking.  Kuma wasn't optimistic himself, but he wasn't about to give up.  He clapped his hands to get their attention.

"Okay, what's the plan this time?  Any ideas?"

"We can't run with the walls," said the topaz girl who'd gotten shot.  "No way can we make it in ten seconds."

"Free-for-all run?" suggested Einar.

"Not looking forward to getting shot," said someone.

"They can't get us all."

With a lot of shrugged shoulders and harrowed glances down the firing range, the consensus was for no walls.  Kuma approached the starting line with the others hoping that he might be able to use his emerald to soar over their firing fields.  Given the distance, it was unlikely that he'd make it, but he figured he had a better shot than most.  He cycled Heavy in preparation for a Lightness leap.

"Go!" called Navos.

The start announcement was followed by the crack of multiple shots.  Kuma had barely jammed his foot into the ground before he was hit in the shoulder, knocking him backwards.  

"Fuck."

The rest of his team was picked off before a single person crossed the quarter line.  Everyone trudged back to the beginning grimacing and holding the places on their bodies that were shot.  What was worse was the old folks in the shooting windows high-fiving each other.

"Be glad that they're only shooting you in the chest," said Duro.  "I think you all owe me two hundred push-ups."

The collective groan was followed by everyone falling to the floor on their hands.  Kuma massaged the spot where he'd been shot and started on his two hundred next to Xylos.

"It's gonna be a long day."

 


Chapter Five

 

Pandora clung to the wall, her fingers jammed into a crack.  The others were to her left, connected by a webbing of ropes.  They'd put the weaker climbers in harnesses to make sure they couldn't fall.  Pandora had volunteered to be a free climber because she could halt her descent with the sapphire. 

"There's a ledge to your right, Yara," she said.

As a topaz, Yara was a lead climber.  She could hold the others even if someone slipped.  In a normal climbing situation, they'd be using pitons to anchor themselves to points along the wall, but the challenge hadn't included tools like that.

Yara looked up and to the location she'd indicated.  The glow from the floating balls of light cast strange shadows across the rocks as they hovered, moving slightly as if there were a light breeze.  The rock smelled wet, even though it felt dry.  She would have liked chalk to ensure her fingers could grasp the stone with confidence, but the crack she'd found to maintain her position was better than nothing.
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