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Story One: A Tale with Two Endings
 
    
 
        When all legends were to be broken, many endured in the bustling city of Teigen. However, one myth grew beyond all others. It was the tale of the legendary detective—the myth of a skilled investigator keeping his watchful eyes on the streets and attentive ears open to the idle chatter of the crowd, always gathering information on his environment as he analyzed and solved the impossible riddles created from a world forever changing.
 
        It was this simple attention to detail that had kept the boyish detective Kirin strong. Dressed in a dull black trench coat, he leisurely stood on a walking bridge above the bustling market square, perusing through the many nameless faces in the crowd as they went on with their day trading and selling goods as if all was right with the world. Looking at the blurred masses, one face stood out for a brief moment. A young man dressed in the plaid shirt and jeans of a street hustler making bargains with an elderly vendor.  
 
      “A thread?” Kirin said raising an eyebrow on his baby face.
 
        Watching closely as the young man ended his negotiations with a joke and a laugh before departing, Kirin pushed himself away from the guardrail and into the passing crowd on the bridge. There, he took solemn, yet wide steps down its concrete paths, turned and stepped downward its stairs until he reached the crowded sidewalks. Sifting through the quickened footsteps of the people around him—he began to stalk the unaware young man down the streets. With his eyes locked on to his every movement, Kirin followed at a distance the young man as he moved from the top of his daily routine down to its last task. Kirin watched as the young man made deliveries to the butcher and herbal shops in the market, he listened in on his loud and crude negotiations with an artisan for tables and chairs in the Downtown Sector, and he stalked him as he gleefully cut through an alleyway and snuck into the Red-light Sector, a place where the Ladies of the Night lay in waiting for the men of the evening. 
 
        Slipping through a crack in the wall, Kirin followed him. Exiting the small space, his eyes widened as the clenched fist of the young man he was chasing pressed against the heavy threads of his trench coat and clutched onto his collar.
 
      “What are you doing, brat?!” the young man shouted as he pushed Kirin against the wall. “I don’t know who you work for or what game you’re playing, but I’m not buying it.”
 
      “Take it easy.” Kirin said poking a vein on the wrist of the young man, immediately causing him to pull his hand back in pain.
 
       “What is that?” the young man said holding his wrist in pain.
 
      “Pressure points. Every part of the human body has them, and I see you’ve reached your own.” He said fixing his clothes. “How did you know I was following you?”
 
      “Easy,” he said with an overconfident grin on his face. “Everyone in the Market Sector was asking me who’s that little boy… or girl following you across the Sector. Yeah,” he nodded. “After hearing that a few times, you start looking from the corner of your eyes.” He chuckled as he focused his eyes on Kirin’s baby face, slender frame, and short stature. He then sighed heavily. “Listen kid—tell those loan sharks that I’ve paid all my debts. And another thing,” he said looking at Kirin unimpressed. “Tell them to get some men to keep an eye on me, not a little boy. Am I not that threatening to the Sharks at the Gambling Den?”
 
      “Apparently not.” Kirin nodded his head. “They didn’t even bother to give me a name.”
 
      “Seriously?” the young man shook his head in frustration. “Wow, the Sharks have been getting careless ever since the boom in tourism from outside came. I guess they’re too busy to keep an eye on their lower level customers. Haha.” He chuckled before lifting his head up and extending his hand. “By the way, my name is Jake. What’s yours?”
 
      “Kirin.” He replied not extending his hand. “Sorry, never been a fan of shaking hands.”
 
      “Well, Rin,” Jake said lowering his hand as he chuckled. “You better get used to being friendly around these parts—it’s the only way you get ahead around here.”
 
      “Exactly…” A shaking elderly man’s voice said leaping over the shoulder of Jake. Kirin and Jake both looked over towards the back end of a fancifully decorated building. Standing nearing a back door was a grizzled old man holding a package.
 
      “You boys, are you looking to earn some extra coin?” he said pulling out two gold pieces. 
 
        Jake’s eyes lit up at the sight of them. “I’m always looking for new opportunities my good friend.” he said walking over to the old man with a beaming smile on his face.
 
      “What’s the catch, old man?” Kirin said unconvinced.
 
      “Hey, don’t be rude to my friend.” Jake replied.
 
      “Don’t worry,” the old man said. “That boy is quick, and he’s right, you can’t get something without giving something in return. But I promise, what I ask of you is just a little favor for a poor man wanting to give a gift to his daughter.”
 
      “Daughter?” Kirin asked.
 
      “Yes… She… she is a courtesan in this house. I haven’t seen her in ages, but I want to give her this package.” He said raising a brown box with a faded white lily painted on its side. “It’s something belonging to her mother.” He continued. “She wanted me to give her this after her death. Unfortunately, family cannot see a courtesan in the Red-light Sector. So I ask you young boys, would you mind going up there and giving this to her?”
 
      “Sure.” Jake said. “It’s always a pleasure to link families together.” 
 
        Kirin laughed under his breath briefly. “You sure this is something you want us ‘youngsters’ doing for you? After all, it is a brothel you’re asking us to go into.” 
 
      “I know…” The old man nodded. “That’s why I’m paying you young boys so well.”
 
        Kirin nodded his head as he walked over to the old man with a cocky smile on his face. “As long as you pay upfront, I don’t mind.”
 
      “Thank you.” The old man said handing Jake and Kirin each a gold coin.
 
      “Hah!” Jake said letting a gasp of joy escape his lungs. “Looks like my luck is turning. You know,” he said looking over to Kirin. “You might be my good luck charm. Hey, you mind going to gambling den with me later, I think your luck might carry me to a jackpot winnings.”
 
      “Maybe.” Kirin said holding the coin between his fingers as he analyzed its engravings.
 
      “Don’t worry,” Jake nudged Kirin on the shoulder. “I was just joking.” 
 
      “Here.” The old man said handing a box to Jake. “I’ve already had a maid servant open the back door for me. Just make your way inside and go straight up the stairs until you reach the second floor. She should be in the far end of the room, the door should be slightly open.”
 
      “Don’t worry old man.” Jake said wrapping his arm around the grizzled man. “We got this.”
 
      “Thank you.” The grizzled man said clasping his shaking hands as Jake waltzed right into the open door beside him. Kirin soon followed, but kept a keen eye on the weary old man until he fully entered the building. 
 
        Walking inside between the white and silver walls of a steamy kitchen, Jake took long wide steps through the spacious cooking area that had the activity of a popular restaurant. Moving through the hectic sounds of clanging plates and shouting cooks as they mixed and sprinkled in herbs into their pots, Jake sniffed the aroma floating around him with glee as he shimmied his way to a counter filled with baked chicken and pasta.
 
      “Whoa!” Jake smiled as he nibbled on a piece of meat he nipped from the table. “Now this is paradise. I’ve heard the Courtesan houses in the Red-light Sector had the best restaurants, but no one told me the food here would taste this good.”
 
        Kirin shook his head at Jake’s distracted banter as he walked ahead towards the exit and into the next room. Noticing Kirin walking ahead, Jake quickly pulled himself away from the abundant meals surrounding him and gripped the box underneath his armpit as he ran to catch up with him. Making his way out the door and into the rose-colored hallway, Jake looked around at the beautiful fixtures of the building. With its dim lights, animal skin carpets, and sculptured works of women doing awkward poses, Jake was enthralled, but ever more annoyed by the hurried steps of his new friend. Catching up with Kirin as he ascended the first few sets of stairs, Jake tapped his shoulder.
 
      “Wait up.” he said grabbing Kirin by the coat. “No need to rush, we should enjoy any opportunity to eat food that high in quality.”
 
      “Hmm…” Kirin hummed as he ignored him and continued upwards, moving onto the second floor. 
 
        Jake, unnerved by his unfriendliness, charged forward and passed him as they reached the final floor of the house.
 
      “Hey,” Jake said standing in front of Kirin, stopping him in his tracks. “You know you could thank me for bringing you here. You wouldn’t be here if you didn’t have the duty of following me tonight.” He said giving him a cocky smile. “That gold coin is probably what you make in three months of work as a scout for the Sharks, right?”
 
      “And no doubt that’s how much you would lose to them in a minute in a quick game of cards.”
 
        Jake furrowed his brow in anger before showing a reluctant smile. “Hehehe, you’re kind of right though.” he laughed. “But with some of these poker games, it’s like you’re living a whole life in one minute, so many ups and downs in the game. Losing a little coin might be worth the feeling for some, don’t you think?”
 
      “Rather bleak outlook on life. I say no need to rush. Do what you can with what you have now.” 
 
      “I know, I know.” Jake said scratching his nose. “I was just talking about a friend. Contrary from what you heard from the Sharks, gambling was just a onetime deal gone wrong for me.”
 
      “Right…” Kirin said with doubt, stepping by Jake as he headed down a narrow corridor filled with closed doors painted in the color of white lilies against the backdrop of a rose-colored corridor. 
 
      “Lilies they are not.” Jake said as he looked across the doors smelling a chocolate aroma floating in the air. “Whoa, when I make it big in this city, the first thing I’m gonna do is come back here for a trip and take a lily, maybe two.” He said rubbing his hands together in anticipation. Reaching the head door the old man had instructed them to get to—Jake stepped forward and knocked on it lightly. “Hello.” He said as the door slightly opened with the pressing of his clench fist against its wooden frame.
 
      “Huh?” Jake said surprised. “Is it supposed to be open?”
 
      “Yeah.” Kirin nodded. “You would know that if you actually listened to the old man rather than stare with adoration at the gold coin he gave you.”
 
      “Well, excuse me for being excited at a bit of luck.”
 
      “Not too sure you can call it that yet.” Kirin said brushing the tips of his hair with his fingers.
 
      “Wow, forever pessimistic, aren’t you? You really need a few laughs.” Jake then snapped his fingers. “How about we go to a dance hall after this, I’ll show you around, maybe get you close to a few willing girls.” He said nudging him on the shoulder with a grin on his face.
 
      “…” Kirin stared at him blankly before heading for the door, but as he neared, Jake kicked the stump on the floor holding the door open and entered in as if he triumphed over him.
 
      “First.” He said triumphantly holding the top edge of the door for Kirin.  Kirin let his eyes peruse the outer frames of the door for a moment before walking under the arm of Jake. 
 
      “Wow, you’re really short.” Jake said as he let go of the door. “How old are you?”
 
      “Seventeen.” Kirin replied as his eyes searched the spacious and luxuriously decorated interior of the bedroom. 
 
      “No, that can’t be true.” Jake said loudly as he followed Kirin inside, letting the door slam shut behind him. “I’m sixteen and I look older than you. You’re lying.”
 
        Kirin ignored his prodding as he looked over every corner of the space they entered. Listening to the slow jazz song spinning on a record player at the corner of the room by the fireplace, Kirin looked over the white pastel interior with its shaded dividers between a bed area and a small garden by the window. Noticing no activity inside, Kirin wondered where the person to receive their delivery was. Turning his attention toward the small garden surrounded by a cool flow of water washing over a small handcrafted mountain, he noticed a hand poking out from one of the dividers.
 
      “Hey,” Kirin said tapping the shoulder of Jake mid-sentence. “Go check our lady by the divider.”
 
     “Huh?” Jake said looking over. “Oh, she’s here then, why didn’t she say so?”
 
     “Because she can’t…” Kirin said walking back to the door while Jake shook his head in confusion before trotting his way towards the bedside divider.  “Excuse me Lady, delivery for you.” He said. As he walked by the incense burning on a stand, Jake felt his foot stepping into damp and muddied floors. “Eww… What is this?” he said raising his foot up a bit to look at the dark liquid seeping through the matted ground. “It’s red…” he noticed. Glancing at the dividers, he saw more of this red liquid staining its wall as it dripped down languidly between its folds towards a cold body lying on top of white satin sheets. A woman laid there dressed in a beautifully designed kimono sullied with her own blood. Half way near death, the woman had one hand wrapped around her own neck, pushing in a wound that would not stop bleeding.
 
      “Holy! God!” Jake said as he threw back his head in horror while his eyes widened in shock and panic. “Hey!” he said turning to Kirin standing by the door, feeling out its surface. “W-W-We need help!” Jake said stumbling around his words as he looked on at the struggling woman beneath him. “We need to help her!” he shouted as he felt the gasp of life chortling out of this woman’s mouth.
 
        He turned to look back at Kirin again. “Rin! We got to do something!”
 
      “It’s no use, she’s lost too much blood, we’d be better off saving ourselves now instead of looking after her.” Kirin said walking away from the door and approaching the caged windows, pulling on their sturdy bars.
 
      “How can you say that?”
 
      “Quite easily. How can you try?” Kirin said looking over at the woman struggling to breath. He raised an eyebrow at the curious medallion she used to press against her neck. “But if you really want to try,” Kirin continued. “Apply pressure on her neck, help her slow down the bleeding.”
 
      “Pressure? Pressure… Yeah, pressure.” Jake said nervously as he knelt down. Pulling out a white cloth from his pocket, he then slid his hands over her blood stained neck, pushing off the medal medallion from her hand as he pressed with all his might against the small stream of blood gushing out of her as she squirmed underneath him.
 
        Kirin, still inspecting the corners of the room, noticed the still burning fireplace at the end of the room. Rushing over to it, he picked up an iron rod to the side of the fireplace. He quickly looked over it before sticking its tip into the fire.
 
      “Jake,” Kirin said as he watched the rods tip slowly turn from dirt brown to burning orange. “I need you to find the wound and wipe it clean by the time I get there.”
 
      “What? Wait… Rin, you’re not thinking of…”
 
      “You want to play hero, right?” Kirin smiled as he pulled the heated rod out of the fireplace and walked over to the writhing woman on the floor. “Well, sometimes it gets ugly. When I strike, hold her down.”
 
        Jake looked at the burning rod with worry and confusion for a moment before wiping down the wound with his cloth, briefly revealing a small slit piercing the center of the woman’s neck. With that small window of clarity, Kirin quickly placed the burning hot tip of the rod onto the wound, burning it closed as the woman howled a blood curdling scream that spilt out the liquids flowing through her lungs, making her cough up blood while her voice still bounced off the ceiling and echoed outside the caged windows of the room.
 
        The woman squirmed in pain, fiercely trying her best to wiggle her way out of the strong grip of Jake before suddenly fainting from the new wave of pain. As her body went limp while Jake held her down, he looked on with hopeless despair at her sudden lifeless posture.
 
      “Hey!” Jake shouted looking over to Kirin as he tried to cradle the girls head in his arms. “I thought you were trying to save her, not burn her to death.”
 
      “And that’s what we did. She still has a pulse—she just fainted from the pain…” Kirin chuckled with the still burning rod in hand. “Ask any mother, it takes a good amount of pain to give life in this world, and we just did that. Be happy Jake, you’re now a proud father to a Courtesan woman…” He laughed as he turned around, approaching the worried Jake. As he did, the door to the room swung open, revealing two young female servants looking in from the outside as Jake and Kirin stood over what seemed to be the lifeless body of their mistress.
 
      “Ahhhhh!” the girls screamed as the door swung back and slammed shut, cutting off their terrified voices.
 
      “That could not have looked good.” Kirin smiled as he tossed the rod back beside the fire. He then turned and looked at Jake.
 
      “Hey, I’m going to have to ask you to save more lives.” he said to the clueless Jake as he laid the head of the woman onto a pillow.
 
      “W-What do you mean?” he said with an uneasy look on his face. 
 
      “I mean our lives.” Kirin said pointing at Jake before pointing to himself as he nodded in confirmation. “Yeah, you and me. We’re going to die here under five minutes time, the amount of time it takes those two girls to report to the house Madame, and for the Madame to gather her guards, and for those guards to break down the barricaded doors to kill us.”
 
      “W-wait, we… We didn’t do this. We should just—”
 
      “Tell them that?” Kirin chuckled. “You just don’t get it; we’ve been set up by that old man. He led us to a murder scene as the time of death of his victim was ongoing and real, a true artisan of his trade. Also, he has us caught red handed with the murder weapon on us.”
 
      “Murder weapon? We don’t have a weapon?”
 
      “What do you think is inside the box, cake?” Kirin laughed as he jumped over to the front door pulling its handle. “And with us in a Courtesan’s lodge, there’s no place more fitted like a prison than the pleasure quarters in the Red Sector. With caged windows and doors locked from the outside, we’re trapped in here.”
 
        Jake half nodded his head as he opened the box revealing a bloodied knife lying against its wooden interior. “Dammit old man! I thought we were friends.” Jake said in shock.
 
      “Are you some kind of idiot?” Kirin said puzzled by his emotions as he walked towards a dresser drawer by the door. He began pushing it from its side. “Hey,” Kirin called out to Jake. “If friends can be made in a day, the same could be said for enemies. Now come over here and help me push this in front of the door like a good friend would.”
 
         Jake cracked a smile at his timely words, eventually shaking away the shock. He then got up and walked over to Kirin. Standing by the side of the dresser, he cuffed his hands around its corner and pulled it down from its upright stance with the strength of his arms, trumping the light push of the small-bodied Kirin. Tumbling down, the dresser smashed onto the other side of the wall, covering the door almost completely.
 
      “Nice job.” Kirin patted him on the back. 
 
      “Now we’re really trapped here…” Jake said looking around at the caged windows and the lack of a secondary exit.
 
      “Not exactly… There’s always an escape, you just have to think outside the ‘box’ so to speak.” Kirin said with an excited smile on his face. 
 
        Jake looked at him awkwardly. “Why are you smiling?”
 
      “Because we have a riddle before us—a murder attempt at a Red-light Sector brothel, the killer unknown, a mysterious old man throwing us into the fray, and…” Kirin said pulling out a cloth before kneeling down and picking up a medallion lying on the bed beside the sleeping woman. “A rat medallion of one of the Northern tribes.”
 
      “Northern tribes?” Jake asked. “Don’t they live independently of Teigan? They would never go to the Red Sector in the city.”
 
      “Especially since they hate the Ministers of Teigan for their most curious sport of poaching beast from the Grey forest.” Kirin said looking over the worn-out medallion with a curious eye.
 
     “Still,” Jake said wondering. “Why would they be here in a Courtesan House then?”
 
     “We don’t know, but we have four minutes to investigate before that dresser is broken down and we’re the accused.”
 
        Bam! The sound of a slamming fist against the door rung loud across the room, catching the attention of Jake and Kirin.
 
      “What are you doing in there?!”The deep voice of a man filled with anxiety shouted through the lily-white door. “What have you done to Keiko?! Open up!” the man screamed out with a sense of urgency pulsating through every word he uttered.
 
        Jake turned to Kirin. “M-Maybe we should let them in? They could probably help the girl.”
 
      “No!” Kirin said with a piercing gaze as he continued to look over the scene of the crime with a keen eye. “That’s most likely the house security, they’re supposed to act on the orders of the Madame of the house, but judging by the tone of the man’s voice, he seems to care desperately for the woman held up in here.” Kirin said pulling out a magnifying glass as he picked up a splinter of wood from the ground and analyzed its texture.
 
        Jake shook his head in disagreement. “That’s why we should let him in, he might be able to save the girl, then she could tell him we had nothing to do with it.”
 
      “Is that what you really want to do? Trust your life to the over emotional man wishing to help his dying love who is surrounded by mysterious men holding bloodied knives? Please! He would kill us first before listening to reason. No.” Kirin shook his head decisively. “We have to find something of significance clearly saying that anyone other than us is the killer.”
 
        Bam! Bam! Bam! The door rang out as the sounds of heavy objects colliding against its surface began to increase in rate and sound.
 
      “Three minutes.” Kirin said standing up and looking towards the ceiling, ignoring the raucous sound building up in the room.
 
      “Hey!” Jake said with an increasingly more panicked look on his face. “What are we going to do?”
 
        Kirin remained silent as he began looking around the room with a suspicious eye.
 
      “This is not looking good Rin.” Jake continued, noticing the door busting at its hinges, pushing back the dresser as muddled voices crowded around the door amidst the shouts of various men picking up from the ground level outside of the building. Jake looked out the window to see a show of elephants parading through the streets to the rowdy cheers of a crowd. “This is not cool, Rin, we need to get out of here now, or no one will hear us scream.” As he spoke again, the door budged, giving way as it slammed against the back of the dresser. 
 
      “You brats!” a new voice shouted out in anger. “You have no idea what you’ve done?! Do you know who you messed with? If you harmed one hair on that girl, I’ll have the Merck Union string you by the neck.”
 
      “Damn…” Jake said upon hearing the Union mentioned. Jake rushed over to the door in terror and pressed all his weight against the dresser. “I didn’t know this was a Merchant Union related house. Hey!” he shouted over to the motionless Kirin who stood in pause as his eyes alone searched the room. “I don’t know what the hell you’re doing but do it fast or we’re dead for real.”
 
        Kirin smiled. “Changing your tune, huh?”
 
      “Yeah, well, anything having to do with messing with the Merck Union CO-OP money is the sort of danger I want no part of. Those guys are not known for just killing, but torture, the kind that people in the High-End Sectors pay to see. I want no parts of those parties.”
 
      “Dangerous people then, are they?” Kirin smiled in delight.
 
      “Where have you been? Of course they are. They run every legitimate and illegitimate business in the city, and then some.” Jake said in frustration as he pressed against the dresser. “This is not fun, you know? We’re going to die here if we don’t do something.”
 
        With every bang on the door, the echoes of voices from beyond the door increased in number and volume. Kirin chuckled, noticing the increased attention this little predicament of theirs was causing. As he laughed aloud, he noticed the unmatched shapes of the matted walls that made up the room.
 
      “Looks like we have another accomplice.” Kirin said as he headed over to the misshapen wall.
 
        Jake looked over, still wearing a stressed expression on his face. “What are you on about?”
 
      “This.” Kirin said lifting the heavy bottom of his boots and kicking it through the wall, causing a high pitch squeal to yelp out of the hollow innards of the soft texture padding of the wall.
 
      “Show yourself, Mr. Accomplice!” Kirin shouted over the growing noise around them. “Get out now or we’ll escape without you!”
 
        At those threatening, yet opportunistic words, a hefty half-naked man busted through the remaining half of the wall holding his clothes under his arms while wearing a stressed look on his face.
 
      “Please, please.” He pleaded sheepishly. “You got to take me with you. I had nothing to do with this.”
 
      “W-What the…” Jake said looking at the hefty man unconvinced. “You did this, didn’t you?!” he shouted from across the room whilst holding the door against the pressures of the house guard.
 
      “No!!!” the hefty man said in a high pitch voice. “I’m telling you the truth—I had nothing to do with this.”
 
      “Then tell me what you did have to do with her?” Kirin said looking over to her body. “I mean, you were hiding in the wall for a reason, right?”
 
      “T-That’s…”
 
        Kirin smirked at the hefty man’s hesitation—he then rushed over to the door with a gleeful look in his eyes. “Hey Mr. Big Bad Wolf!” he shouted. “We have the culprit here, along with a still living victim, but we won’t open the door until we have the Madame herself here to provide assurances that we will not be harmed when you take him down. If that’s not clear to you, we can hold out until the victim gives in.”
 
      “Are you crazy, Rin?!” Jake gritted his teeth in anger at Kirin. “Now we sound like criminals…” 
 
      “We are.” He smiled turning back around as the banging continued.
 
      “Please.” the hefty man chased down Kirin to the door. “I’m telling you, I had nothing to do with this.”
 
      “Then convince me.” Kirin said giving him a piercing gaze as sharp as his tongue. “Otherwise, sacrificing you is our best bet.”
 
        The hefty man sweated from the tip of his forehead down to his underbelly as he strained his face at his words. “I-I was, I was just trying…”
 
      “Two minutes.” Kirin said as he waited for him to finish his words. 
 
        Meanwhile, Jake panicked at his counting down of the time. He looked at the hefty man in frustration. “Hurry it up fat man, we don’t have all day.”
 
      “I-I was… I was trying to save her.”
 
      “Save her?” Kirin said raising an eyebrow.”
 
      “Yes.” The hefty man lowered his head.
 
        Kirin looked over to Jake for a moment to see him burst out into laughter. “What?” Jake said through the laughter. “And you thought stripping down to your underwear and a night of fun was the best way of doing that.”
 
        The hefty man meekly lowered his head. “I loved her.”
 
      “Love is what you’re calling it.” Kirin said flipping the medallion he found in his hand. “That’s the sort of thing people sacrifice for, right? Even at the risk of excommunication from your tribe.”
 
     “H-How did you know?” the hefty man said.
 
     “The medallion.” He said flipping it over to hefty man who caught it. “It’s engraved with the symbol of the rat—something only the tribe of the excommunicated would hold.” 
 
      “You’re right.” He said. “My name is Shin, of EX tribe.”
 
      “So you wanted to take her to the Grey Forest then, to your tribe.”
 
      “Yes.” Shin said definitely. “I wanted to take her back.”
 
      “Back? Tell me what you mean.” Kirin demanded, causing Shin to shutter.
 
      “Yes,” he said with an angry stare. “What? Are you surprised? These men of the city do more than poach the animals we care for—they take our women as well, and do the same thing they do to the animals on parade, having them dance for them on the streets, except it’s in these houses, where few eyes can see… They humiliate nature, so of course they humiliate women.”
 
      “Talk about having the worst of luck.” Jake said while holding the door as it shook from a steady attack. “How long did it take you to save enough money to afford the high-class suite? Sheesh, you must have worked twenty four hours a day for months.”
 
      “It took months of work at the mines to afford one stay with her. But now…” he said looking away sullen.
 
        Kirin ignored him, only nodding his head when pieces of the puzzle began to connect themselves in his mind. “Then why were you in the wall?” he asked.
 
      “Keiko put me there.” She said her enslaver was coming, and that I should hide in the walls. So I did, but then, as I waited, I heard nothing. Once inside, I could not hear anything until I came out and saw her bloodied body. As the door opened again, I hid backed inside the wall.”
 
      “Is that so…” Kirin said rubbing the bottom of his smooth chin. “Jake, let them in.”
 
        Shin looked on confused. “W-What? What are you doing?”
 
      “Letting them capture you, you are the killer after all.”
 
        Jake tilted his head in confusion. “Wait. What’s going on? Are you sure?”
 
      “It’s clear—he’s the killer, no doubt about it. I’m rather appalled that he tried to pass that story off as truth. I mean, just think about it, he was the only person in here during her death, so it’s obviously him.”
 
      “Yeah… I guess so.” Jake said hesitantly looking at Shin. 
 
        Shin looked back in fear. “C’mon!” his voice trembled. “You can’t believe that.”
 
        All three of them stood still in the gathering symphony of noise around them, waiting for someone to break the heavy atmosphere building upon the already mounting sense of urgency flowing from the forceful bashing against the door.   
 
      “One minute…” Kirin said as he began to pace around the room. “Let’s just look at the facts and avoid the obvious lie that you weren’t the only other person in the room when Ms. Keiko was attacked. Let’s look past the medallion she was clutching. Let’s just…” Kirin smiled as he looked at the specs of blood on the man’s clothes. “Ignore the fact that your clothes are stained in blood and let’s forget about the tribal elder handing us the box with the murder weapon inside.”
 
      “Hey,” Jake said. “How about we don’t ignore any of that?”
 
      “No, no, no.  Let’s ignore it all.” Kirin said looking into the fireplace as he approached it. “Let’s just focus on the fact that you’re holding a knife under your clothes and itching to stab each and every one of us in the back the first chance you get.” Kirin said turning around and facing the stressed face of Shin. “By the way you’re trembling—I think this might be a simple hobby of yours. You know, I’ve read about the excommunicated from the Northern Tribes. They’re the worst of the worst from the tribes, abandoned in the bowels of the Grey Forest to be eaten by dangerous beasts or lost in its fogs of insanity. The few that survive such punishments come out deranged and with the taste of murder forever painted on their lips.” Kirin said walking over to Shin as he trembled over his words. Standing fearlessly in front of Shin, Kirin continued. “And you all have that same wild look in your eyes—a look that you can’t scrub away with a pleasant smile or meek posture. I see through you Shin. You can’t hide what you are from me.” He said giving him a stare that pierced through the thin pleasant veneer Shin had built for himself through his words and demeanor. 
 
        Under the thumb of Kirin’s thorough investigation and knowing stare, Shin snapped.
 
      “Aaaaah!” Shin screamed, throwing his clothes to the ground, revealing a clean axe in hand. “Why can’t you just listen to me?! Stop trying to confuse me?! 
 
      “What the hell?!” Jake said with a look of panic in his face. “So I was right!”
 
      “That’s beyond the matter.” Kirin said unmoving from his close distance to the deranged Shin and his sharp knife hovering just above his shoulder. “Who was this woman?” he asked the unnerved Shin. “You said you loved her, but do you even know her tribe’s name?”
 
      “Umm…” Shin muttered under his breath, unable to find words.
 
      “So she was just another girl for another night of murders…” Kirin shook his head in disappointment. “You know, I’ve studied your case.”
 
      “What case?” Jake asked.
 
      “The serial murders in the Red Sectors.”
 
      “What are you talking about?” There are no serial murders in the Red Sectors.”
 
      “That’s what the public thinks because they always arrest someone for the murder, usually some unknowing messenger boy Shin and the old man send in at the time of the victim’s death with a weapon in hand and an audience to persecute, much like our situation.”
 
        Jake gritted his teeth in frustration. “You planned this all out with that old man to frame us for murder?!”
 
      “Haha…” Kirin chuckled. “What’s even worse, he planned to watch through a few holes he poked through the walls the whole thing—what a creepy voyeur you are, Mr. Shin. We have a genuine sadistic murderer on our hands. So,” Kirin said looking over to Jake. “Do you understand now why I ask you to open the door?”
 
      “Y-Yeah.” Jake nodded.
 
        Kirin then turned his fearless gaze towards Shin. “Times up then.”
 
      “Shut up!” Shin shouted at him before turning away and charging towards Jake, his anger boiling over. As he did, Kirin took the opportunity to step back, quickly moving out of the range of Shin’s axe. With an urgent look on his face, he turned to Jake. “Let go of the dresser!” he shouted to the terrified Jake who did just that, slipping under the piercing blade of Shin, rolling onto the ground as he let the dresser collapse under the pressure from those outside banging on its oak build. 
 
        Jake crawled on the ground towards Kirin as the makeshift barricade they made collapsed onto Shin while the house guard and muscle men swarmed inside, quickly grabbing onto the manic Shin as he swung his axe wildly at them before getting punched in the face and beaten to the ground. Watching as the muscle men beat Shin down—Kirin looked over to the confused Jake who watched the spectacle from the ground.
 
      “Jake…” he whispered. “Do as I say.”
 
      “What?”
 
      “Don’t resist, and let me do all the talking.”
 
        Jake looked at the confident and determined demeanor of Kirin that contradicted his almost baby like face and girlish features. Looking at him apprehensively, Jake nodded his head, not knowing what else he could do.
 
      “Hey!” a large muscle man wearing a grey tight shirt said approaching the boys along with two other men. “What are you doing here?! Who are you?!”
 
      “We’re the ones that saved this Courtesan’s life.” Kirin said.
 
        The grey shirt bouncer looked with concerned eyes towards Keiko as she breathed faintly through pained groans. He then looked back at Kirin. “Take them with the other guy and have them strung up along with him.”
 
        The two even larger men behind the grey shirt bouncer stormed in and grabbed hold of Jake.
 
      “Hey!” Jake shouted. “Didn’t you hear him?! We’re the ones who saved her!” he said as they started to pull him away.
 
        Just as the guards approached Kirin, he leaned over and picked up the wooden box the old man had handed him and raised it in the air. “It would be a great shame if the Madame’s secret pact with times forgotten were to ever be spoken of here.”
 
        As he whispered these words, the grey shirt man’s stoic face loosened with curiosity for a moment as he looked at the box. He then opened his mouth. “Wait.” He said halting the heavy-handed grips of the bouncers.
 
        The grey shirt man looked at the box for a moment before staring back at Kirin with a hesitant eye and eager voice. “Where did you get that?” he asked simply.
 
      “Where all secret things are buried, in the past.”
 
        The grey shirt bouncer narrowed his eyes at the accuracy of Kirin’s words before waving off the guards holding Jake. He then looked back at the bouncers holding down Shin. “All of you, bring that guy down, I’ll handle these two alone.” The grey shirt bouncer said to the other bouncers who apprehensively took Shin away and followed his orders. Kirin rubbed the bottom of his chin—impressed by the authority of the man they were speaking to, but also familiar with his voice. While the room cleared out, Kirin relaxed his stance as he stared down the grey shirt bouncer. 
 
      “What is she to you?” Kirin asked, glancing at Keiko on the bed. “I mean, no man would shout so passionately for a prostitute in his charge.”
 
      “Courtesan.” The grey shirt guard said flinching in a brief moment of anger.
 
      “Sorry, Courtesan, I mean.” Kirin smirked. “So tell me, who is she to you?”
 
      “It doesn’t matter.”
 
      “Oh yes it does.” Kirin said kneeling beside Keiko as she breathed in quick gasps of breath, her body still trembling from the shock of the moment. “You see, the Madame—”
 
      “Does what she pleases.” An elderly woman said entering the room dressed in ruby red colored robes. “As with any other owner of property, whether that be the fine vases she purchases or the women she markets in, it’s her choice to do with them what she pleases.”
 
      “Madame.” The grey shirt bouncer said lowering his head towards her. “I’m sorry for this mix up—I’ll imprison these young boys right away.”
 
      “That won’t be necessary Luke.” The Madame said while giving a piercing look to Kirin for a moment before looking at the box in his hand. “Where did you get that?” She asked with great interest.
 
      “Oh,” Kirin said standing up. “From an old friend that misses you, oh so very much.”
 
        The Madame stared at the baby face of Kirin, giving him a steely-eyed look that softened the longer she looked at him. Suddenly, her stone like frown turned upward slightly as she chuckled under her breath. “Such cunning…” the Madame smiled to an uneasy Luke.
 
      “Luke.” She said giving a quick glance at his discomforting eyes. She then looked at the body of Keiko. “Take her to Dr. Freddy as quickly as possible.”
 
        Luke’s eyes sparkled upon hearing her words. “Thank you Madame.” He said quickly rushing over to Keiko, lifting her up with ease and rushing out the door with her in hand.
 
      “Young love.” The Madame said watching as Luke ran out of the room with a desperate look in his eyes. “If only a mother could choose who their children fall in love with. I feel sorry for Luke’s parents. For him to choose her of all people must be saddening.”
 
        Kirin smiled as he walked over to her. “Only if you could do like the Nobles and arrange marriages.” 
 
      “I’m speaking of love, not marriage.” The Madame smiled. “They’re two different things—one can be arranged while the other can only be discovered. But I guess you’re too young to understand that.”
 
      “Maybe.” He said. “Anything that can drive a man to murder is something I find irresistibly intriguing.”
 
        Walking past the bewildered Jake who looked on in confusion at what was happening, Kirin approached the Madame with ease, handing her the box without fuss or bargain.
 
      “A gift from a father.” Kirin said.
 
        The Madame’s eyes lit up at the mention of the man.
 
      “Although he sent us to the wrong room, I think.” Kirin continued. “I think he wanted you to have this. Mind if I ask why?”
 
        The Madame held the wooden box close to her for a moment before opening to see its contents. “I have a set of eleven of these in my room, but I’m always missing the seventh one in the set, and here it is.”
 
      “Wait a minute.” Jake said suddenly gathering his thoughts. “I thought you said that old man was part of this scheme? That he tricked us?”
 
      “Not really.” Kirin smirked. “I just said that to confuse our dear friend Shin. There’s something you have to understand about people who survive and emerge from the Grey forest. Anyone that enters that place and stays too long becomes insane. So much so that even the poachers have time restrictions on how long they can hunt there. If they stay too long, they not only have to fear the beasts of the wild, but also the nightmares that lurk within a fog that blankets parts of the forest.” Kirin said to Jake with an excited smile on his face as he explained everything to him. “This goes especially for the tribe of the ex-communicated.” He continued. “Their minds have been warped a bit after living there for a while, albeit deranged. And with a deranged mind, it’s hard to know what’s really real or a dream. So I just told him which was which, confusing my made up story with his truth, ultimately making him question his own sanity before losing his mind and perspective.”
 
      “S-So he wasn’t a serial murderer? He didn’t set us up with the old man? You just made all that up?”
 
      “Yeah, of course. I needed to create an immediate threat for the house guards once they entered here so that they would find us rather young and non-threatening compared to the axe swinging Shin. Putting us in a position to explain ourselves or at least, show them something familiar, like that box.”
 
        Jake looked at Kirin in awe of his forethought and execution of such a complex plan in so little time. “Rin, who are you? You’re too smart to be a chaser for the Gambling Den Sharks?”
 
      “Whoever said I worked for the Gambling Den? That’s just something you presumed, and I let you. All along, I just followed you on a hunch that something exciting might happen. And it did.” Kirin smiled.
 
      “What?” Jake looked at him in disbelief.
 
        In between their words with each other, the Madame let hers go. “This is his dying wish…” the Madame said interrupting the flow of their conversation, grabbing both of their attention. “You asked about this box, right? Do you still wish to know about it?”
 
        Kirin stepped forward with an eager look in his eyes. “Of course.”
 
        The Madame looked solemnly at them both. “This is our dying wish, my Father’s and I, our wish together, something he promised me before he sent me off to the Red-light Sector as a Courtesan many years ago.”
 
      “A promise with an old blood stained knife?” Kirin asked.
 
      “A bonding knife.” the Madame said picking it out of the box, examining its worn out blade. “It’s a knife used to signify an oath between parent and child. The father cuts the tip of his thumb while the daughter cuts her palm then presses it against the thumb of their father as he chants hymns of strength and success for them on their new journey.” She said with a reminiscent look on her aged face. “In exchange, the daughter gives to the father her promise to excel in their trade, whether chosen or forced. However…” she said looking coldly at the blood stained carpets below. “If the daughter does not live up to that promise of success, the Father will find her and cut her throat, ashamed of her failures.”
 
      “Keiko…” Jake said.
 
      “She was my youngest sister.” The Madame said with a remorseful look in her eyes. “She wasn’t supposed to be like this, she once was a musician, a cellist for the castle in the city Nodham. She played for the Nobles there, but after years of trusting the wrong people, she found herself homeless, and worse. Instead of keeping her on the streets, I brought her here.” She said letting her stone cold face reappear. “My great success was her failure.” 
 
      “And that blade,” Kirin said nodding his head. “Was in honor of yours, right?”
 
      “Yes. If the daughter has success in her journeys, the father is never to see them again, as to not sully their future with the past. Instead, they send someone to give the blade to them as a show of honor and respect of their achievement. If the daughter is a failure, they see them again, only the edge of the blade as they take their life to erase their embarrassment for them.”
 
      “That’s twisted.” Jake said shocked.
 
      “It’s a tradition in the tribe I used to be in. It’s the only tradition I remember from the tribe.” She said with dead eyes.
 
      “Haa…” Kirin sighed heavily as if he had just finished eating a big meal. “A tale of two sisters with two different fates. Fascinating.”
 
        Jake looked at Kirin in confusion. “So then the old man… He…”
 
      “Yes.” Kirin nodded. “The Father did it himself. Keiko probably saw it coming and pushed Shin into the wall, like he said.”
 
      “So…” Jake said as his brain twisted in thought. “He wasn’t the murderer then.”
 
      “I never said he was… Or maybe I did.” Kirin chuckled. “Anyways, he gave us an opportunity to sort this matter respectfully.” He said looking over to the Madame. 
 
        The Madame nodded her head. “Consider the matter settled, you’re free to go. But do keep this a secret between us.”
 
      “Of course.” Kirin bowed his head slightly. “Thank you Madame.” He then headed for the door. Before he exited, he turned to the still stunned Jake. “Are you coming?” he asked.
 
        Jake shook away the stunned expression wearing on his face before chasing the quick feet of Kirin out the door, through the hall, down the stairs, into the kitchen, and onto the sun swept streets. Breaking his trance like state as he followed the overjoyed Kirin down the streets while he haggled with vendors over a sweet snack, he called out to him. “Rin…”
 
      “Yeah…” he said just about to take a bite out of a chocolate candy bar. “What is it?”
 
      “Why did he come after me?” Jake asked. “Shin, you were standing right in front of him, but he ignored you and chased after me. Why is that?”
 
     “Rage.” Kirin said taking a bite out of his snack. “It builds and searches for something hostile to attack. It feeds off volatile emotions because it does not know if its actions are real or not without attacking something. So when it explodes,” He said throwing his hands in the air like an explosion. “It searches for something just as hostile. I was not hostile at the time and showed no anger, so he was uninterested in me. Instead, he chased after the slightest thing that showed emotions. And that was you, your anger over being tricked.”
 
        Jake looked at Kirin in awe and wonder, thinking how someone so childish looking could be so perceptive and cool under the most extreme circumstances. “Rin, who are you, really?” he asked.
 
      “Why do you keep calling me Rin?” Kirin asked.
 
      “Why? You don’t like nicknames?”
 
      “It’s not that I don’t like it, it’s just weird.”
 
      “Weird? It’s not weird. I have a nickname.”
 
      “Impossible, Jake is just a name, there’s no… No nick in it to be a name, so to speak.” 
 
      “Yes there is, my real name is Nick-Jake.”
 
      “Stop lying.” Kirin said taking a bite out of his candy bar. Jake, looking at the innocent expressions of Kirin as he ate his snack, just could not see the genius who had saved his life in his baby face. “You still haven’t told me who you are?” Jake asked again.
 
      “Me?” Kirin said chomping down on his snack. “I’m a detective.”
 
      “A detective? You mean like the City Guard.”
 
      “Absolutely not. I solve the riddles the simple minds of the guards cannot crack. I’m more like a specialist in the solving of unsolvable problems. A hero, so to speak, just like from legend.” He said with a cocky grin. 
 
        Jake chuckled at his almost childlike perspective.
 
      “What’s so funny? Kirin asked.
 
      “I-I just can’t believe your seventeen.” He said through his laughter. “Hero’s and legend’s from the fantasies? That’s something only a kid would say.”
 
      “And what’s wrong with that?” Kirin said. “Nothing wrong with being legendary.” He said dismissing his laughter as he walked away uninterested in Jake mocking him. 
 
        Letting his amusement die down, Jake lifted his head up to see Kirin vanish into the crowd. Looking around himself and the bland faces passing him by, he felt a sudden loss within him. Brief as it were, he could feel the immense presence of Kirin lacking around him as reality folded back in on top of the surreal afternoon he just had. Feeling that brief moment of loss, Jake wondered if legends could be real.
 
   


 
   
  
 


Story Two: A Day is a Lifetime
 
    
 
        With the patience of a rabbit tailing a turtle, Jake anxiously followed the mysterious detective Kirin, or whom he likes to call Rin. Moving from corner to corner, it was as if he was chasing a rat with a sweet tooth around a crowded market square filled with candy stores. Watching Kirin as he moved from one sweets stall to another, sampling chocolate snacks by the pound, Jake looked on in wonder, amazed by the appetite of such a small boy for sugary candy. As he skulked through the waves of bystanders buying and selling other goods from vendors and tradesmen, Jake lost sight of the detective for a moment, causing him to look around frantically for his missing lead.
 
      “Hey!” a voice said leaping from behind Jake, catching his attention. He quickly turned around to see Kirin standing there holding an ice cream cone. “What are you doing following me?” he asked licking the side of his cone. 
 
      “Rin?” Jake said surprised.
 
        Kirin raised an eyebrow in recognition. “Nick-Jake, right?”
 
      “Yeah…” Jake said standing upright from his stalking posture. “You can just call me Jake.”
 
      “Bleh…” he said sticking out his tongue in disgust. “How can your parents give you two first names like that, how improper of them.”
 
      “Hahaha…” Jake said laughing uncontrollably for reasons he could not understand. “That’s still bothering you? I think my parents fought over which name they thought was best and just settled on the both of them.”
 
      “How convenient.” He said looking away with disinterest before looking back in wonder. “Shouldn’t you be somewhere gambling, maybe getting into trouble?”
 
      “W-What? Why would I be getting into trouble? I’ll have you know I’m a law-abiding citizen here in Teigen.”
 
      “Oh, really? Then why were you stalking me up and down the streets just now for the past two hours?”
 
      “Wait,” Jake said annoyed. “Aren’t you the one looking for trouble? You stalked me the other day into the Red-light Sector for that reason alone.”
 
      “Well,” Kirin grinned. “I never said I was a good citizen… Now,” his grin wore off. “Tell me what you want? You do want something, right? Don’t tell me you followed me to just admire my looks…” Kirin smiled again. “Though I wouldn’t mind, I am quite handsome.” 
 
      “Umm…” Jake said feeling awkward at the flow of their conversation. “Ah, well, you see there’s this thing…”
 
      “Thing?” He said walking forward, passing Jake as he headed down the Market Square. Confused by his sudden movement, but eager to speak to him, Jake followed closely through the crowds.
 
      “You’re a detective, right?” he asked.
 
      “Hmmm…” Kirin took a bite out of his ice cream cone before looking back up at Jake. “Yeah.” He nodded.
 
      “So,” Jake said as he bumped into a disgruntled messenger boy who shoved him aside. “So,” he said staggering back to the side of Kirin. “You take cases on, right?” he asked.
 
      “Of course.” Kirin said while a bunch of kids swarmed him as he entered the Entertainment sub-Sector where street performers abound.
 
      “Rin! Rin! Rin!” the children chanted as they held their hands open to receive. Kirin dug into his pockets, pulling out a handful of small wrapped candies that he flung into the air. The children jumped up and down as they scurried through the streets to pick-up the hard candy rolling on the cobble stone beneath them, breaking up jugglers performances and street musicians songs in their hurry. 
 
        Jake looked on with fascination at the scene for a moment before chuckling under his breath. “I’m not the only one calling you Rin.”
 
        As Jake laughed to himself, Kirin turned around and gave him a piercing stare. “Do you have a case? If not, stop following me.” 
 
      “So you do take cases on then?” Jake said with a grin as they stood by the jugglers and dancers that filled the center square between the theatres and concert halls.
 
      “At a nominal price, of course.” Kirin said walking forward.
 
      “Wait…” Jake said chasing him down again. “Think you can put this on my tab?”
 
      “Tab?” What do you think this is? You think I’m some kind of dive bar? I’m running a business here, you can’t buy candies on promises and favors, don’t you know?” he said popping in a small hard candy into his mouth.
 
      “You know those will rot your teeth, right?”
 
      “I know,” he said smiling, revealing his white teeth. “That’s why a brush five times a day; keeping my gums fresh for more candy consumption.”
 
        Jake grinned. “Then how about this?” he said pulling out a ball wrapped in a red and gold aluminum foil. Kirin stopped dead in his tracks as his eyes fixated on the sparkling ball that Jake palmed within his hand. 
 
      “Ah, so you know what it is, right?” Jake said with a cocky grin. “You see, I did my own research on the little known detective Kirin.”
 
      “What do you mean by little?” he said with a disgruntled look on his face.
 
      “What I mean is, you spend your days rescuing dogs and cats for overprotective aristocrats in the High-End Sectors, not something very detective like if you ask me.”
 
      “Nothing wrong with that.” Kirin said turning his nose upright at his comments. “They pay well and there’s no better information network then gossiping girls with nothing but time on their hands.”
 
      “Maybe…” Jake said twirling the sparkly ball in his hand. “But besides that, I learned that you love to stroll down the Market Sector on the prowl for the newest and rarest sweets. And here I have them both in my hand now.”
 
        Kirin raised an eyebrow before his eyes lit up for a brief moment in excitement. “Don’t tell me that’s a Grenadier?”
 
      “A Chocolate Grenadier, the honey sprinkled almond treat coated in chocolate, directly from the markets of the Golden Cities by the coast. The rarest of all sweets, lest you’re an aristocrat with the means, and even then, you have to place your prayers and hopes on a brave carrier who would travel through dark and dangerous roads of the Outskirt Cities to get it.”
 
      “Impossible.” Kirin said shaking his head in doubt as his eyes fixated on the ball. “No commoner could get something so rare from the Golden Cities here.”
 
      “I’m not just any commoner, I’m a man with good friends who do wild things for love.”
 
      “Love?” Kirin said raising an eyebrow. “Just tell me, what’s your case?”
 
      “So you’re willing to do it then?” he grinned with over excitement.
 
      “Yeah… But I want the candy up front.”
 
      “Sure.” Jake said tossing the chocolate ball to Kirin who quickly grabbed it mid-descent. He then sniffed the surface of the ball, letting its sweet aroma fill his nostrils. As its odor lingered there, he turned to Jake with a frustrated look in his eyes.
 
      “You lied.” He said.
 
      “Huh? What are you talking about, I bought this from my most reliable tradesmen from the market.”
 
      “And I applaud you for it, but this is not completely a Chocolate Grenadier.”
 
      “Not completely? What do you mean?”
 
      “I mean,” he smiled. “You almost have one here, which I commend you for even being able to do that. Sure, this little chocolate ball here is one hundred percent made from the Golden Cities, but by sniffing the contents and…” he said knocking the rough aluminum shell as he put his ear next to it. “Knocking on the shell, you find out it’s hollow… which means the rarest part of the Grenadier, its honey coated almond center, is missing.”
 
      “Why is that part so important?”
 
      “Haha…” Kirin laughed throwing back his head. “Oh, how little do you know about the delicacies? It’s where the money is, obviously. Cocoa seed or chocolate can be grown anywhere locally, but the almond can’t, it can only be grown in one of the Golden Cities.”
 
      “So it’s the more expensive part then.”
 
      “Yes!” Kirin snapped his fingers. “And it’s the missing part. But why? Why? Why? Why?” Kirin said twiddling his thumbs on the bottom of his lip with an intense sense of curiosity beaming from his eyes. He then turned to a confused Jake. “Jake, where did you buy the Grenadier?”
 
      “Ah, I was given it, by a friend, I suppose.” He said scratching his head. 
 
      “You suppose?”
 
      “Well, he’s… he’s the type to owe a casual gambler such as myself, some money.” Jake said awkwardly in attempt to hide his own habits. “He gave it as a peace offering or… interest on the principal of a loan.”
 
      “Hoho…” Kirin mockingly laughed. “Swindled by the gambling sharks, now you’ve become a Shark yourself. I’m rather impressed by your quick turn around on the matter.”
 
      “You kind of live and learn in this world.” Jake shrugged his shoulders. “And I couldn’t help but notice that all the money was going upwards towards loans or gambling sharks, so I decided to test out the waters on both.”
 
      “How’s that going for you?”
 
      “Besides being duped by my most recent client, it’s going great.”
 
      “Good, then you wouldn’t mind bringing me to this debt slave of yours.”
 
      “He’s not a debt slave,” Jake defended his friend. “Anyways, what about my case?”
 
      “What about it? You still haven’t paid me in full yet.” Kirin said raising the chocolate ball while he un-wrapped it. He then carefully split it in half with his bare hands, revealing an empty core. “Before any of that, I want my almond.” Kirin demanded as he rewrapped the chocolate ball.
 
      “Umm…” Jake said genuinely shocked by the eagerness in Kirin’s voice. “Alright, as long as you take my case afterwards.”
 
      “Definitely.” He said nodding his head.
 
      “Ok, follow me.” Jake said as he hesitantly turned around and headed through the crowds in the Entertainment sub-Sector to the more spacious walking area of the Downtown walkway where the shadows of yesterday’s party laid about in the flipped chairs at open restaurants, an empty outdoor stage being dismantled, and the closed lights of different vendors. While Jake made his way through the streets, he would look behind him occasionally to catch a glimpse of Kirin’s breezy walk. Looking at him dressed in his heavy trench coat and long collar covering the lower half of his face, Jake found it hard to make out the baby face under all the layers of his clothes. However, it was there, and for some reason, it made every word he spoke even more confusing to Jake as it seemed to be spoken from a child with an adult like intellect.
 
      “Haa…” Jake sighed, shaking off the odd feeling and thoughts mixing in his mind. 
 
      “What is it?” Kirin responded. “Are we there yet?”
 
      “Almost.” Jake said pushing forward. “He’s probably at the den, so all we need to do is cut through the alley way here and find its entrance.”
 
      “Den? You mean gambling den?”
 
      “Yeah… What? You never been to one before?”
 
      “No. Never was interested in the cards, it all seemed rather absurd to play by any set of rules.”
 
      “Hahaha…,” Jake laughed as he made his way down an alley towards its back-end where a single door stood out in the dark.
 
      “What’s so funny?” Kirin asked, following him.
 
      As they approached the door, Jake calmed his laughter. “So the gutter rules of the gambling dens are too strict for you?” 
 
      “No,” he said shaking his head in disagreement. “The rules are too easy to break. I mean, why do you think gambling houses need so many security guards in place? The rules bend easily there, and when they bend in the wrong or right direction, they have someone there protecting them.”
 
      “And here I thought it was just to protect all of the house’s money…” Jake said mockingly.
 
      “That’s true. But what’s considered house money includes your wallet once you enter their premises.” 
 
        Jake stared at Kirin for a while with a slight sense of intrigue in what he was saying, and then an idea came to mind. However, he shook off this developing thought and knocked on the door in front of him in a coded rhythmic pattern. The cover on the peephole opened, letting the light brown eyes of someone on the other side of the door seep through while they looked them over. The peephole shut again, followed by the locks on the door clicking, letting the door eventually swing open, revealing two muscular bouncers dressed in black.
 
      “Jake, long time no see.” one of the bouncers said. “What’ve you been up to?”
 
      “Same old same old, Nipsey.”
 
        The bouncer grinned. “Yeah, right. Come on in.” he said waving in Jake. Kirin followed, but was abruptly stopped by one of the bouncers. “Not you, kid.” the bouncer said to him. “This is no place for children.” 
 
        However, Jake stepped in. “It’s cool.” he said. “He’s with me, and he’s no kid.”
 
        The bouncer reluctantly removed his hand and let Kirin walk inside the brightly lit halls and vibrant chatter that filled the Gambling Den.
 
      “Stick close to me.” Jake said entering what looked like a small hallway where shady men posted on the wall, the look of failure in their eyes as they glanced at Kirin and Jake. Kirin snickered to himself. “Game of chance, eh?” he said under his breath.
 
        Walking down the short back hall, they made it to the main hall where gamblers hunched over tables as they eyed their cards up and down along with the other players seated beside them. A few people stood around the tables as an audience to the play, while others, more muscular and fit, stood guard as security measures. However, a few chosen elders sat at the corners of the room in their suits, overseeing their operations from afar—mostly likely representatives from the Gambling Union in Teigen. With them here, a certain sense of legitimacy entered the dank atmosphere of the den. Kirin nodded his head in approval as he finished his quick appraisal of his new environment.
 
      “Jake! What’s up man.” a voice said leaping out in front of them. Jake grinned as he approached a man dressed in black save for a red neon shirt under his dress coat.
 
      “Karl.” Jake said giving an odd slap of the hand to Karl before they raised their legs and kicked the heels of their feet together. 
 
      “Boom!” they said at the end of their kick before they started laughing.
 
        Karl Laughed. “I can’t believe you remember that handshake.”
 
      “I can’t believe you went through with it.”
 
      “Hey, we’re old friends, nothing I wouldn’t do for you.” Karl looked to the side of Jake, noticing Kirin’s baby face as he peered at the gambling tables.
 
      “Hey, who’s the shorty? A new girl of yours?” Karl raised an eyebrow while looking at Kirin. “Or not…” Karl looked back at Jake with a sly smile on his face. “I guess what they said was true about you, you did change. I don’t remember you being into this sort of thing when I was around.”
 
      “Shut up,” Jake shook his head. “He’s just a friend.”
 
      “The name’s Kirin.” Kirin said turning briefly with a disinterested look on his face. “And I’m no shorty, I’m a detective.” He said turning his attention to the attire of Karl. He then looked at Jake. “He’s not the one with the almond, right? I’m going to go look for him.” Kirin said walking away from a half-confused Jake.
 
      “Wait…” Jake said. “Hold on, let me just ask around.”
 
      “Too slow.” Kirin said walking away, leaving Jake stuck explaining himself to his old friend. 
 
      “Reminiscing…” Kirin said under his breath disdainfully as he walked away. He never liked talking about the past or associating with the old friends that come with it. 
 
        Making his way by the colorful faces and jovial mood of the people that occupied the seats at some gambling tables around him, Kirin noticed that some of the faces in the crowd watched the games with a wholly detached mood that did not suit the high-risk exploits of some of the gamblers inside the hall. They were not guards, nor were they drunkards on a lean, they were more like young professionals in waiting for something, something Kirin had an idea of and noted it in the back of his mind.
 
        Moving on from taking mental notes of his environment, Kirin began to take action, fixating his eyes on a door that swung open at the end of the main hall. It looked as if the Gambling Union representatives had gotten up from their seats and had entered a room with a heavy built bouncer at their side. Before the door swung close, Kirin slipped inside, using his small frame to his advantage as he entered a brightly lit office space. There, he saw a single table with four seats occupied by better-dressed men with more serious and deadpanned looks on their face. The atmosphere in here was much different than outside. Some real stakes were on the line here and the heavy sense of tension in the room showed this, especially on the youngest face at the table as he pulled out a card from the deck with trembling fingers.
 
        Noticing his odd numbered cards, Kirin realized something and almost blurted it out. 
 
      “Ah!” Kirin gasped, holding his breath as his voice sliced through the tension and redirected everyone and their focus to the front of the door where Kirin stood behind the tall back of a bouncer and an elderly Union Representative. With everyone’s attention on him, Kirin smiled. He pulled the Chocolate Grenadier out of his pocket and stepped forward.
 
      “Sorry, but I got what you wanted big brother.” He said in an almost childlike voice to the young stressed out man at the table. The guard rebuffed him anyways, holding him back from entering. “Who are you?! Hey Lee,” the bouncer said looking at the young man at the gambling table. “You know this kid?”
 
      “Um…” Lee said looking at the innocent smile of Kirin and the intense stare in his eyes contrasting it. He then saw the red and gold ball wrapped in aluminum foil. Seeing the ball caused his eyes to widen with familiarity. Noticing this change in his demeanor, Kirin’s expression grew more intense. “Hey, big brother,” he continued. “You told me to find you here, right? I’ve brought your things.”
 
       “Ah, yeah…” Lee nodded reluctantly. “He’s my younger cousin visiting from the Better Cities, I told him to come here and bring me some extra smokes.”
 
       “Tch.” One of the gamblers across from him scoffed. “You could have warned us earlier.”
 
      “Sorry Davos, I forgot.” Lee said patting the back of his head apologetically.
 
      “Fine, whatever, I needed a bathroom break anyways.” Davos said standing from his seat and heading out a door on the other side of the room along with two other men. Lee got up from his seat as Kirin approached him. Combing through his hair with his fingers, he let out a sigh of relief from his lungs. “Thanks kid.” He said as he looked at Kirin who stood in front of him in silence. Noticing his innocent smile gone, Lee shook his head. “Who are you?” he said pointing to a bench on the wall close behind his seat. “Have a seat and maybe tell me why you’re here?”
 
        Kirin walked over towards the bench along with Lee, but he did not take a seat, he just let his eyes continuously analyze the stress-filled body language of Lee until he was satisfied with the conclusion building up in his mind.
 
      “Do you have the almond?” Kirin said frankly.
 
      “Almond?” Lee said surprised by his words at first, before he looked back at the aluminum ball in Kirin’s hand. “Oh, you don’t mean, wait… Where did you get that in first place?”
 
      “From me, Lee.” Jake said entering the room alongside Karl who was off to the corner speaking to the Union Representative on friendly terms.
 
      “Hmm…” Kirin hummed while ignoring the pleasantries and the elaborate handshakes between Jake and Lee. “So,” Kirin interrupted them mid-laughter. “Where did you sell it?”
 
        Lee looked at Kirin awkwardly before turning to Jake. “Hey, who is this kid?”
 
      “He’s K–” Before Jake could finish his introduction, Kirin interrupted. “I’m the guy who just saved you from losing everything from that pick-up card.” Kirin replied giving Lee a piercing gaze.
 
        Lee turned his eye again toward Kirin before chuckling. “So you noticed that Queen playing into Davos hand?”
 
      “I did. And the pitiful and scared play that came along with it.” 
 
     “What are you talking about?” Lee said dismissively.
 
     “What I’m saying is,” Kirin replied looking at the table as the players walked around in conversation, their words light, and their mood joyful. “You don’t know a bad con when it’s staring you dead in the face.”
 
      “Stupid, this is a Union represented Gambling Den,” Lee snickered. “No cons in this place lest they have the Ministers City Guard breathing down their throat.”
 
      “Naïve.” Kirin shook his head with a smile on his face. “Gambling is a con; it’s a game of cons, and you’re a fool to think anything else. Walking into this match with your straightforward play, you might as well be handing them your money.”
 
      “Tch.” Lee sucked in his teeth, annoyed. “I don’t need to hear this.” 
 
      “Listen.” Kirin said stepping in front of him with an intensity and concentration to his demeanor that demanded Lee’s attention, even when unwilling. “In a game of deceit, unpredictability is king. You’re too predictable Lee, and you know that. And that’s why you can’t win.”
 
      “D-Do you even know how to play poker?” Lee asked raising an eyebrow.
 
      “Haha… No.” Kirin said unapologetically.
 
        Lee scoffed at him. “Jake, I don’t know how you know this kid, but get him out of here—this is no place for boys.”
 
      “Or men too scared of dying.” Kirin said with a cocky grin on his face and an unyielding intensity in his eyes. “Are you dying in this hand, Mr. Lee?” With those words lingering in the air, Lee looked at Kirin with hesitation in his eyes.
 
        Kirin smirked, knowing that he hit a nerve with Lee. “I can sense that your dying on that table.” He continued. “You don’t want to win—you just want to stay alive. It’s the last thing people think about when they’re gambling with their life. How much did you put on the line this time? Fifty, maybe a one hundred pieces of gold?” Kirin said staring down the flinching eyes of Lee. “No, you don’t seem like the type that’s liquid with their money. No… You must have wagered something equal in value…” Kirin said searching Lee’s guilty eyes. “People, right?” he said. “You bet people. Organs or slavery, which one?”
 
        At those words, Lee let out a big sigh as he slouched over on the bench, resigned.
 
      “Hey…” Jake said nervously. “H-He’s joking, right? Lee? You’re a gambler, but, you wouldn’t sell people off because of it, would you?”
 
        Lee did not respond. Covering his eyes as he lowered his head, he shook his head in remorse. “I’m sorry Jake.” He said lifting his head up, revealing a pain full look on his face. “I messed up big this time, and I don’t know what to do.”
 
      “Ah, c’mon Lee.” Jake shook his head in disappointment. “Even after I loaned that money to you, you still felt the need to go to this extreme?”
 
      “I don’t know, I don’t know…” Lee replied while smacking the sides of his head with his palms. “One thing led to another, I felt I had the edge when I didn’t, and here I am.”
 
      “Who?” Jake asked with a look of concern in his eyes after realizing a dangerous possibility. “Don’t tell me you got Jade involved in this?”
 
      “No!” Lee said emphatically. “Just myself.”
 
        Jake sighed in relief. “Because if you did, I’d kill you myself right now.”
 
      “Jade?” Kirin asked with a raised eyebrow.
 
      “She’s Lee’s younger sister—a beautiful young girl with a worthless older brother.”
 
      “And a useless uncle.” Lee said staring at Jake defiantly before taking notice of the calm and unaffected demeanor of Kirin. Staring at Kirin, he felt something odd about his presence, something mysterious that could not be accounted for in the here and now.
 
      “Kid,” Lee called out to him. “What was your name again?”
 
      “Kirin.” He replied as his eyes still combed the room.
 
      “You want to trade places?” Lee asked.
 
      “Hey!” Jake stepped forward. “You’re not asking him—”
 
      “Yeah, I’m asking him.” Lee said to Jake before looking back at the now interested Kirin. “You think you can take my place the next round?”
     Kirin smirked, letting a cocky expression wear on his childlike face before laughing aloud. “Haha, I like that, a gambler to the end, aren’t you? You do know you’re taking an enormous risk with me not knowing the rules to poker.”
 
      “Don’t worry, if my hunch is right, I’d take you for a quick learner. I’ll teach you the basics.”
 
      “Are you playing by some sort of round system?” Kirin asked.
 
      “Yeah,” Lee nodded his head. “Were playing a game called ten rounds. Each round, a winner gathers points. The one with the most points wins the game.”
 
      “How many rounds you have left?”
 
      “Five.”
 
        Kirin closed his eyes for a moment before quickly opening them up again with a wild gaze sparkling from the inside of his being. “No… I won’t do it.” He said frankly.
 
      “What?!” Lee said confused by his sudden refusal.
 
      “Unless…” Kirin continued. “You tell me where you got the Chocolate Grenadier. I want to know the who, what, when, where, and why about the extracted almond that was inside of it.”
 
        Jake face palmed himself as Kirin broke the tension with his awkward demands concerning his fascination over this missing almond. Lee looked on bewildered for a moment before smiling and looking over at Jake. “Is this the person you gave the Chocolate Grenadier to? I thought you were going to give it to the girl at the Seamstress shop, Kate, right?”
 
      “Yeah…” Jake said embarrassed. “I was.”
 
      “But…” Lee said looking at Kirin’s face. “He is cute too. I just never knew you swung that way, Haha.” He laughed forcefully.
 
      “It’s nothing like that.” Jake said uncomfortable. “I just needed his help and this was his going rate, as you can see.”
 
      “I sure can.” Lee said with a distracted mind.
 
      “So?” Kirin said eagerly. “Is it a deal?”
 
      “Fine.”
 
        Kirin smiled as he headed for the table with the other players while they sat down and took their seats.
 
        Lee looked on in confusion as Kirin turned around. “Hey, don’t you need the rules?” Lee shouted out to him with a concerned look in his eyes.
 
      “Just finished reading them.” Kirin said pointing to the walls behind him with the basic instructions of the game on them.
 
      “Well,” Lee cringed a bit. “Let’s hope it doesn’t get too complex out there.” he said with hesitation, almost regretting his decision.
 
        Jake shook his head. “Are you crazy? This is poker—of course it’s going to get complicated.” Jake chastised.
 
      “I know, I know… But that kid, looking into his eyes, I could tell he could handle the pressure, besides, didn’t you tell me about this detective before? Something about how he was a genius that saved your neck. Maybe he’ll do the same for me.”
 
     “Even if he is a genius, you still need experience.”
 
     “It doesn’t matter—I just need someone who hasn’t cracked under the pressure to handle this game, someone with new eyes.” Lee said with his hands folded as they trembled with every look to the shuffle of the cards ahead of him. Jake, unsure of what to say to his friend who was breaking down in front of him, sat down next to him, showing his support in his silence.
 
        Lee absorbed himself within the game as the first few cards were handed out. Looking over Kirin’s small, but steady back, he saw his towering opponents in front of him.
 
      “This boy,” Davos said looking at the slight build of Kirin as he glanced at his cards. “Are we really playing with children now?” he said looking over to his snickering cohorts behind him. “I mean, whatever, money is money, whether it’s from a child or a graying old man with a bad hip, hehehe…” He laughed aloud.
 
      “Same could be said for winning,” Kirin said picking up his cards. “In the end, the house always wins.”
 
        The players at the table looked at each other in confusion at his disadvantageous description of the gambling world for players. Eventually, Davos busted out into laughter. “Hahaha… You are a funny one, boy, but you speak the truth. I hope you pay your debts then, if you understand that much.” 
 
      “Oh yes, I do.” Kirin smiled.
 
      “Good. We play three games a round. First place winner of each game gets four points, while second place winner gets one, the rest zero. Same goes for the round, player with the most points by the end of the three games gets four points etc, etc. You understand?”
 
      “I think so.” Kirin replied.
 
      “Good. Scoreboard is in the back. Ten pieces of gold a round, but in your case, ten pounds of flesh, hehehe…” He laughed as he pointed to a chalkboard behind him. Looking at the board, Kirin saw that Davos had thirteen after five rounds and Lee had two while the other two players had four, respectively. Confirming the scores, he began the round.
 
        As they shuffled through the cards and played each game to its end, Lee watched in silent horror as Kirin massacred good hands by throwing away paired cards, folding when he had the winning hand, and picking up cards when he did not need for them. It was a disaster—and Lee’s disgruntled expression showed how much he regretted his decision of throwing Kirin in to play for him. As he lowered his head in shock, Jake patted him on the back. “Well, there’s only so much you can expect a beginner to know.”
 
      “But still, he’s terrible…” he said with a pained voice. “He’s losing with wining hands I only wish I could’ve had these past few rounds. The kid has no sense or feel for the game. He’s useless. I mean, look at his cards now, he has two good pairs he could turn into a full house and he doesn’t even know it.”
 
      “I don’t know, maybe he has a plan.” Jake said in disbelief of his own words. “He  might turn it around.” 
 
      “Whatever he’s doing, he better do it fast. I’m stepping back in next rou—.”
 
      “Shhhh…” Davos said quieting the room to a whisper as he fixated his eyes on the door. “Do you hear that?”
 
       “Hear what, Davos?” the elder Union Representative said lighting a cigar in the corner of the room as he leaned against the wall in conversation with his own small crew of well-dressed friends.
 
      “Nothing.” Davos replied. “Something’s stopped the chatter outside the room. You usually can hear through these thin walls, but there’s none now.”
 
      “Hmm…” Union Rep. looked from the corners of his eyes intrigued while Karl walked towards the door.
 
      “Yeah,” Karl nodded. “I don’t hear anything, its quiet out there.”
 
        Davos looked to the Bouncer and nodded his head. “Go check it out.”              
 
        The Bouncer nodded his head as he moved towards the door. There, he unlocked its many dead bolts, freeing the door from its security holds. The Bouncer then pulled out a weapon tucked under the waist of his pants, he then looked towards Davos who nodded, giving him the go head. The Bouncer swung the door open as he directed his aim outwards. As soon as he raised his weapon, the shock and the boom of gunfire turned inwardly, blasting the Bouncer in the chest as he lifted from his feet and flew halfway across the room. 
 
      “Argh!” the Bouncer said writhing in pain on the floor as masked men charged into the room, fully armed and dangerous, waving their weapons in the sky to the shock of everyone inside.
 
      “Everybody! Freeze!” a masked man shouted, firing his weapon into the ceiling. As the gunfire went off, another masked man waltzed in wearing a lime green jumpsuit along with his black mask, directly in contrast of the other thieves in black on black attire who entered the room in great haste. “Yes, yes.” The green jumpsuit thief said. “We’re thieves and we’re here to take your money—do as I say now, and you may live another day to do what you please later. And believe me, truer words have never been spoken for this moment. So embrace them.”   
 
        The Union Representative scoffed at his words. “Fools! Do you know who you’re stealing from?! This is Union territory! If you take one coin from this room, we’ll find you and torture you in ways you can’t imagine.” The Union Rep said stepping forward.
 
        The thief in the green jumpsuit raised his long revolver and aimed at the Union Representative, pulling the trigger with ease, letting his bullet pierce the shoulder of the old man.
 
      “Ah!” the Union Rep. screamed as he held his side before collapsing to the ground in pain. Davos and his guards, along with the players around him looked on with restrained anger at the thief’s blatant lack of respect and use of violence. However, to the contrary, Jake and Lee looked on in panic at the mayhem that was breaking out in front of them. 
 
      “Anyone else have a stupid and obvious statement to make?” the thief in the green jumpsuit said.
 
      “Yes.” Kirin smiled, raising a hand. “May I?”
 
        The thief in the green jumpsuit turned his weapon towards the calm expression of Kirin. He looked at him for a while as his cohorts saved no time raiding through the hidden safes inside the office, tearing away shelves and ripping floor panels none too obvious to find.
 
      “You rather worked hard for this.” Kirin said, taking his silence for permission. “And I commend you for making sure you have a wide window to commit this robbery.”
 
        The thief in the green jumpsuit narrowed his eyes at Kirin’s words as he tilted his head with some interest. Kirin smiled at his reaction.
 
      “You’re professionals, right?” Kirin continued. “If you are, could I ask your professional opinion about this match I’m having here against the house?”
 
      “Match, Huh?” the thief in the green jumpsuit said under his breath as he looked over the room with his eyes. “More like a con.” He said lowering his weapon. “If it weren’t for all the small pocket mirrors on the ceiling and furniture, I would have thought we we’re in a lady’s dressing room.” the thief in the green jumpsuit said as he pointed out strategically placed mirrors on the walls the size of a child’s palm. “Not to mention the good old boys at the table.” He said pacing around the table, glancing every once and while at his crew of three thieves packing gold and other valuables in bags while two thieves stood in guard, aiming their weapons at the group inside. 
 
      “Haha,” the thief in the green jumpsuit laughed as he patted one of the players on the shoulder. “How many games have you been giving to good old boss there?” the thief in the green jumpsuit said looking to Davos.
 
      “Hmph…” Davos scoffed. “They don’t give me hands, nor do the mirrors play into my favor, they’re there to spot cheaters.”
 
      “Haha… More like, for cheaters, don’t you mean?” The thief in the green jumpsuit laughed. “You have a simple operation here and I commend you for it. But it’s a small operation like this that doesn’t know how to protect their money.” He said patting the shoulder of one of the players before walking away.
 
      “Excuse me,” Kirin said. “But Mr. Green Thief, can I ask you favor and look over this deal we are going over?”
 
      “Deal?” Davos said raising an eyebrow.
 
        The Green Thief turned around and walked over to Kirin. “You’re an odd fellow, you know that? Shoot… Tell me this deal.”
 
      “Mr. Davos,” Kirin said. “I don’t blame you for your tricks—such obvious schemes are a part of the gamble, something my pitiful acquaintance Lee failed to recognize, so I won’t ask you for any of his money back.”
 
      “Hey!” Lee grumbled.
 
      “Hmmm…” Davos said keeping an eye on the thieves rummaging through his safe, his anger showing. “Well, that doesn’t matter now—they stole his money along with ours.”
 
      “Which brings me to my deal.” Kirin said resting his folded hands on the table as he wore a cocky grin on his youthful face. “How about I get you all your winnings and valuables back.”
 
      “What?” Davos said perplexed for a moment. “What are you talking about?”
 
      “What I’m talking about…” Kirin said looking over to the Green Thief who watched with a perplex expression that showed through his mask. “I’m talking about robbing the thieves robbing you now.” Kirin continued. “I think I can track their movements and have them found by sunrise.”
 
        Davos quickly looked at the overconfident stare of Kirin with confusion and apprehension, wondering if he was being fooled now.
 
      “Don’t worry,” Kirin added. “You’re not being fooled. Because all I want in return for doing this favor is my friend’s money back and all his debt cleared from your organization. I’m not asking for much here, I think you’re getting a bargain.”
 
        Davos looked at the Green Thief’s confused eyes staring at the overconfident declaration that Kirin made in front of him. Noticing the thief’s confusion, Davos found his own train of thought and spoke it. 
 
      “Fine.” Davos said leaning back in his chair as he threw away the cards in his hand. “We’ve got a deal. You get all my goods and money back, and I mean 100%, everything back, then I’ll clear your friend’s debt.”
 
      “No.” Kirin interrupted in a commanding tone. “The debt is automatically cleared if you agree to this deal, the rest hinges on if we get all of it back.”
 
        Davos groaned with frustration at Kirin’s perceptiveness of his attempt to weasel his way out of what seemed to be a ridiculous deal.
 
      “Are you serious?” the Green Thief smirked. “Kid, you think you can catch us?” He said as he looked back at his thieves zipping up their filled backpacks before exiting the room in a hurry. “Hey, the kid here thinks he can catch us.” He said to the snickers of the exiting thieves.
 
      “Kid, you really are an odd one, aren’t you?” The Green Thief said. “What’s your name?”
 
      “Detective Kirin.” He replied.
 
      “A detective, huh? So that’s where you confidence comes from, you think you’re a detective. Alright.” He nodded his head. “Well, let’s just skip the inevitable and kill you right now.” He said aiming his revolver at the head of Kirin. However, Kirin did not flinch—he only chuckled under his breath.
 
      “Oh, how fragile the mind of a thief is. To be intimidated by someone so young and inexperienced. I tell you what—I’ll give you an hour head start, how about that? Is that enough of a cushion for you?” Kirin said this with a sharp and daring tone. The Green Thief’s finger lingered on the trigger of his gun. The last thief remaining in the room beside him tapped his shoulder. “Come on, let’s go.” He said trying to pull the Green Thief away. As he did, the Green Thief smiled before lowering his gun. “Let’s see if you can find the Underground…” he said walking away to the somewhat disgruntled looks from Davos and his crew at the mention of the name the Underground. Kirin noticed this discomfort around him and noted it in the forefront of his mind.
 
        As the thieves emptied the room, Kirin stood up from his seat and ran to the open door to see the main hall of the gambling den had its own form of robbery. Lacking any people, the den’s main hall was empty, with only the goods that a fleeing customer would leave under the duress of a gun. There were cigars still lit, food half eaten, and no doubt emptied wallets lying at the center of the tables.
 
      “They must have robbed the den first, kicked everyone out, then headed towards the office.” Kirin said aloud as the stunned owner and his crew gathered, helping the wounded Union Rep. while they discussed amongst themselves. Kirin ignored their chatter as he analyzed the situation. Noticing an obvious point in question, he turned to the busy elders in the room.
 
      “Hey, anyone have a good story to tell the Union Heads?”
 
      “Why?” the Union Rep. said as he held his shoulder in pain. “There’s no need to get the Heads involved in this, no, this is something we can do ourselves. We’re going to teach that kid what the Underworld of gambling is all about.”
 
     “Interesting,” Kirin said as something clicked in his mind. “What was this Underground Mr. Green Thief was talking about?” he spoke aloud.
 
      “Hell if I know.” The Union Rep. said to the apprehensive eyes of his younger crewmembers.
 
      “They’re DJ’s.” Karl said stepping forward.
 
      “DJ’s?” Kirin said surprised. “Do you mean those people that spin records at the dance halls? What’s so menacing about that?”
 
      “In the past, nothing, but now they’re a band of ruthless thieves. However, what makes them so dangerous is that their roots run just as deep as any of the Unions on this island.”
 
      “How so?”
 
      “Unlike the Gambling Unions, the Underground was born out of the outlawing of their music in most of the Better and Greater Cities to the North. Out of that banning, an Underground Network of DJ’s, artist, and most importantly, smugglers were born to exchange materials across the dangerous grounds between cities. I know—sounds kind of ridiculous when talking about it now, but out of that simple ban grew an entire organization dedicated to the safe smuggling of electronic music equipment, eventually, amongst other important things like food.” Karl smiled. “Who would have thought music would build the bridges between broken cities before food and water? Now that’s power.”
 
      “Hmm…” Kirin digested the information.
 
        Lee stepped forward along with a still uneasy Jake. “The Underground, huh?” Lee said somewhat surprised.
 
      “That’s right.” Karl said. “Decades ago, the smugglers in this city had made not only trade possible, but also communication between cities more fluid after the Shift. In part, a lot of the recent tourism from other cities opened up because of their once secretive travel routes that bypassed all bandits, thieves, hunters, and beast infested areas of the Outskirts.”
 
        Lee shook his head, still somewhat confused as to what happened to them just now. “But that was many decades ago. They’re nothing but a gang of thieves now with nothing to show for it.”
 
      “Well,” Karl said unconvinced. “They used to stand for something, they used to represent our freedom, but now… They just don’t matter beyond the dance floor.”
 
      “Ha…” Jake said breaking his confusion and silence. “Isn’t that the way it’s so supposed to be with DJ’s?”
 
      “Maybe so.” Karl nodded.
 
      “How interesting,” Kirin said rubbing the bottom of his chin with his fingers. “An electronic cult of smugglers, what a fascinating collection of words.” he then turned to Jake. “They’re not inherently valuable—however, the circumstance made it so. The opportunity was there for anyone to fill the gaps left after the Disasters and Shift, they just so happen to fulfill an important one.” Kirin smiled as he slapped his hands together once. “This will be fun, but first some house cleaning.” He said walking over to the Union Representative as he sat himself on a chair with the help of his crew. There, Kirin stood still in front of him with an eager look in his eyes as the Representative ignored him for the most part, only occasionally glancing at the impatient smile of Kirin, albeit reluctantly.
 
        Karl gave Kirin an uneasy stare before looking over to Jake and Lee. “What is wrong with this kid?”
 
      “Yeah,” Lee said. “Is he always like this?” 
 
        Jake shook his head. “I don’t know, to be honest, I don’t really even know him.”
 
      “Well,” Lee said shaking his head. “Whoever he is, he really got me out of a tight space.”
 
      “Hey,” Davos said slamming his open palm against the table as he stared at Kirin. “Is what you said true?” he asked. “Are you a detective?”
 
      “Yes.” Kirin replied making a quick turnaround towards him, breaking his staring match with the Union Representative. “But I’m interested in why YOU are so interested in trusting a stranger with this task? Don’t you find it a bit odd that I was here during the robbery and worked it into my favor?”
 
      “Of course I am.” Davos said with a disgusted expression. “I have every bit of my suspicion pointing towards collusion between our thieves and you lot right here. If it wasn’t for the Union Rep. here, I would have strung you by the toes and poked my way through your flesh for the truth.”
 
      “Oh, rather graphic, are you?” Kirin chuckled. “And a terrible folly on your part if you did. Any gambler knows when the cards are dealt, adaptability is all-important. Isn’t that right Mr. Union Representative?” Kirin said walking towards the man as he sat down with one of his crewmembers tending to his wounds. “This place is no sanctioned den, right?” Kirin asked the Representative. “Otherwise, the guard at the door wouldn’t be necessary, nor would the codes and passwords to enter, after all, most gambling dens in the developing cities like Teigen don’t use them, only the dank back alley den’s in the Outskirts and Lower cities are like that.”
 
      “Shut up!” the Union Rep. shouted as he clenched the edge of the table beside him. “What does a little punk like you know about Union business?”
 
      “Oh, quite a lot. I know that most Union money in the dens are shipped out like clockwork, never is there a surplus of cash on hand, and most importantly, Union dens don’t allow unknown rookies in, only the confirmed wealthy and unnatural pros, not anyone in this den of unwashed losers. This growing pile of evidence leads me to one conclusion—do you know what that is Mr. Union Representative?”
 
      “S-Shut your mouth!” The Union Rep. said with a sense of desperation that alarmed the Den owner and his crew.
 
        Davos looked at the Rep. with uncertainty. “What is this kid on about Union Representative?”
 
      “Nothing. He knows nothing about anything. Get him out of here! We can handle this ourselves.”
 
      “Can you?” Kirin smiled deviously to the shaken expression of the Union Representative. “I mean, how can you do anything when you’re not even a Union Rep—”
 
      “Nooo!” The Union Rep. shouted slamming his fist against the table. “I told you to shut up, brat!”
 
        Kirin grinned before he began pacing around the room, speaking his mind to the alarmed audience of Davos and his crew. “I believe that you are not a Union Rep. at all.” He said frankly. “You’re more like an opportunistic immigrant from the Lower cities trying to con his way up the ladder of success. Quite admirable if I must say so myself. Mind telling us your name? No need for titles anymore.” Kirin said standing in front of the pained face of the Representative as he gritted his teeth at his words. He looked over at the shocked faces of his crew and Davos as they looked on at disbelief at this child’s piercing words, but nonetheless held onto every letter he spoke.
 
      “The name’s Kray.” The Union Representative said lowering his head, feeling the pressure of the room overwhelming him.
 
      “Are you serious?” Davos said in shock. “You can’t be serious, are you telling me we’ve been working with a fake this whole time?” as he spoke out those words, a disquieting look arose on all the faces of the gambling crew inside. It was as if all the broken promises that Kray’s lies had built, shattered in an instant, along with a river of dreams that only children could imagine.
 
      “You liar!” Davos shouted as he lunged for Kray, but as he did, supporters of the fake Union Rep. jumped forward to protect him.
 
      “What are you doing?!” Davos said as they pushed back the force of his anger.
 
      “Sorry.” Kray said. “I won’t be able to keep my promises about introducing you to the Union, but I did keep you guys alive during hard times, didn’t I?” He said proudly. “Didn’t I give you a place to work under a banner worth fighting for?”
 
      “Shut up!” Davos shouted as his own men pulled him away. “You gave us nothing of the sort. We did this all on our own, you just sat by and collected all the money, and for what? Your promises?! Well, it turns out those are as worthless as the locks on your safes!” 
 
      “H-Hey,” one of the confused crewmembers said. “Doesn’t the real Gambling Union have a zero tolerance policy for fakes using their name?”
 
      “Exactly.” Davos scoffed as his raged boiled over. “Especially those that taint their name with successful robbery. We’d be lucky to survive the end of the night once they hear about this. And it’s all this cockroaches fault!” Davos said attempting to lunge forward again at the bleeding Kray.
 
        Kirin, watching their internal dispute grinned for a moment. “If the house always wins, tear it down.” He said pleased, however, the pleasure was fleeting for Kirin, as his smile quickly waned along with his interest. He then turned around and headed for the door. Exiting the room, Jake watched alongside Lee the playful psychological mastery Kirin held over the room vanish with him as he exited in great haste. Jake, Lee, and Karl reluctantly pulled themselves away from the argument brewing inside the office and headed out the door as well, all of them holding an unsettling feeling in the pit of their stomach at what just happened in there. Passing by the empty chairs, Jake wondered how the thieves pulled off their robbery. How exactly did they get everyone to quietly exit without a sound? Kirin must have been right, they must be professionals, Jake thought.
 
        Exiting out the front door, they found themselves in the middle of the sparsely crowded sidewalks and streets of the evening stalking hours. Some mopeds zipped by alongside horse drawn carriages under the brightly lit streets of the opulent city of Teigen.
 
        Lee rubbed his knuckles over his eyes for a moment. “I can never get used to the new evening lights. Where are my dim paths and creepy alleys?”
 
      “All gone with reconstruction.” Jake said.
 
      “Yeah,” Karl nodded his head. “What a little zoo money can do for a town still amazes me.”
 
      Jake laughed. “And haunts the rest of us with not enough coin to see the damn thing… You know,” he said looking at the absentminded stare of Lee. “You’re taking all this well.”
 
      “Am I? I’m just confused right now and a little disappointed.”
 
      “Why?” Jake said intrigued. “You’re out of debt.”
 
      “Yeah I know, but I really believed he could win that game.”
 
      “You’re an idiot.” Jake smiled. “And me too.” he said glancing at Kirin standing tall by the sidewalk, looking enormous in stature even with his short height. 
 
      “Hey Karl,” Kirin said standing on the sidewalk idly. “You have a jeep?”
 
      “Why ask me?” he laughed hesitantly.
 
      “Because you dress like you don’t walk, and you walk like you don’t ride anything. So you must be driving something.”
 
        Karl smiled at his words before pulling out a pair of keys from his pocket. “Behind you.” He said pointing to a low riding vehicle without a roof or tires below standing it up. It just had a base that laid flat on the ground where Kirin was oddly already standing by as if he knew it belong to Karl.
 
         Karl cracked a smile. “How convenient for you to be standing by it already.”
 
      “Educated guess.” Kirin shrugged his shoulders as he turned around and looked intrigued at the jeeps odd build. “Don’t tell me this is what I think it is, is it?”
 
       “It’s exactly that.” Karl smiled confidently. “It’s a street hovercraft, freshly tuned from the junkyards.”
 
        Lee’s eyes widened at the sight of the vehicle. “Whoa, a real Street Craft right in front of me.” Lee shook his head as he rushed over to the car and touched its old rugged surface. “You can’t be for real about this. This thing is rarer than gold out here, I mean, you barely see any of these out here in the Common Sectors, and if you do, they’re owned by some High-End Sector jerk. How did you get this?”
 
      “Yeah,” Jake nodded with concern. “This thing is hard to find.”
 
      “With the right contacts and friends, you can get anything in this world.”
 
        Kirin smiled. “Especially if you steal it.” He said opening the passenger side door of the Street Craft.
 
      “Huh?” Karl said as he approached. “Did I leave the door unlocked?”
 
      “No, I just opened it up myself. You have weak locks Karl, you should get them changed lest you want your car stolen.” He said slipping into the passenger side of the jeep and slamming the door shut. “C’mon, let’s go.” He called everyone over.
 
        Karl narrowed his eyes in suspicion before walking over to the driver’s side. As he did, Jake and Lee followed in rhythm as if hypnotized by the pace Kirin set with his words and energetic style. Even Karl found himself sitting in the driver’s seat, compelled to chauffeur him for the moment.
 
      “So,” Karl said bewildered by the way he was catering to this strange boy. “Where do you want to go?”
 
      “I want to go where you would go.”
 
      “Where I would go?” Karl asked, confused for a moment. “I’m not following you.”
 
      “I mean,” Kirin said adjusting the recline on his seat until it squished into Lee sitting in the back seat. “You know this place better than anyone.”
 
      “Why would you say that?”
 
      “Because you dress the part, you look like a man who enjoys a night on the town and his fill of conversation with many different people in the world. Tell me, where would you go to enjoy a night of relaxation after a successful day of work or non-work? Whatever you do…”
 
      “Well,” he said lifting his head in thought. “After my days of successful non-work,” he chuckled as he looked back at Kirin sitting upright in his recline chair. “I would go to the ‘Magic Lady’ hall in the Downtown Sector.”
 
      “Hmm…” Kirin said standing up from his seat and pointing out towards the streets. “Then off we go, Haha…” He laughed before sitting back down in his seat.
 
      “Hey,” Jake said tapping Karl on the shoulder as he watched the strange behavior of Kirin. “You don’t have to listen to him, you know? You can leave us here.”
 
      “No.” Karl replied. “It’s fine, I’m interested in what he’ll do next.”
 
      “You might not be if the night ends with you in a brothel with a naked man chasing you with a butcher knife.”
 
      “What?”
 
      “Don’t ask.” Jake said as he patted him on the back. “Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”
 
        Jake sat back down in his seat as Karl turned the electric hum of the engine on with a turn of his key. As the street craft switched on, the jeep lifted from its flat underside smoothly into the air, floating inches above the ground, wowing everyone inside the jeep.
 
        Jake shook his head in wonder. “Is this thing for real?”
 
        Karl smiled, amused. “It’s as real as it gets.” He said switching the gear into drive, accelerating from his parking spot and floating into traffic and its tired bound vehicles, moving at a relaxed pace above ground, but speedy enough to blur the lights of the brightly lit streets heading into the Downtown Sector. As they drove, a certain level of stunned silence over the afternoon events at the gambling den still hung over them. Even as they pursued possibly a dangerous lead for a promise worth nothing now all on the whim of the frivolous detective Kirin, they all still felt an odd silent sense of fascination to see if Kirin could keep his word. 
 
        Weaving through the sparse pockets of traffic near open-air restaurants, opening theatres and night markets, the jeep neared its destination as the lights changed from the street glow to the colorful dazzle that the dance halls flash from their overhead signs.
 
        Looking at the heavy traffic on the main street, Karl shouted to the back seat. “I’m going to take a short cut.” He said as he turned into an alleyway to his right, cutting away from the hectic streets for a quiet passageway to their destination. After twisting and turning in a narrow drive space, Karl finally parked the jeep at the foot of an old run down fire escape’s stepladder. Turning off the engine, the street craft lowered until it neared the floor. Just as it was about to reach a gentle landing spot, the craft short circuited and dropped to the ground, throwing everyone around its insides with its rough descent.
 
      “It sometimes does that.” Karl smiled to everyone in the back.
 
        Lee shook his head. “You could’ve warned us, you know?”
 
      “I forgot.” Karl smiled. “Anyways, we’re here.” He said exiting, only slightly after Kirin jumped over the door onto the concrete ground with excitement. Jake and Lee followed, exiting the vehicle last. 
 
      “I hope we don’t have to go up a ladder.” Lee complained while looking up, knowing the inevitable.
 
      “Sorry old friend.” Karl said pulling the foot of the ladder down to hit the concrete floor.
 
      “Ah,” Lee shook his head. “You know I hate heights, Karl.”
 
      “I do.” Karl smiled in delight of his tease.
 
      “Don’t worry about it.” Kirin said. “If you fall from that high, you’d only break a leg, maybe.”
 
      “That’s reassuring.” Lee said with an unconvinced expression on his face. 
 
        Karl chuckled at his distress before he started ascending it’s not too long body towards the second floor. Kirin followed, then Jake, who strung along the reluctant Lee as he made his way up the ladder. Climbing onto the terrace one by one, Karl looked them over for a moment before turning around and unlocking a metal door behind him. Walking in, he waved everyone inside. “Welcome to the Magic Lady.” He said stepping in.
 
        Kirin pocketed his hands and hunched his shoulders, simmering down his excitement as he walked inside with supreme confidence in his steps.
 
        Jake looked on with intrigue at Kirin’s change in his mood. Interested in what he intended to do with this mood, he chased him inside, ignoring Lee who still climbed up the ladder.
 
      “Hey!” Lee called out. “Wait up.”
 
      “Hurry up then.” Jake said running inside. As he entered the dark hallway of the building, he immediately felt the thumping bass from a stereo system and the dry echo of a voice singing over its line of rhythm. Following the distant swagger of Karl and the confident steps of Kirin, they made it to the end of the hallway where the sound of music increased in nuance and feel. Approaching, mahogany double doors, the bass sounded funkier as the live horns from a sax and trumpet sounded through the doors with a woman’s voice soaring with a vibrant electric sound chasing her soulful chords. As Karl swung the doors open, the full force of the electric sound hit Jake as he began feeling his head nod to the catchy song. Walking inside the bright flickering blue and white lights of the balcony, Jake stood beside Karl and Kirin to see the energetic bodies dancing below around a circular stage where a band played with wild abandonment to the cheers of the crowd.
 
      “Whoa!” Jake said surprised by their energy.
 
      “Haha…” Karl laughed. “I bet you never saw a dance floor this live.”
 
      “No.” Jake shook his head. “And this place, I mean, I know things have been getting better in this city, but this place looks expensive. When did the Downtown Sector get so rich?”
 
       “The hunting of the Grey Forest is booming for real, so much wealth is being found in the mines there too, so much minerals, old electronics, artifacts, and rare beasts that the old city of Teigen is becoming a Greater city in this new world.” 
 
      “Besides,” Kirin said throwing his coat onto the surprised shoulders of Karl, revealing his slender frame under a fitted long sleeve shirt with a few streaks of frills down its chest. “The never-ending mental apocalypse of man is just that, a mental thing. The world on the other hand, moves on and grows. Life thrives when everything ends.” Kirin grinned. “And how long do you expect the living to mourn the end of the world before they move on to the next one?” Kirin said with a bright smile. 
 
        Looking at him in his oddly stylish and flamboyant shirt took Jake by surprise, throwing his mind for a loop as he watched Kirin adjust the cuffs of his shirt. 
 
        As the song ended, the band moved to a another energetic tune, a melody that grabbed the ear of Kirin and had him swinging his hips before grabbing the hand of Jake and pulling him down the stairs he stood by towards the dance floor.
 
      “Rin, what are you doing?” Jake said petrified as Kirin, with his ever-changing faces, dragged him along with a delightful expression on his face.
 
        Turning to him, Kirin wore an excited smile. “To dance, of course.” And so he did, hitting the dance floor, bouncing to the music, moving his shoulders and hips in rhythm with the energetic song and voice spiraling from outside center stage into the crowded space they had entered. Jake, looking at all the gyrating bodies beside him, found himself lost in the atmosphere, except for the guiding hand of Kirin who tried to rub off his dance to the stone standing and petrified gaze of Jake. 
 
        Kirin, letting go of his hand, danced within the crowd, leaving Jake standing there idly by to watch as he electrified the dance floor with his vibrant and graceful moves. As he danced, he attracted an audience of women and men to watch in adoration of the stylish tapping of his feet and seductive swing of his lean body. Jake felt incredibly uncomfortable watching and catching glances from Kirin as he danced. 
 
        Kirin eventually moved in dance towards Jake and wrapped his arms around the back of his neck, pulling his face near his, taking the breath out of him with the sudden closeness between them.
 
      “I found him.” Kirin whispered in his ear.
 
      “What?” Jake said confused.
 
      “Mr. Green Thief.” He said with a grin on his face as he pulled away and looked Jake in the eyes.
 
      “Uh…” Jake said still unsure. “What? Where?”
 
      “Up there.” He replied looking upwards behind Jake. Jake attempted to turn and look, but as he did, Kirin rebuffed him.
 
      “No! Don’t look back.” He said turning Jake’s head with the soft touch of his hands. Jake, surprised by the gentle textures of Jake skin, felt confused and uncomfortable with a mixture of other emotions he rather not feel right now.
 
      “He’s looking this way.” Kirin said with the tips of his fingers still on the chin of Jake. “I don’t want him to know we know.”
 
      “Alright.” Jake said struggling to gather his thoughts. “Then what?”
 
        Kirin lowered his hand and wrapped it around Jake’s. “Follow me.” He said turning away and pulling Jake along with him as he made his way through the wild dancing of the crowd towards a staircase at the other side of the room. As they made their way past the center stage, the singer with a wild pompadour hairstyle sang wildly:
 
      “It’s alright… I wanna be your rock and roll…” She sang to the backdrop of a fiery guitar solo behind her. “It’s alright… it’s alright… you’re my rock and roll.” She sang holding her microphone to the crowd, who chanted her words in kind while jumping up and down with the buzz of the song in their head. Ducking past the flailing hands and legs of the dancers surrounding the stage, Kirin and Jake made it to the staircase and slowly moved upward. As they did, Jake finally gathered his thoughts and quickly pulled his hand away from Kirin’s soft touch. Kirin looked at him in surprise.
 
      “I can walk just fine myself.” Jake said to Kirin.
 
      “Then hurry up.” He replied unaffected, continuing his march forward. Jake took a deep breath in and exhaled all the stress and unease building up within him before chasing after Kirin, shrinking the large gap between them. Catching up with him, Jake noticed they were heading to a balcony surrounded by glass walls. It enclosed a space filled with leather sofas where a group of men sat down leisurely in the company of what seemed to be friends. All of them dressed in black suit jackets and pants with neon under shirts of all colors. They laughed and joked with each other while watching the concert down below with great delight.
 
      “There he is.” Kirin smiled, pointing towards the couch where a youthful man with wild brown hair sat beside a beautiful woman dressed in a black sweater and jeans. She spoke to the young man ardently over the dance music as she adjusted her glasses, looking back and forth from her clipboard to the young man.
 
      “Him?” Jake asked. “How do you know?”
 
        Kirin turned to Jake, revealing a cocky smirk on his baby face, a face that seemed all too feminine under the dim lighting of the club. 
 
      “I’ll show you.” Kirin said walking forward. Jake followed him as he entered through a glass door to the balcony. As they entered, two large men walked in front of them, pushing them back.
 
      “What are you doing here?!This room is occupied.” the large man to the right said.
 
      “I’m here to see your leader.”
 
        The large man looked at Kirin awkwardly before laughing. “Haha, there are no leaders here, only friends.”
 
      “Then let me speak to the one that convinces you of that lie.”
 
      “What?”
 
        Kirin sighed. “To the man sitting on the center couch, tell him I have an appointment with Mr. Green Thief.”
 
      “Hmm…” the large man thought about it for a moment before looking at his partner and nodding his head. His partner left, lumbering over to the center couch where he interrupted the beautiful woman’s conversation with the young man sitting there. Kirin looked on with a wild sense of anticipation in his eyes—it was as if he was searching for something while looking at the young man sitting in the couch. Jake, following Kirin’s lead, turned his attention to the young man just as he looked back to see their faces—looking at his slight nod of recognition change the waiting stare of Kirin into a cocky smile and Jake realized they had really found their man.
 
        The large man returned and waved them inside, but before they walked in, Karl and Lee emerged from behind them.
 
      “What are you guys doing?” Karl said out of breath from running.
 
      “Yeah, Jake.” Lee smiled. “You could have waited for me before hitting the dance floor, we’re wingmen out there. How am I supposed to charm these ladies on my own?”
 
        Jake smiled reluctantly. “Ah, sorry.”
 
        Kirin smiled. “It’s good that you made it here on time.” He said approaching Karl and grabbing his trench coat from the cuff of his arm. He quickly swung it over his body and slid inside of it. “Ah, home again.” Kirin said with a relaxed expression on his face as the coat fitted right in with his frame. He then looked back at everyone with poise. “Come on in, I found our thief.”
 
      “What? Already?” Lee said surprised. 
 
      “I work fast.” Kirin smiled, walking inside. The others followed him. As they entered, they could hear the joyful cheers and rowdiness from the other people in the room die down, everyone turning around and focusing their attention and guard on Kirin and his friends as they made their way to the center sofa. Once there, the youthful man sitting down with a crooked smile on his face, eyed Kirin as he made his way to the front of the couch.
 
      “Have a seat Mr. Detective.” The youthful man said pointing to a sofa across from him. “I hope you enjoyed our club.”
 
      “Oh, I have.” Kirin smiled.
 
      “Yeah, and I saw you and…” the youthful man looked at Jake. “Your friend, dancing down there. You impress me, you’re not only a good detective, but you’re also a remarkable dancer. I would have never guessed.”
 
        Lee stepped forward. “So you’re him, right? You’re the thief from the gambling den, all of you are.”
 
      “Oh, please.” the youthful man said. “Thieves is much too crude of a word. We like to call ourselves the Underground.”
 
      “The Underground it is.” Kirin smiled, still standing up.
 
      “Right.” The youthful man nodded as he picked up a glass on the table in front of him filled with a red liquid. “My name is Lacey, or what my friends like to call me, DJ Lace.”
 
      “A DJ? I’ve never met one before.”
 
      “Well lucky you, you’ve just met the best one Detective.” He said taking a sip from his glass before resting it back down on the table. “Tell me,” he smiled his crooked smile. “How’d you figure I would be here?”
 
      “Didn’t have to.” Kirin sat down. “I just had to let you and your friends tell me where you were.”
 
      “What do you mean?” he said narrowing his eyes as he looked on with intrigue.
 
      “The quickness of your raid, the timed in and out execution, the pin point accuracy of your search for the money safes, not to mention having the codes to unlock them, everything you did during your robbery had all the tell-tale signs of an inside job.” Kirin said looking directly at the narrowed eyes of Lace. “And that man on the inside just so happens to be the calmest, most indiscernible man during the entire execution of that operation. He was also the man that could not help but direct us to your exact location along with all the information concerning your group—not to mention his eyes peering in your direction ever since we entered this place. I don’t know if you’re lazy or if Karl is an absolute fool, but I’d like to hear why you felt so confident in yourself that you were comfortable enough to have your own man lead us here?”
 
        Jake and Lee looked at the slight grin on Karl’s face after Kirin’s words filled the room without disagreement from anyone inside.
 
      “Is that true Karl?” Jake asked him.
 
      “Sorry guys.” Karl said with some regret on his face. “Wrong time and place for the both of us.”
 
      “Dammit Karl!” Lee shouted. “You could have broken me in on the deal—we’re old friends, aren’t we? And you know I’m always looking for work.”
 
      “Yeah, but a robbery takes expertise, something you don’t have. And well, we’re old friends—nowadays, I’m more in line now with my new ones.” He said walking to the embrace of the similarly dressed members of the Underground, giving them handshakes.
 
      “You traitor.” Lee grimaced.
 
      “Hey,” Lace said. “No need for such strong words, we’re all friends here.”
 
      “How so?” Jake asked, agitated at what Karl did, but understanding of how he changed so much since they were kids. The world tends to do that, Jake thought.
 
        DJ Lace laughed at his question. “The fact that I’m still here should say that, your detective friend understands this, right?”
 
        Jake looked over to Kirin who took a seat across from Lace. Watching him as he tapped the tips of his fingers together with his trademark smirk wearing on his face, Jake wondered what he was cooking up in his mind now. 
 
      “Why?” Kirin said. “For business, I think.”
 
      “Exactly.” Lace leaned in as he broke his relaxed recline on the sofa. “You seem like a skillful…” He raised an eyebrow as he looked over the deceptively small and slender frame of Kirin. “Man, correct?”
 
        Kirin chuckled under his breath. “And in what way would you be interested in my skills?”
 
      “The Underground is always looking for talent, especially young talent. Everyone here has a skill, from carpentry, engineering, musicianship, to soulful singers. We cherish all skills of the youth on this beautiful island, and you, you’re a talent I rarely get to see.”
 
      “Detective work is nothing special.” Kirin said now tapping his fingers on the table in front of him. “With enough work,” he began to laugh. “Hahaha, who am I kidding? It’s difficult, but that’s why I like doing it. I love to see into the parts well hidden. And you seem like a private person, Mr. Lace.”
 
      “Hahaha… I like that, your confidence.” Lace laughed, he then looked over to the beautiful woman wearing glasses beside him. “What do you think, Kathy?”
 
        Kathy looked Kirin once over, tilting her glasses over to get a closer look. As she stared at his complete disregard for her existence, she turned to Lace, leaning into him to whisper into his ears. 
 
        Kirin could not hear what she said, but it affected the cool expression on his face. He then turned away from her and focused his attention on Kirin.
 
      “Let me ask you a question?” Lace said rubbing his hands together with a serious look on his face. “So, how did you get Karl to bring you here exactly?”
 
      “What?” Kirin said raising an eyebrow, surprised by what seemed to be a dull question to him. “Oh, I just used phrasing.”
 
      “Phrasing?”
 
      “Yeah, or more like framing my question in comparison of what I think you might do with what he thinks you might do. More or less understanding the relationship between you two and playing off that.”
 
      “What I might do?” Lace said looking with concern. “You barely even know me or Karl.”
 
      “Oh please, I know all about you Mr. DJ and Karl.” Kirin said looking at Karl. “Who you are is written on the way you dress, walk, talk, act, and the expressions on your face.”
 
      “You never saw my face.”
 
      “Oh yes, I did. In fact, I suspected your robbery before it even started when I saw you standing by the craps table in the den with the rest of the lost souls there. You and your self-important presence stuck out like a sore thumb amongst that lot. With that small hint, I was able to time your robbery well enough to get out our humble degenerate gambler friend here out of debt before even knowing he was in debt.”
 
      “Hey,” Lee complained. “I’m not a degenerate, I’m a hobbyist, there’s a difference.”
 
        Lace shook off Lee’s complaints. “And why would you prepare all that? I mean, why think about going the extra mile for things that might not happen, like saving your friend?”
 
      “Safety measures.” Kirin continued with a disinterested look on his face. “It was a safe bet he would be in trouble in that crooked den. It’s always good to have layers of back-up plans and extra places to go for leverage for any situation you enter.”
 
      “I agree,” Lace nodded. “But still, how did you know Karl would bring you here?”
 
      “Haa…” Kirin sighed, bored with the conversation. “I just asked him to bring me to a place you would go to celebrate victories, so obviously, he took me to the place where you wouldn’t celebrate, which I find hard to believe,” Kirin said looking over the hectic party space, his interest piqued all of a sudden. “But it seems this isn’t the way someone like you would celebrate success,” Kirin said looking back at Lace. “More like a failure, which was your robbery. With this in mind, I knew Karl would most likely bring me here in attempts to throw me off. But little did he know that the plan was not a success and that you had reverted to the backup plan.”
 
      “Hah!” Lace laughed a bit resigned. “And why would you think that? That our robbery was a failure?”
 
      “Because of me.” Kirin smiled. “And Kray, of course.”
 
      “Wow,” Lace said reclining in his seat. “This kid knows everything, huh?”
 
        Jake looked at Kirin in wonder. “Why? I don’t understand? What’s going on?”
 
      “You see,” Kirin said standing up. “Our friends here robbed the fake gambling den knowing full well it was not a part of the Union, otherwise they would be on a hit list, and that’s never a good thing. Also, that’s the reason why they didn’t kill Kray. With someone to blame for the dirt thrown on the Union name, the assassins sent out would only attack Kray and his crew. However, if he had killed Kray, the assassination orders from the Union may then transfer out to the thieves themselves i.e. the Underground. So our good friend Lace made sure the fake Union Representative lived for the purpose of keeping the Union assassins off their trail.” 
 
      “So what’s the problem then?” Jake asked. 
 
      “The problem is that our good friend Mr. Lace believed Kray would try to get his money back silently without alerting the Union. And while he searched for his lost money aimlessly, Mr. Lace here depended on the Gambling Union’s executioner to take him out. A good plan, right up until it failed, that is once our good DJ saw me and all my glory.” he said with a grin. “He knew there was a slight chance I would expose Kray’s deceit to his and Davos’ crew, putting him in a corner where he would be most dangerous and forced to try for one last desperate attempt to escape or to get his revenge. However, after my odd proposal, Mr. Lace knew his chances of finding him increased with my involvement, thusly increasing his probability to enact that revenge and to build a little savings for his escape at the same time. A most appealing proposition to a gambler, don’t you think?” he said looking at Lace, who chuckled under his breath while his crew stared in disbelief as if this was all new information to them.
 
      “Yeah,” Lace nodded. “Something like that, but not as longwinded.”
 
      “The thing is,” Kirin said tapping his chin. “Why didn’t you just kill me?”
 
      “Easy,” Kathy said staring directly into the interested eyes of Kirin. “We at the Underground value talent the most, and we would never harm a skilled person such as yourself.”
 
      “Ah,” Kirin said patting the back of his head as he blushed at her words. “I’m just a moderately gifted genius, nothing special.”
 
      “Genius is genius, isn’t that right, Lacey?” Kathy said staring warmly at Lace.
 
        Lace nodded his head reluctantly. “Yeah.”
 
      “Haah…” Jake sighed deep in thought.
 
      “What?” Kirin said pulling his attention from the conversation. “What’s wrong?”
 
      “Oh, nothing, it just kind of sucks though.”
 
      “What?” Kirin said with an abnormal amount of interest.
 
      “I mean, being executed without even knowing why?”
 
      “People die every day without knowing why, it’s nothing to be sad about.” Kirin said looking back at Lace. 
 
        Lace, wearing a crooked smile on his face reclined in his seat again. “So you think you know me well.”
 
      “Well enough to know only someone in fear for their life would hide in plain sight in a bullet proof glass room.”
 
      “Bullet proof?” Lee said looking at the glass surrounding them in wonder. “For real?”
 
      “Haha…” Lace laughed hesitantly. “Now, don’t you think your overthinking this, you really think Kray would trust you?”
 
      “Of course, he’s a gambler.” Kirin smirked. Just as he spoke his words, a loud bang rang from the center dance floor, ringing out until a large smack and slam hit the side of the glass room. Everyone ducked simultaneously as the crash against the glass wall shook their eardrums along with a howling scream rocketing from below, calling out the thieves in hiding.
 
      “Thieves! Thieves! I know you’re here! Show Yourselves!” A voice yelled over the cutting of sound from the live band as people broke from their dance and screamed off the dance floor.
 
        Kirin stood there, unaffected, only turning around to look through the damaged, but unbroken glass. “Looks like you have visitors Mr. Lace.” Kirin smiled.
 
        Lace jumped from his seat and hurried to the balcony’s edge to see Kray holding a shotgun towards the sky along with a crew of five armed men rushing through the scurrying crowds to make it to the ends of the dance floor where the stairs waited for them.
 
      “Time to make things happen.” Lace said looking over towards the two large guards by the door, nodding his head. As he did, the guards pulled out handguns from their waist and headed out of the glass room and towards the staircase. Lace turned to Kathy. “Time to make a great escape.”
 
      “You have one?” Kirin asked. 
 
      “Of course, you want to come?” 
 
      “Better than staying here.” 
 
      “W-Wait…” Jake said. “We have nothing to do with this.”
 
      “We do.” Kirin said turning to Lee. “You think Kray will believe we have nothing to do with the robbery when we went straight to its culprit’s right after it?” he chuckled. “Of course not, especially when you’re an animal cornered with its fangs bare. Kray has nothing to lose, but the money to buy his freedom out of this city, which our friend has. He doesn’t need your reason now.”
 
        Shots began to fire from outside the balcony area. Looking over to the staircase, Kirin and everyone saw Lace’s bouncers shooting it out with Kray’s crew.
 
        Lace, picking up a bag and grabbing the hand of Kathy, headed out the door. “Time to let wild dog’s breath.” He smiled as he kicked the door open with the last three members of his crew along with Karl following them as they moved away from the staircase. Kirin Looked at Jake before giving chase. Jake and Lee reluctantly followed.
 
      “I don’t think this is a good idea.” Lee said following from behind as they chased Lace and his crew into a hallway. Kirin turned to Lee.
 
      “The Almond.” Kirin said.
 
      “Huh?” Lee looked on in confusion.
 
      “What did you do with it?”
 
      “What? That…”
 
      “Yeah, you owe me, right?” Kirin said turning the many corners Lace and his crew did. “Tell me, what did you do with it?”
 
      “W-What?”
 
      “Hey,” Jake said. “You think this is the time for that?”
 
      “If not now, then when?” Kirin said as they entered a small room with a kitchen. They approached a window where Lace and his crew were exiting onto a fire escape.
 
      “Ah…” Lee hesitated in speaking as he noticed the gunfire had been chasing them, the sound from its bursting chambers nearing them with every passing second. 
 
      “Hey! We have to get out of here.” Jake said to Kirin as he blocked the window with his small frame.
 
      “No,” he refused. “Tell me now.”
 
      “Hey!” Lee said panicking. “This is not a game, let us go.”
 
      “Then tell me what you did with the almond.” He demanded, unmoved by the gravity of the situation.
 
      “Who cares?!” Lee said tensing up as he looked behind him at the door as the shootout drew closer to them.
 
      “I care, now tell me.” Kirin said with a steadfastness mirroring the same stubbornness he would show when investigating cases for murder.
 
      “C’mon,” Jake said turning to Lee, realizing Kirin would not break. “Just tell him something so we can go.”
 
      “Forget about him!” Lee said charging towards Kirin, as he did—Kirin planted the edge of his elbow onto the nose of Lee, smacking him backwards as he yelled out in pain.
 
      “Ow!!” Lee groaned. “What was that for?!”
 
      “I said tell me.” Kirin continued as the gunfire rang out even louder, coming along with the screams and shouts of its wielders. Lee, noticing the unchanging expression on Kirin’s determined face, gave in.
 
      “Alright, I’ll tell you.” He said nervously looking behind him as he held his bloody nose. “I sold them.”
 
      “To who?”
 
      “To whomever. Now let’s go.” He said anxiously.
 
      “Just tell me! Who?”
 
      “Some rich cook from the High-End Sector, it’s like some aphrodisiac or something, I don’t know. I got a pretty good amount of coin too.” He smiled through the blood dripping down his mouth. “Happy now? Now let’s go.”
 
        Kirin moved to the side. “Go.”
 
        Lee rushed ahead and hurried down the fire escape while Jake followed, but as he hurried himself down, he looked up to see Kirin standing still inside the building.
 
      “Hey,” he shouted out to Kirin. “Aren’t you coming?”
 
        Kirin turned and smiled at Jake deviously. “You go on ahead, I have an idea.”
 
        Noticing his devilish eyes, Jake felt he should heed his words and hurry down.
 
        Kirin still inside, waited until the gunfire had reached the door, revealing the bouncers, bloodied and injured as they struggled to shoot their guns while entering the room.
 
      “Stop firing!” Kirin shouted, immediately grabbing their attention. “Go down quickly.” Kirin said walking towards a brand new portable stove with a propane tank attached to it. Grabbing on to its neck, he kicked of its lever, letting its gaseous contents stream out of its container. The bouncer’s eyes widened as they flew into a panic, hurrying their injured bodies out the window and down the fire escape as fear struck them from Kirin’s actions more than the gun battle they were in. 
 
        Kirin, after kicking the valve off the propane tank, hopped out the window and dangled himself on the edge of the fire escape, hovering over the hardened pavement a story below. He briefly looked down to see the bouncer’s reaching one of the jeeps below where Jake and Lee looked upward at him in shock and confusion while Lace seemed to understand something they didn’t after the bouncers had reached him. Kirin smiled at the disarray that surrounded him and patiently waited on the ledge of the fire escape, facing the window and towards the doorway where armed men had finally reached the open door of the room alongside a hobbling Kray.
 
      “You damn kids!” Kray said wielding a shotgun. “You think you can tear me down?! You think you can trick me?! Well who’s the one being tricked now?! Give me my money or die!”
 
      “Hahaha…” Kirin laughed aloud as he twirled a finger in the air while whistling a melodic tune. “Can you hear that?” Kirin said. “It’s the hum of your slow death Mr. Kray, and I’m its conductor.”
 
      “Shut up!” Kray said cocking back his shotgun before pulling the trigger. As he did, Kirin let go of the side railing and fell blindly downward as a shot rung off to the pleading screams from Kray’s henchman shouting at him not to. However, with his blatant disregard for their words and will set to fulfill his anger, he fired anyways into an explosion he could not see or fathom being there, but was there all the same, encompassing him in its flames as it shattered the walls of the room, bursting them from their concrete place into the open air.
 
        Kirin, falling down with big a grin on his face, felt his back smashing on the comfortable padding of a blanket of yarn and cloth along with the shouts of terror and confusion of the passengers of Lace’s jeep. Looking past Jake and Lee’s chastising shouts, Kirin saw Lace switching gears at a slow rate.
 
      “Hey,” Kirin said breaking through everyone’s frenzied motion. “Better hurry or this debris will get us.”
 
        With those words, Lace sped up his hand and switched from reverse to drive as he began to accelerate through the alleyway while pieces of cement and wood tumbled down from the second floor of the Magic Lady dance hall. With its explosion still ringing out as they left, Kirin laid comfortably in the cab of the jeep along with one bloodied bouncer who looked at him in quiet shock. Kirin, uncomfortable by his stare, picked himself up as they weaved out of the alleyway into the main streets where people looked around in wonder what was the loud ruckus they heard a distance away. Driving under the bright lights of the city as a melodic pop song played on the radio, Kirin leaned into the backseat of the jeep, his head resting beside the panicked face of Jake as he watched the road fill with the grey and white stripped jeeps.
 
      “Who are they?” Kirin asked.
 
      “What?” Jake said. “You mean, you don’t know? Where’ve you been all this time? They’re the City Guard and they’re swarming this place because of the ruckus we’ve caused.”
 
      “I know that.” Kirin shook his head. “But who do they work for?”
 
      “For the citizenry of Teigen.” 
 
      “No, you’re misunderstanding me, who do they report to? Who sets their principle, the guiding hand of their group?”
 
      “Ah,” Jake said with his mind barreling in every direction.
 
   Kathy, sitting in the passenger side beside Lace, looked over to Kirin. “They’re under direct orders of the City Magistrate, or Lord Barron, loyal servant to the noble family Dunrobin.”
 
      “Dunrobin, Hmm…” Kirin sat in thought.
 
      “How?” Kathy asked. “How did you know I had cloth in the back seat? You know you could have fallen into a bed of nails, right? Even worse, DJ equipment.”
 
      “Huh?” Kirin looked on confused. “But isn’t this your jeep?”
 
      “And why would it be my jeep?”
 
      “Well, judging by the callouses on your thumb and fore finger, I can tell that you’re a wonderful seamstress with a distinct style—a style so unique and skilled that it’s obvious when two people are wearing clothes made by the same the designer.” He said looking at Lace. 
 
        Kathy then looked up ahead to the jeep in front of them where Karl was driving before looking back at Kirin with a pleased smile. “So that’s how you could tell he was an inside man?”
 
      “Hey, you should know, there’s nothing more distinctive about a person then what they wear. And about the Jeep, you seem like the one that drives in this relationship.”
 
        Kathy smiled for a moment before laughing under her breath, a laughter that grew louder with every passing moment until she smacked the side of Lace.
 
      “Ow!” Lace groaned. “Control yourself, woman.” 
 
      “I can’t, I really like this guy. We must have him.” she giggled looking at Kirin who slinked away from her gaze into the back seat as he blushed. Lee shook his head in annoyance at their banter.
 
      “I had enough of this. Hey,” Lee said leaning between the passenger and driver seat. “Can you take me home? Just drop me off in the lower Downtown Sector.”
 
      “Before any of that,” Lace said. “I need to take my bouncer here, Gregg to a doctor, so hold off till then or walk your own way now.”
 
      “Ah,” Lee noticed the standoffish behavior of Lace and pulled away. “Okay, okay. I’ll wait then.” He scoffed a bit as he reclined in his seat beside Jake.
 
      “You need to calm down.” Jake whispered in Lee’s ear.
 
      “How can I be calm?” Lee replied. “Have you been sleeping or am I just the only one a little frightened with the direction of this night… I mean, all praises to the detective and all, but I just want to get home and back to Jade.”
 
        Jake sighed, understanding the anxiousness building inside Lee. “I know, I know. Just sit tight, at least it’s all over.” He said patting him on the back.
 
      “It’s not over yet.” Kirin said slouching in the back cab. “It’s only just begun…” he sang in a beautiful tenor that caught everyone’s attention. “It’s only just begun… You and I…” 
 
      “You and I…” the bloodied bouncer Gregg began singing along with Kirin and the song playing on the radio.
 
      “It’s never over.” They sang in unison. “Until it ends… It’s only just begun…” Kathy began to sing along, turning up the radio’s volume. “You and I… What we hold true is breaking… Can’t ever find the feeling again… Can’t hide this burning for you. Oh, I need you in my life… Can’t get you out of my life…” Jake sang joining in the song, laughing to himself at the change of mood while Lee and Lace looked at everyone awkwardly. “It’s not over yet…” they continued. “It’s only just begun… Between me and you, life will always go on…”
 
        Reaching the song’s end, they all laughed together, through the pain, confusion, excitement, and tension.
 
      “We’re here.” Lace said parking in front of a dimly lit shop just outside the Downtown Sector by the Lower City Sectors where all the seedy parts of the old underdeveloped city of Teigen had found itself isolated and away from the cities newfound wealth. As Lace slipped out of the driver’s seat, he walked towards the descending street craft belonging to Karl that had parked in front of them. Kathy followed him while Jake and Lee simply got out of the car and just waited by its doors. 
 
        Lee turned to Jake. “What do we do?”
 
      “We have no choice but to stay. That is if you want to walk back to the Downtown Sector at night.” Jake said looking at the garbage pail bonfires ahead where the homeless gathered for warmth and an unsightly pack of youngsters standing by a dimly lit pole, brandishing their knives and green gang bandana’s. Jake shook his head. “If you think you can survive walking through here at night, be my guest.”
 
         Lee shook his head. “Nah, I’m fine here with these guys.”
 
      “Go on ahead.” The bloodied bouncer Greg said standing behind them. “You’d be safer inside.”
 
      “Yeah.” Jake agreed while staring at his bloodied shirt.
 
      “It’s not my blood.” Gregg said with a somber face.
 
      “Oh,” Jake said walking ahead, only then noticing the large body of a bloodied half-conscious man being carried into the open door of a closed restaurant. Trailing away from the panicked crew was Kirin walking up and down the street with a keen eye on his new environment.
 
      “You better go get him.” Gregg said. “This is no place to roam by yourself.”
 
      “Yeah.” Jake nodded as he rushed ahead towards the wandering Kirin. Catching up to him, Kirin spread his arms apart like a bird flying with its wings stretched far apart for a generous glide across the sky. He was flying, Jake saw him like that as his footsteps glided over the uneven breaks of the paved road.
 
      “What an experience.” Kirin said, turning around as he balanced himself. “I can really feel it, you know, lives moving and colliding with each other, this is life.” He said with the excitement of a child learning a new pleasurable sensation.
 
        Jake was somewhat annoyed by his entertained look. “You know you might have killed people in that building, right?”
 
      “No, no, no. You got it all wrong Jake,” Kirin said jumping on the edge of the sidewalk, balancing himself with his hands.  “I did nothing of the sort.” He continued. “I simply gave them the option to die, never did I deliver the killing blow myself. I merely created a situation where they could not kill me, and even if they tried, it would mean certain death. It’s all just leverage in the end, and for Mr. Kray, he lost every bit of it today.”
 
        Jake smiled in disbelief at his words. “You’re mad, aren’t you? You’re no detective—you’re just some raving mad man looking for something to do”
 
      “How rude.” Kirin said stepping up to Jake. “I’m a mad genius, not a man, and if you want, an occasional detective.”
 
      “Why do you even want to be a detective so much?” 
 
      “Well,” Kirin said looking off to the side. “It’s fun learning the difference between what is real and what is fantasy.”
 
      “And what is the difference to you?”
 
      “There is no difference really.” He said with a wild look in his eyes, almost confirming Jake’s description of him.
 
      “But oh,” Kirin continued. “That’s where the problem lies. Mistakes can be made in both. If they were separate, the fantasy could always be perfect, but that’s never true since a fantasy can’t become real unless it’s blemished in some way. And there lies the tragedy of fantasy.” He said biting down on his thumb with a disturbed look on his face.
 
      “What?” Jake said feeling uncomfortable after seeing the change in looks from Kirin. “What is it?”
 
      “I made a mistake.”
 
      “What mistake?”
 
      “I knew something was bothering me ever since we left the den. How could I overlook such a simple fact?”
 
      “What is it?” Jake said growing anxious as Kirin spoke more intensely.
 
      “I should have never exposed Kray.” Kirin continued.
 
      “Well, yeah, then we wouldn’t have been shot out of the club.”
 
      “No, that was fine. Actually fun.” He smiled. “His actions were typical. But I forgot to calculate the actions of our second den boss, Mr. Davos.”
 
      “Davos?”
 
      “Yes…” Kirin said pacing back and forth under the dimly lit streets. “What sort of person do you think Davos is?”
 
      “What sort of person?” Jake said thinking for a moment. “I don’t know, he’s… he’s a conman, an underhanded guy, always using tricks to get what he wants. A rather tenacious conman I suppose, he’s always wanted to be a boss of his own, walks and talks like he’s already one, except for whenever he was in front of Kray, that was his ticket to Union ranks after all. But… You kind of pulled the veil for that dream, didn’t you?”
 
      “And how would he react to having his ambitions torn down?”
 
      “I don’t know.” Jake shook his head with uncertainty. “I really don’t see him taking revenge or believing his chances of survival are gone. More like, I see him trying his best to escape and maybe…” Jake stopped himself mid-sentence, realizing what he was about to say. He then looked towards Kirin knowingly.
 
      “You don’t think…” he questioned with hesitation growing in his words.
 
      “Most likely.” Kirin nodded.
 
        As they looked at each other with a slight tension building around their vague words, Lee stepped forward, having heard most of their conversation but missing the wordless understanding between them.
 
      “Hey,” Lee said. “What are you talking about?”
 
        Jake turned to Lee. “You were here?”
 
      “Yeah,” he nodded his head. “Lace told me to bring you guys inside, but never mind that, I don’t like this tension around you guys, what are you talking about?”
 
      “N-Nothing… I think.” Jake hesitated.
 
      “No,” Lee said with a worried face. “Something is definitely wrong, and you don’t want to tell me, which makes me think, which makes me think of the worst…” he said with his mouth trembling as he let his words roll out of his mouth.
 
      “You’d be right then.” Kirin said unmoved. “The worst has happened, for you that is.”
 
      “Don’t tell me that.” Lee said shaking his head. “Don’t tell me… Don’t tell me that.”
 
      “Yes…” Kirin said unmoved by his hesitation to listen. “I’m afraid our friend Davos is more tenacious and clever than our straightforward Mr. Kray. He seems more methodical in his approach to surviving the death sentence him and his crew have made for themselves after impersonating as a Union front. I think he would take all the appropriate measures to insure his safety.”
 
      “Meaning?” Lee said clenching his teeth.
 
      “Meaning that he could go after the things he wanted and use them against us, his supposed robbers.”
 
      “We didn’t rob anything from him!” Lee shouted nervously.
 
      “He won’t see it that way after we exposed his supposed leader and skipped out on the carnage afterwards.”
 
      “T-Then what will he do?” Lee asked, even though he was afraid of the answer.
 
      “He’ll take her, simply. That was the goal of his gamble with you whether you betted yourself or a cow. Regardless, he planned on weaseling his way into taking the young girl Jade you cherish so much. And now that all has been lost, I’m afraid he will do so anyways. Or I might be overthinking it.”
 
      “Which is it?!” Lee shouted with his impatience growing.
 
      “Well, I’m inclined to go with my first hunch and say yes.” Kirin said throwing back his head casually. Lee darted backwards and ran into the shop behind them. Jake, hesitant to walk away from Kirin, grabbed him by the arm, pulling him along as he rushed towards the shop.
 
      “Whoa… what are you doing?” Kirin said.
 
      “Making you take responsibility.” Jake replied as they entered the shop while Lee shouted uncontrollably at Lace for the keys to the jeep.
 
      “Calm down.” Lace said. “What are you going on about?”
 
      “I need to get home now, I need to get back now!” Lee said without any context.
 
      “What he’s trying to say,” Jake said interrupting. “We’re afraid Davos might be plotting to abduct his younger sister. At least that’s what our detective just figured out for us.”
 
      “Really?” Lace said standing at a bar beside folded chairs. “And why am I supposed to care about some unnamed girl in some distant part of the city?”
 
      “Because it’s your fault she’s in trouble!” Lee said grimacing. “It was your dumb robbery that started all this.”
 
      “And your detective’s words that triggered him.” Lace rebutted coldly.
 
      “Then let’s make a deal.” Jake said stepping in between them while dragging the disinterested Kirin along with him.
 
      “Deal?” Lace said pulling out a bottle and glass from a cupboard. “What sort of deal?”
 
      “You want talent for your young group, well here he is,” he said pushing out Kirin. “Take him…”
 
      “Hey,” Kirin said adjusting his coat. “Don’t I get a say in this?”
 
      “No.” Jake replied annoyed.
 
      “Hah,” Lace said pouring out the brown liquid contents of the bottle into a glass before taking a swig to the background screams of his injured friend in the kitchen. “You see,” he said gulping down his drink. “I don’t want just talent—I want dedicated friends, just like my pal Yared in the back getting a bullet pulled from his chest. I need people willing to take bullets for this cause. And I don’t think your detective friend is a person like that.”   
 
      “Hmm…” Kirin looked on with intrigue. “You’re a revolutionary man then?”
 
      “No, I’m a business man, it just so happens revolution is on sale. This island has come a long way since the Great Shift a few hundred years ago. Disaster is fading and mankind is on the rise again. With us finding our place again, people are finding less of a need to be stalked and controlled by the Nobles or the ‘Sheltered’ families I like to call them. While we fought against disaster, they hid in the shelters with all our spoils from past generations. Who do they think they are for crawling back on the surface and claiming what we fought for as their own?”
 
      “Who cares?!” Lee groaned. 
 
      “I do.” Lace said unaffected.
 
      “Big idea’s there?” Kirin smiled. “And I’m interested to see them happen, at my leisure, of course.”
 
      “You see,” he said raising his glass. “He’s not the type of man for this cause.”
 
      “Lacey!” Kathy said emerging from the backroom with bloody gloves on and a surgical mask. “Just take them.”
 
      “I don’t want—”
 
      “A little girl is in trouble, right?” she said interrupting him. “What if that was me or Janey? Would you want to listen to a tired speech about your stupid revolution then? Or would you want to go out and help us?”
 
        Lace hung his head low at her words.
 
      “Now go!” she shouted out to a disgruntled Lace who pulled out the keys in his pockets as he placed his glass down. “You heard the Lady.” He said walking towards the exit.
 
        Lee clenched his fist. “Finally.” He said following Lace as he exited the building and hoped into his Jeep. Jake watched as they left and then turned to a listless Kirin who looked around the room, letting his eyes roam the somewhat ragged restaurant they occupied. Annoyed by his complete lack of interest, he grabbed hold of his arm, letting his strong grip wake Kirin out of his lethargic daze.
 
      “Ow!” Kirin said turning to Jake. “What are you doing?”
 
      “Waking you up. Now come on, let’s go.”
 
      “Okay, okay.” Kirin said as Jake pulled him along, ignoring his agreeable words. Rushing out the door, they approached an already running jeep. As they reached it, Kirin squirreled his hand away from Jake’s grip and ran to the other side of the jeep.
 
      “Shotgun.” He shouted out as he slipped in the open passenger seat beside Lace in the driver’s seat. Lace turned to a somewhat stunned Jake as he looked on at Kirin with surprise by his sudden enthusiasm.
 
      “Are you coming too?” Lace asked.
 
      “Yeah.” Jake nodded as he opened the door of the back seat and slipped inside. As soon as he did, Lace pressed down on the accelerator, driving out of their parking space and turning around, speeding through the Lower City Sector. They blew past the dilapidated buildings and impoverished shantytowns that made out the Lower-end of the city. 
 
        Lace shook his head in disbelief as he glanced at his environment. “To think this was the Main Sector a hundred or so years ago.”
 
      “Three cheers to development.” Kirin said rubbing his hand on the leather interior of the jeep. “You see, that’s what I don’t understand about your revolution for sale, DJ. This development is all thanks to the ‘Sheltered Nobles’ who hunkered down without sunlight for years. I mean, even this humming electrical car your driving is powered by the free energy technology from a Noble Golden City. Don’t you think you’re being a hypocrite now?”
 
        Lace glanced at the excited expression Kirin gave him after he asked the question.
 
      “Who cares?!” Lee said aggravated. “Can’t you drive any faster?!” 
 
      “Well,” Lace said. “I’m trying not to crash, so blame me if you will for respecting the limit a curve brings.”
 
        Jake pulled on Lee’s shoulder. “Cool off, she’ll be there.” 
 
        Lee begrudgingly sat back in his seat and sighed heavily as a stressful look wore in his eyes with every passing second.
 
        With things calming down inside the jeep, they finally made it out of the shantytowns of the Lower Sector and back into the tall stone architecture that made up the Downtowns Sectors high quality infrastructure.
 
      “Like passing between the past and the future.” Jake whispered while gazing at the startling changes in their environment.
 
      “You know,” Lace said looking at Kirin who was staring out the window. “It’s not what they’ve done, it’s about what they’re doing.”
 
      “Hmm…” Kirin turned and looked at Lace.
 
      “Who do you want creating your world? Someone that knows you or someone who’s forgotten you?”
 
      “Haha…” Kirin laughed. “Interesting.”
 
      “We’re almost here.” Lee said sitting up from his seat, pointing towards a corner of the street to turn to. Lace obliged, turning the jeep in the direction Lee was pointing. As they approached a row of buildings, they could see a crowd gathering on particular building’s foot. Drawing closer to the building, Lee could see its crown glowing with a fiery orange light that burned throughout the base of the building. Lee gasped at the sight before shouting.
 
      “Jade!” he yelled as Lace slowed down the car. Neglecting his attempt to park, Lee jumped over the side door of the jeep and onto the pavement where he ran as fast as he could towards the burning building.
 
         Jake looked on in panic. “The top floor, that’s where he lives.” Jake said. 
 
        Jake patted Lace on the back. “Stop the jeep.”  
 
        Lace immediately stopped in the middle of the walkway, letting Jake hop out and rush towards his friend. 
 
        Jake, nearing the fiery mess of a building and the crowds standing by it, had his mind running through the many scenarios himself as to what may have happened. Cutting through the crowd of onlookers, Jake reached the foot of the building where Lee knelt down in horror as bits and pieces of stone hit the ground around them.
 
      “Why?” Lee said with tears running down his eyes. “Why is this happening? Everything was in that building, everything.”
 
      “She’s probably not inside.” Jake said. “Think about it. Davos wanted her alive, he wouldn’t harm her. He’s simply trying to make you think she’s gone.”
 
      “But isn’t she?” Lee lowered his head. “How am I supposed to find him? He’s long gone by now.”
 
      “Not exactly.” Jake said looking back to see Kirin and Lace walking over to them.
 
      “We have strong allies.” Jake said tapping the shoulder of Lee, making him turn and look at Kirin and Lace as they approached.
 
      “How are we supposed to find him?” Lee asked them both.
 
      “Well,” Kirin shrugged his shoulders. “I differ to the smuggling DJ here. You deal in all goods, don’t you? Sometimes even in the trafficking of people.”
 
      “No, never.” Lace said with authority. “Kathy would never allow it. But I do know of the people that deal in those circles.  The Underground doesn’t deal in flesh, but we do deal in information, so we know all about that trade, especially their hidden auction spots.”
 
        Lee stood straight up. “And which spot do you think he will go to?”
 
      “About an hour before sunrise, right?” Lace said looking at the faded stars under the blended light of the natural fires and unnatural glow of the street lamps. “And from this location,” he continued. “There’s only one place he’ll go to, the warehouses by the old pier and lighthouse.”
 
      “Hmm…” Kirin nodded his head with interest. “I’ve never been by the beaches.”
 
      “Hey,” Lee said standing up. “We’re not going there for sightseeing, were going to save my little sister, you understand? So none of the… the wild things you do.”
 
      “Haha.” Kirin laughed. “Where would you be without the wild things I do?”
 
      “In the exact same place.” Jake said.
 
        Kirin smiled before falling into deep thought for a moment. Reaching a conclusion in his mind, he nodded his head. “Yeah, you’re right. I think you would be. But now is when I make the difference.” Kirin said skipping away towards the jeep along with the slow stroll of Lace.
 
      “C’mon.” Jake said to Lee, grabbing his attention long enough to refocus it. They then rushed off towards the cab of the jeep where they jumped inside.
 
      “Let’s go!” Lee said slapping the side of the jeep, calling for a quick ride out of here, which Lace obliged with the quick shifting of gears as he pushed down the accelerator and burnt the tires out while they sped off into the sleeping night sky. In a blur, they moved between the tight spaces of the Downtown Sector streets with blood rushing through their veins as the urgency of the moment fell upon their minds and hearts with every wild turn and cut through narrow passages. They were going somewhere with uncertainty shading all their opportunities for successfully saving this missing young girl. Even so, no one declined the impossibility of doing just that. If they were right, they were entering a place hostile to the watchful eyes of strangers, as their deeds called for secrecy from the City Guards and all those searching for missing loved ones. The sort of place calling for such secrecy would also be armed and ready to protect such a hidden thing. With these heavy disadvantages, they still sought out this place of high means and low morals.
 
        Exiting the tight space of the city, they entered the open fields of the Outer City limits. There, they heard the whooshing sound of the ocean and could see the dazzling view of its warped and swirling waters crashing into the sandy beaches filled with the iron and steel carcasses of large ships long forgotten.
 
        Kirin looked on with wonder in his eyes. “Wow! Talk about a graveyard.” he said looking through the darkness of the night at the ocean. “I never saw the whirlpools surrounding the island before.”
 
        Jake looked into the darkness. “You still can’t see them clearly in the night.”
 
      “But I can hear the water turning rather than flowing in waves.”
 
      “Remnants of a world long gone.” Jake said finally making out the wreckages by the beach. 
 
      “We’re almost there.” Lace said pointing out to an old pier in the distance. “The warehouses should be closer to the fields before we reach the beaches.”
 
        Jake looked ahead. “What are we talking about when we say warehouses?” he asked.
 
      “The abandoned type, where no one dare travels, but evil men make their homes.”
 
        Kirin laughed. “Quite the poet, are you?”
 
        Lace ignored his snipes and continued his drive downhill towards the large abandoned warehouses that filled the foot of a hill leading to the sandy beaches and its pier. Driving up to the decaying walls of the abandoned yard, Lace turned off the headlights of the jeep and slowed its acceleration forward as they approached the side of the warehouse space.
 
      “Hey,” Lee said sitting up. “Why are you parking so far away?”
 
        Lace looked back. “Because from here on out, you’re sneaking in.”
 
      “We are?” Jake asked.
 
      “Yes.” Lace nodded as he parked the jeep. “Listen,” he said turning off the engine. “I sympathize with you, and will help you anyway that I can… That doesn’t involve engaging in any heavy combat, I’m not one for such violence.”
 
      “You sure about that?” Kirin asked. “You did blow a hole in Kray’s shoulder.”
 
      “That was a necessary factor for our plans success, which would have been effective if you hadn’t destroyed the den with your ‘detective’ work. Anyways,” he said turning back to Jake and Lee. “You’re on your own from here.”
 
      “I’ll take you up on that offer.” Kirin said sitting up right as he opened the door. “You have an extra bag I can use? And maybe something more.”
 
        Lace narrowed his eyes with suspicion of Kirin’s actions. “What are you planning?”
 
      “Well, if worst comes to worst, I plan on buying someone’s freedom with the clothes off someone else’s back.”
 
      “Not your own, right?”
 
      “Never.”  Kirin said dismounting the car. “Where?”
 
         Lace looked towards the back. “It’s there with the threads.”
 
        Kirin smiled as he ran towards the back cab to gather what he wanted. Meanwhile Jake and Lee exited the vehicle, their nerves building as they realized what they were about to do.
 
        Lee leaned into Jake as they stood in the darkness of the night beside the decaying wall of the warehouse space.
 
      “Can we do this?” Lee whispered.
 
      “We have to.” Jake replied.
 
      “Yeah.” Lee nodded. “We can do this.”
 
      “We can do this.” Kirin said emerging behind the two holding a small duffle bag. “Just follow Jake’s lead.”
 
      “Yeah,” Jake nodded before realizing what Kirin had said. “Wait, what?”
 
      “What?” Kirin raised an eyebrow. “Aren’t you used to doing odd jobs as a messenger boy: tracking, tracing and the like, this should be small potatoes for you.”
 
      “Yeah, but this is nothing like delivering goods to some low life gamblers apartment. These are traders, part of the Merck Unions, and you don’t want to mess with them, they’re as cut throat as the Gambling Unions, even more so.”
 
      “Then tread carefully.” Kirin said with a serious look in his eyes. The same look he gave him in the Courtesan house the other night when the guard took him by the neck. He trusted his judgment then, maybe he should trust his judgment now, Jake thought. With this in mind, he took the lead.
 
      “Alright, follow me.” Jake said. “Stay close to my back and don’t make a sound. You understand Lee?”
 
      “Hey, why are you looking at me?!” Lee complained.
 
      “Because you a have tendency to let emotions get the better of you.”
 
      “No I don’t.” Lee said angrily before catching himself. He then looked back at Jake. “Alright, you might be right. I’ll try to control myself, happy?”
 
      “Very happy.” Jake nodded before looking back at the jeep where Lace sat idly at its wheel. He then looked back at the wall they stood by.
 
        Kirin took notice of his wandering eyes. “He said the auction should be in the center warehouse out of the three. There should be green lights on the floor guiding the guests. If we follow those, we’ll be there in no time.”
 
        Jake nodded his head. “Alright, let’s find those green lights.” He said crouching by the wall as he made his way across its broken face with Lee and Kirin following closely behind. Hugging the wall as they made their way down the sandy covered plains at the side of the wall, Jake led them with careful and deliberate steps until they reached a collapsed side of the wall they could use to climb into the warehouse yard.
 
      “Here we go.” Jake whispered as he grabbed hold of the two broken halves of the wall and climbed in between its cement walls. Lee and Kirin followed, entering between the folds of the wall until they made it inside the yard where three abandoned warehouses towered over them in all their decrepit glory. Looking at their old worn out wooden exteriors, Jake caught the glimmer of a green light from the corner of his eyes. Turning to his right, he saw the faint flicker of a line of green lights leading to the center warehouse.
 
      “There.” He whispered while pointing in the direction of the lights.
 
      “Good.” Lee nodded as he began to make his way for them, but as he did, Jake extended his hand, holding Lee back. “No.”
 
      “What? Why? All we need to do is follow the light.”
 
      “That’s if we want to get caught and killed on the spot. We’re not trying to get in the auctions—we’re here to find Davos.”
 
      “But wouldn’t he be inside the auction?”
 
        Jake let his thoughts organize themselves as he considered Lee’s question until he finally reached a proper answer. “No,” he said. “Davos is still in hiding, he has the Gambling Union after him now, he can’t go to a place even in the Underworld without drawing attention. No, for him to make a sale, he would have to find a buyer outside the auction.”
 
      “Nice thinking.” Kirin said. “Where do you think he might go?”
 
      “Easy.” Jake said looking at the two warehouses to the side of the center one. “The warehouses to the left and right of center. And if he’s as desperate as you think he is, there’s only one choice for a desperate gambler fighting against the odds, and that’s to put themselves in a corner, a place where there’s no blindside, only the forward path. The warehouse by the sea is most definitely where he is.” Jake said heading to the side of the warehouse to the left. “We have to make our away around the center.” He sprinted as he lowered his head. Kirin and Lee followed out of reflex, chasing his wide steps over the broken grounds of the yard until they reached the front side of the left warehouse. There, under its cover they looked out from a corner at the shadowy collection of guests walking down the light paths towards the center building. Looking at the dark figures dressed in their fine suits and older women wearing their conservative dresses, you would think there was some sort of extravagant dinner being held behind the old rotten walls of the warehouse. As they walked with their different assortment of guards, these important people chatted casually with each other while they looked into pamphlets about what was on sale tonight—referring to the people on sale as stock and their attractive features as their selling points. Most of the figures entering being males, discussed female proportions while others, spoke about searching for strong stock to help construction for some dubious project, and lastly, there were the few odd men speaking fondly of the youth on sale.
 
      “Him.” Jake said pointing at the specific older man with blonde hair speaking of the youth at the auction. “That’s him.” Jake turned to Kirin. “If there’s anyone that might be interested in a sale with Davos now, it would be the merchant Kartier.”
 
      “Kartier…” Lee gritted his teeth.
 
      “Who is he?” Kirin asked Jake.
 
      “He’s an upstart merchant from Nodham. He used to manage the mines there, now he’s moved to Teigen to start his own mining projects within neighboring parts of the Grey Forest.”
 
      “That’s dangerous, isn’t?”
 
      “But it’s been successful.” Jake said.
 
        Lee clenched his fist. “So successful that he goes trolling the lower half of the Downtown Sector giving away toys to children, he’s even bought a few kids from desperate mothers.” Lee threw the dirt at the wall beside him in anger. “I hated him ever since he’s been eyeing Jade specifically on his most recent trip. I knew there was a reason why Davos was so intent in gambling me so often, always raising the stakes…” Lee lowered his head sulking. “I’m such an idiot.”
 
      “Hey,” Kirin said. “No time for sulking, I think we just found our link.”
 
      “What?” Lee said looking up to see someone approaching Kartier just before he entered the warehouse. “Wait,” Lee said noticing a familiar face in the stranger approaching him. “That’s…”
 
      “One of Davos’ men.” Jake nodded. “He’s trying to make the sale.” 
 
        They all watched them as they talked for a brief moment before turning away from the center warehouse together and headed towards the warehouse on the far right. “There they go.” Jake said. 
 
      “Dammit.” Lee clenched his fist. 
 
      “Calm yourself.” Jake said. “Let’s hurry our way around this building.” Jake turned away from the front side of the center building and headed towards its backside to make a quick cut to the right warehouse. As they skulked their way around to the back end of the building, they could see the glowing lights inside flickering as a voice amped through a stereo system spoke aloud in words of welcome to the guests arriving. Turning a corner to the back-end of the building, they picked up their footsteps and ran across the rubble until they reached a gaping hole behind the warehouse where bright lights flowed out from the interior.
 
      “Whoa.” Jake whispered, extending his arm out to slow Kirin and Lee behind him. 
 
      “We need to crawl.” He said, causing Lee and Jake to lower their heads along with him. They then began to crawl past the hole in the wall, however, as they did, the voices from inside increased in volume while they approached this hole in the wall. With all of them lowering to their bellies, they crawled under the voice of the auctioneer as he described a slender woman on sale from the northern tribes. Jake gritted his teeth at his graphic description of the woman, but crawled forward anyways, ignoring the rage building up inside of him at the events occurring nearby. Moving into the cover of the wall again, Jake picked himself up and turned around to see Lee and Kirin had reached the cover of the wall already and were getting up as well.
 
      “Let’s go.” Jake whispered as he clenched his fist while wearing a grimace on his face. Heading forward towards the end of the warehouse, Jake could hear the bidding starting at fifty pieces and skyrocket in price as the auctioneer called out numbers until he reached the staggering value of two thousand gold pieces. Reaching such a high price, the auctioneer hammered a gavel and announced a sale.
 
      “Sold at two thousand gold pieces to Mr. Gentz in the back.” The auctioneer said to the displeasure of the crowd and to the anger of Jake who stopped dead in his tracks to look back at the lit hole in the wall.
 
      “Hey,” Kirin said grabbing onto Jake’s hand. “Do what you can now, save the world later.”
 
        Jake snapped back to reality in an instant after hearing Kirin’s simple words. Slowly turning around, he headed towards a fence dividing the center warehouse with the next. Lucky for the three of them, someone had already cut a hole through it. All they had to do now was slip in carefully between its rusted ends. Each of them ducked down and carefully made their way between the jagged edges of the torn fence to the last warehouse. Standing at its foot, they all took a deep breath in before continuing on, still following the guidance Jake provided them as they skulked behind him to the side of the warehouse.
 
      “Okay,” Jake said as he peeked from its corner to see Kartier and a henchman of Davos entering the warehouse from its front door. “We need to follow them.” Jake said jumping out as soon as they entered. Lee and Kirin followed the sprint of Jake as he ran towards a side door of the building, swinging it open before returning to the careful pacing they had been doing all along. Lee and Kirin did the same as they entered after Jake. Following his lead, they walked through the decrepit hallways of the warehouse, turning at the whim of Jake until their eyes fell upon the ginger steps Kartier made going up a flight of stairs with Davos’s henchman in the main lobby hall.
 
      “We’re going up.” Jake said exiting the hall into the large barren lobby space where the stairs were located. 
 
      “You sure about this?” Lee whispered.
 
      “This is the only place she can be.” Jake assured him before carefully beginning to shadow Kartier up the stairs after he reached the second floor. Lee and Kirin followed him, heeding his every step as they quickly made their way up the staircase until they reached the second floor. There, they could see Kartier entering the furthest room down the hall. As he walked in alone, Davos henchman stood by the front of the door. 
 
        Lee whispered to Jake. “We need to get inside.”
 
      “I know.” Jake said looking back at Lee, only then noticing Kirin nowhere in sight. “Where’s Kirin?” Jake asked Lee who looked forward with his jaw hanging. Taking this as a hint, Jake looked forward to See Kirin standing in front of an aggravated Henchman who pointed a gun at Kirin while he stood there with a grin on his face and a bag in his hands.
 
      “Who are you?! What are you doing here!?” the henchman said panicked and scared, fumbling as he pulled out his handgun and pointed it at Kirin. Steel face, Kirin raised the bag in the air and shook it. The bag jingled as if it were a shaker, making the rough sound that coinage would make if it were put in a twirl. “Tell Davos I have his money.”
 
      “What?” the henchman said with widened eyes. “For real? We’re saved.” He said under his breath. “Show me it?” the henchman asked.
 
      “No, only to your boss.” Kirin said. “And keep in mind; if I don’t report to my friends at the auction, they plan to inform some of the people from the Gambling Union of your presence. So take it easy with that weapon.”
 
        The henchman cringed in horror at his words before lowering his weapon and turning around to open the door. As he did, Kirin looked towards Jake and Lee, waving them over as he entered.
 
        Jake and Lee looked confused and terrified at Kirin’s actions but broke through their stunned states with their will to save Jade and the curiosity of how. Rushing over as Kirin stepped forward to enter—they quickly made it to his side as he walked into the door to see the grimacing face of Davos holding onto a shotgun he pointed directly at them while they entered. Looking at him as he stood tall, Kirin could see the wide-open windows behind him with a clear view of the stars and a lighthouse under their dazzling glow. You could hear the ocean from here, Kirin thought.
 
      “Hey!” the henchman said in shock as he saw Lee and Jake behind Kirin. “Where did these guys come from?”
 
      “They’re my back up.” Kirin replied. “After all, can’t trust a gambler on his home turf, or should I say house.”
 
      “Haha…” Davos laughed at Kirin’s words. “Still a funny boy. But you’re right, from the Downtown Sector to a warehouse, oh how far I’ve fallen. All thanks to you brats.”
 
        Lee, walking in noticed a chair in the middle of the room. There sat a young girl with jet black hair with her arms tied behind the seat along with her legs while a piece of duct tape stuck over her mouth where the beads of her tears ran out of her brown eyes onto its rubbery folds.
 
      “Jade!” Lee shouted, rushing over to her, but as he did, Davos henchman kneed him in the stomach and then smashed the back end of his pistol on the side of his head, knocking Lee out cold as his body fell to the floor at the hushed screams of Jade as she looked on in horror at the state of her brother.
 
      “Lee!” Jake said rushing over to him, but as he did, Kirin grabbed hold of his arm, grabbing his attention with his weak grip, but holding him back with his powerful stare telling him not to move. Jake calmed himself down and let his anger boil.
 
      “Hmm…” Davos looked on. “No takers for a second beating?”
 
      “No.” Kirin said as his eyes turned to the far corner of the room where a Blonde man stood in apprehension of their arrival. “You’re Kartier I suppose.” Kirin said.
 
      “That’s none of your business.” Davos growled.
 
        Kartier emerged from the corner. “Really, Davos? What sort of business is this where you invite children to it? Although,” he said suddenly noticing the soft features of Kirin’s face. “I don’t mind.” he smiled awkwardly.
 
      “I didn’t invite them, they barged in.” Davos said turning his gaze at the bag in Kirin’s hand. “But it seems like you have another bidder Mr. Kartier. I take it this boy here wants to buy the beautiful Jade as well.”
 
      “Tsk, Tsk, Tsk. Children,” Kartier said stepping forward with his pretentious behavior in full bloom. “You might as well resign yourself from this competition—I have already placed five hundred pieces on the girl. No way children like you can top that.”
 
      “Sheesh.” Kirin shrugged his shoulders. “That’s a whole lot of money Davos, I thought we had a deal before, I bring the money, and you remove all debt.” 
 
      “Yeah well, I thought I was a part of the Union a few hours ago, now I’m being hunted by them, things change kid, better get used to it in this world.”
 
      “Is that so? If that’s the case,” Kirin said casually looking around the room. “Then I don’t have enough coin. So sad… Well,” he said quickly turning around. “Let’s go Jake. The night awaits.” He said heading out the door.
 
      “Hold on!” Davos said cocking back his shotgun. “You think you can walk out of here with over three hundred gold pieces in hand unharmed?”
 
        Kirin stopped dead in his tracks. “I do.” He replied.
 
      “Tch.” Davos sucked in his teeth. “Just hand over the bag, brat.”
 
        Jake noticed a smirk come over Kirin’s face as he turned around holding his hands up along with the bag. 
 
      “You got me.” Kirin said.
 
      “I do.” Davos scowled. “Now throw the bag over here. And if you try anything funny, that bag will be falling with you and a few empty shotgun shells.”
 
       “Alright, alright. Just hold your horses.” Kirin said throwing the bag at the foot of Davos. Letting its clinging sounds grab his attention. 
 
      “You really got it back.” Davos said smiling with relief. “Jagos, cover me.” He said to his henchman.
 
        Davos henchman Jagos aimed his pistol at Kirin as his boss lowered his shotgun and prepared to unzip the bag.
 
        Davos smiled. “And here I thought you were working with the robbers.” he said as he unzipped the bag to see gold coins. “You really are an impressive detective, to have gotten all this back.” He said looking at Jagos. “Too bad I’m going to have to kill you. Take them out Jagos.” 
 
        Jagos gripped the handle of his gun and tightened its aim at Kirin to the dismay of Jake that looked at the growing animosity towards them with fear and confusion.
 
      “Kirin!” Jake shouted. “What are you doing?!”
 
        As Jagos was about to pull the trigger, Kirin finally raised his voice. “Are you sure it’s all there?” Kirin said.
 
      “Huh?” Davos said turning away from Kartier. “What are you on about?”
 
      “If you were interested in finding out how the Union tracks you, its inside the bag.”
 
      “What?”
 
      “How they find you.” Kirin continued with his ominous words.
 
      “How they find me?”
 
      “I’ve led them here to you, and the longer you wait here, the quicker they’ll be coming.”
 
      “What are you talking about?” Davos said with a look of panic in his eyes as he ripped open the bag revealing a burst of light that shot out of its insides and spread all over the floor, lighting up the darkness of the room with a warm white light.
 
      “W-What is this?” Davos said stunned and confused by the light.
 
      “Road flares. And that…” Kirin said looking behind Davos as a great big white light beamed through the window, turning the warm glow of the flares into an after image while this blinding light filled every corner of the room, causing everyone to cover their eyes.
 
      “What is this?!” Jagos shouted.
 
        Davos, confused and terrified by what was happening, turned around and aimed his weapon at Kirin. “You Bastard!” he shouted as he aimed directly at Jade. As he reached for the trigger a loud bang rung out, echoing all across the warehouse yard and bounced off the wall of the room. Davos stopped in his tracks and covered his eyes as he turned and looked out the window. “What was that sound?”
 
      “Your death.” Kirin said before turning towards Jake. “Grab Lee and get out, I’ll get Jade.” He told him.
 
         Jake, confused at first, gathered himself as he covered his eyes while he rushed over to Lee’s unconscious body and pulled him out the door, however, just before he exited, he noticed Jade shivering in her chair. Seeing the fright in her small fragile body, Jake headed back in, only to see Kirin’s raised hand to stop him. “Get out of here!” he shouted. As those words leapt from his mouth, the banging sound continued, this time blowing a hole into the floor beside Kirin. Stunned by what he saw, he looked back towards Davos to see him turning around holding his chest.
 
      “T-This…” Davos mumbled. “This can’t be happening… I-I was… I was almost there…” he said as another banging sound echoed and crashed into his back, staining the floors with spattered blood. Instantly terrified by the sight, Jake frantically pulled Lee out of the room and into the hall, as he did, shots rang out again and again, bang, bang, bang, the sound rung in Jake’s ears, pushing him forward. The piercing sound of each shot made was blood curdling and stirred the inner terror inside Jake as he carried his friend. However, as he did, bullets began to pierce the wall—exploding into the hall with such a powerful impact and thunderous sound it frightened Jake further, causing him to drag Lee with great speed across the bumpy floors, knocking him around until he reached the stairs. Once there, he crouched down and covered his ears.
 
      “Kirin!” he shouted. “Jade!” he yelled again, regaining his courage immediately after remembering Jade. Quickly picking himself up, Jake ran towards the gunfire piercing the warehouse’s fragile wooden walls, however, as he neared, the gunfire died down to a complete stop, and its loud thunderous shots could not be heard anymore. Shocked by its sudden disappearance, Jake rushed to the open door to see all the once standing figures on the ground bloodied as one sole person stood tall under the blinding light. It was Kirin, Kirin with his hand over the eyes of Jade as she shivered with fright. The blinding lights that illuminated the room flickered off, giving way to darkness. With the light gone, Kirin leaned in and whispered to Jade.
 
      “You’re safe now. But Keep your eyes closed until I say so.”
 
        Jade nodded her head nervously. Kirin pulled out a knife and cut the ropes tying her wrists then knelt down to cut the ropes on her legs, freeing her from the chair. He then slowly peeled off the tape on her mouth.
 
      “Ow.” Jade yelped quietly.
 
      “You alright?”
 
      “Y-Yes.” She said in a hushed trembling voice.
 
      “Now take my hand and I’ll bring you to see your family, but keep your eyes closed.”
 
        She nodded her head as Kirin grabbed her by the hand, raising it as he guided her through the room. Nearing the bloodied body of Davos, Kirin crouched over and picked up the bag of gold pieces. “Told you.” He whispered.
 
      “Huh?” Jade muttered.
 
      “Nothing, nothing.” He said passing by the crumpled body of Kartier in the corner until they met the still writhing body of Jagos on the floor, murmuring words that caught Kirin’s attention.
 
      “F-Father…” He said reaching out his hand to the lifeless body of Davos before he fell into the same motionless position. Kirin stepped over his body as a look of awkward pity came over his face that wore off once he entered the hallway. Once there, he walked up to the still stunned Jake.
 
      “Now open your eyes.” Kirin said. Jade opened her eyes to see Jake standing there with a bewildered look on his face.
 
      “Uncle Jake!” she screamed with tears running down her face as she wrapped her arms around him.
 
      “It’s ok.” Jake said picking her up. “You’re ok now.”
 
        Kirin walked ahead, waving Jake over as he rushed over to the stairs. Once there, he approached Lee as he groggily picked himself off the ground while holding the side of his head. 
 
      “Ahrgh…” he groaned. “What happened?”
 
      “We saved your sister.” Kirin said walking by the surprised Lee who jumped and ran to hug Jade who reached out from the arms of Jake to hug him. As the family reunion took place, Kirin made his way down the stairs and to the ground floor where the dawn’s early light began to seep through the cracks of the building. Making it to the old rickety front door to the front side of the large warehouse, Kirin exited to see a jeep waiting for him.
 
      “Haha…” Kirin laughed, recognizing Lace as he exited the jeep. “So you didn’t run off. Thanks for the help, looks like you contacted the Union in time and got them into place for me.”
 
        Lace shook his head in disbelief and aggravation. “They almost killed me for approaching them during the auction, but they appreciated the heads up. Anyways, I just wanted to see if you could do it.”
 
      “And I did.” Kirin said throwing the bag of gold onto the floor beside Lace.
 
      “Yeah. You did. What a use for flares and gold.”
 
        Kirin smiled before looking around to see the green lights at the center warehouse were out. “What happened there?”
 
      “As soon as the shots rang out, everything ended. You can still see the dust of their trails, that’s how fast they left. It was about closing time for the auction anyway.”
 
      “What a pity.” Kirin said looking over to the center warehouse with disappointment.
 
        Lace raised an eyebrow at that remark and expression, wondering what he was expecting to do after he saved the girl. Disturbed and impressed by the tenacity of Kirin, Lace smiled.
 
      “We made it.” Lee said to Jade as he held her in her arms while they exited the building alongside Jake.
 
      “Need a ride?” Lace said to the smiling faces of Lee and Jake.
 
      “Thanks man.” Jake said approaching Lace. “You really helped us out a lot, even when you didn’t have to.”
 
      “Hell, I kind of had to.” Lace smiled. “I’m not one to refuse a pretty lady, tall or short.” He said looking at the happy smile of Jade.
 
      “Hey,” Jake said looking at the bag beside Lace. “Where did he get that money?” he asked Lace.
 
   Lace smiled. “It’s your money.”
 
      “What?” 
 
      “It’s yours—I’m giving it back to you. Kirin—I let him use it for this little task of his, but I want to give you the fifty pieces of gold you borrowed to your friend back.”
 
        Jake looked at the bag and Lace with suspicious eyes. “Karl told you.”
 
      “Yeah, but that doesn’t matter, does it?”
 
      “Why give it back?” Jake asked. 
 
      “Think of it as an investment in your future. I get the feeling you and your detective friend might be onto something.”
 
      “Why would you say that?”
 
      “Because that’s my great gift in this world, knowing talent when I see it—that’s what all great leaders excel at. And I think you see the same thing in our detective friend that I do.” Lace said with a knowing smirk on his face before picking up the bag and throwing it into the backseat. “Take it when I drop you off.” he said turning around and heading to the driver’s side of the jeep.
 
        Smiling at his bit of good luck, Jake walked towards the joyful Jade and Lee as they twirled around with smiles on their faces.
 
      “Wait…” Jade said in her quiet voice, stopping Lee from twirling her around.
 
      “What is it, sweetheart?” Lee said in a sweet voice.
 
      “Where’s short Uncle?” she asked.
 
      “Who?”
 
        Jake laughed. “Jade, his name is Rin.”
 
      “Rin…”she smiled. “I like that name, Rin Rin, Rin Rin.” She said continuously until Kirin pulled away from looking at the center building to the attention grabbing call of his nickname. “Ah, not you too, Jade.” He said approaching her. “Why do you like that name? It’s not as cute as Kirin, or maybe Kiri.”
 
        Jade chuckled at his words as he approached her with a large smile on his face. With Kirin standing in front of her, Jade quieted her laughter as she dug through her pockets and pulled out a tinfoil ball. “Here.” She said extending her hand to Kirin.
 
      “Wait, no, not that.” Lee said concerned. “That’s for you.”
 
      “And I want to give it to Rin Rin.” Jade pouted.
 
        Lee sighed. “Fine. Go on.”
 
        Kirin raised an eyebrow as he took the small tinfoil ball. As he held it, he quickly knew what it was and unwrapped it with a giddy smile on his face until he saw the light brown surface of a sticky almond covered in the yellow hues of honey.
 
      “Ha!” Kirin shouted out. “I knew you still had it.”
 
      “Yeah, yeah.” Lee said. “You didn’t have to break my nose over it. But Jade loves them, so of course I would lie to you about it.”
 
         Kirin chuckled at Lee’s excuse and tugged at his nose. “You lovable degenerate gambler you.”
 
      “Huh?” Jade said. “What’s a De-Degen-erate Gambler big brother?”
 
      “Nothing Jade.” Lee said in a sweet voice before turning to Kirin with a mean look on his face. “Stop teaching her bad words.”
 
      “Hahaha…” Jake laughed. “Who said it was a bad word.”
 
      “I-I,” Jade said cutting through their noise. “I want to thank you Rin Rin for bringing my brother and uncle to me. So I want you to have my almondy.”
 
        Kirin smirked at her words, then pulled out the red tinfoil ball from his pocket. “You know what this is Jade?”
 
      “What is it?” she said with her eyes sparkling.
 
      “The tastiest snack in the world, the Chocolate Grenadier.” Kirin said un-wrapping the ball and splitting the chocolate in half. “And you know what makes it the tastiest snack?”
 
      “What?” she asked in anticipation.
 
      “Putting your favorite snack, Mr. Almondy, in the middle of it.” Kirin said dropping the almond into the center of the chocolate ball before closing it up and handing it to Jade.
 
        Jade palmed the ball with excitement flowing through her once nervous frame. “Really, I can have it?” she asked.
 
      “Yeah.” Kirin nodded. “Sweets were made for beautiful girls, after all.”
 
        Jade blushed. “Thank you.” she said immediately taking a bite out of the chocolate ball.
 
        Kirin smiled before walking off towards the other end of the yard. Jake could not help but smile himself at Kirin. Did he not want the Chocolate Grenadier? Wasn’t this the reason they went through all the gunplay and explosions for? No. Jake shook his head. We did all this for fun. Kirin would do this just for pure entertainment, nothing more.
 
      “Hey!” Lace shouted to Jake. “Where is he going? Bring him back—we need to get out of here. I’m tired of looking at this place.” 
 
      “Yeah.” Jake nodded as he made his way towards Kirin.
 
        Running up ahead towards the sun rising slowly from the depths of the twisting waters of the sea, Jake caught up with the stroll of Kirin.
 
      “Hey,” Jake called. “We need to get back.”
 
        Kirin stopped and looked up towards the sea ahead before turning back to look at Jake. “What was your case?”
 
      “What? My case? Forget about it.”
 
      “Really? I do owe you one since I got the Chocolate Grenadier.”
 
      “And you gave it away.” Jake said standing beside Kirin as he looked out into the warped sea. “So you don’t owe me anything, in fact, I think I owe you now.”
 
      “I still want to know.” Kirin said with a determined look in his eyes. Noticing his steady gaze, Jake smiled and looked at the sea alongside him.
 
      “Fine then,” he said with a reluctant smile on his face. “It’s not really one case, it’s more like cases.”
 
      “Cases?” Kirin said raising an eyebrow in interest. “What do you mean?”
 
      “I want to start a detective agency in town, the first of its kind in this city. I’ve always wanted to start a business, and now, after meeting you, I think I found the right partner for it.”
 
      “Not interested.” Kirin said abruptly.
 
      “Wait—at least hear me out first.” Jake said with a sense of enthusiasm that held Kirin from walking away.
 
      “I’m listening.” Kirin said.
 
      “We’re not talking about petty cases now, we’re talking about the riddles and mysteries that swirl just like the whirlpools in the ocean, the things without cause, the strange and the wonderful, these are the things we will be investigating. We’ll solve a murder one day, the next, how the ocean spins, how the seas changed and where the beast of the Grey Forest are born. We’ll chase all the mysteries behind this new world, and maybe make a few legends of our own while we do it.”
 
   Kirin smiled. “Now you’re thinking big.”
 
      “What? You don’t like it?”
 
      “No.” Kirin turned to Jake with a warm smile on his face. “I love it.”
 
   


 
   
  
 


Story Three: An Empire and Its DJ
 
    
 
      “Ta-ada!” Jake said with a grin from ear to ear while he pointed to a shabby looking shop behind him. Kirin, looking at its dirty windows and worn out wooden doors, tilted his head in confusion as to what he was looking at.
 
      “Well,” Kirin said. “This is… A nice shop, I suppose?”
 
      “No it’s not,” Jade said running past Kirin while kicking a ball to Lee. “It’s ugly and dangerous, a den of evil, just like big brother told me.”
 
      “Yes.” Lee nodded his head as he kicked the ball back to her. “It’s a bad place where good people are tricked out of their money—a horrible land where evil gathers.”
 
      “Money? Evil?” Kirin raised an eyebrow. 
 
      “Now do you get it?” Jake said pointing at the building with emphasis. 
 
      “No, not really.”
 
        Jake sighed. “You were just here a week ago, twisting words, gambling money, and talking down robbers, does that ring a bell?”
 
      “Ah!” Kirin snapped his fingers. “The gambling den?”
 
      “Yes.” Jake said.
 
      “What are we doing here? If we’re here to gamble again, I’m not interested, I’m not the gambling sort.”
 
        Jake shook his head, unconvinced. “Yeah, right. Everything you do is a gamble.”
 
      “No. Now that’s where you’re wrong. What I do is take a measured look at my environment.” Kirin said raising a hand and closing one eye, using the space between his open palm’s thumb and index finger as a scope while he turned and looked at the light traffic of the Downtown local shopping area. “I look,” he continued. “Listen, and learn from everything around me, gathering information and using it appropriately to my advantage.” As he spoke, his eyes eventually landed on Lee who was still playing kick ball with Jade. “While a gambler enters a situation with no information beyond the rules set against him. Contrary, when I walk into a place, I take all information and set the rules myself… Therein lies the difference between us.” he said turning the direction of his handmade scope to Jake. “No,” he continued. “I’m not a gambler—I am what you call a scientist—or a detective, you take your pick.”
 
      Jake clapped his hands enthusiastically. “Well said, and that’s why I brought you here Rin, so you can be a detective, professionally.”
 
      Kirin broke his hardened stance and looked at Jake. “What are you on about?” Kirin looked at the den again. “There’s no gambling in their anymore, there are no cases to be found in there.”
 
      “No, not to be found,” Jake raised a finger in the air as he wore a giddy smile on his face. “To be waited on… Lee!” Jake called out, causing Lee to quickly cradle the ball underneath his foot and kick it up into his arms as he ran to a moped with a folder resting on top of it. Grabbing the folder and picking out a piece of paper, Lee raised his hand into the air while holding a flyer.
 
      “Ta-da!” Lee said with enthusiasm as a sheet of paper bearing the likeness of Kirin with the title Legendary Detective Agency at its header. 
 
      “What is this?” Kirin asked.
 
      “It took a while to draw the concept out,” Lee said admiring his work. “I mean, Jake asked me to make you look more mature on the flyer,” Lee snickered. “I know—impossible, right? But I tried anyway. So I did my best fantasy sketch of you. It’s rough around the edges, but it works.” He said looking at the increased height and chiseled facial features of Kirin on the sketch.
 
        Kirin turned to Jake with a confused expression on his face. “What is this all about?”
 
      “C’mon,” Jake said. “Don’t you remember us talking about this a week ago? About partnering up and starting a new business?”
 
      “Um…”
 
      “You said you loved the idea… So, I thought we needed a place where people could find us. And, here we are, our new agency headquarters.”
 
      “Agency?”
 
      “Yeah,” Jake nodded with a sigh of disbelief at Kirin’s forgetfulness. “Last time we met, before we got off track, I wanted you to take a case, well, it was more like a test run to see if you might be interested in getting into business together, you know, start up an agency in town for all those seeking answers to their personal mystery.”
 
      “Eegh…” Kirin said disgusted. “Sounds tedious.”
 
      “Or convenient.” Jake smiled as he approached the hesitant Kirin. “Think of this Rin, instead of chasing the mysterious, how about letting them come to you? If we build the proper clientele and relations within the community, we can pick and choose the most interesting cases, hell, we might discover new cases that would have been impossible to find with just roaming the streets.”
 
       “Tch…” Kirin sucked in his teeth. “Still, its sounds tedious dealing with all the people.”
 
      “That why it’s a partnership. You let me deal with the customers and I’ll let you handle the cases.”
 
        Kirin raised an eyebrow. “Hmm… Sounds interesting enough.” He said looking at the building. “Where did you find the money to rent the space out? I thought you would be at some gambling house throwing your money away by now.”
 
      “Hey, I might not look like it, but I’m a hard worker, don’t let the one time mistake of me listening to Lee’s dumb plan on beating the house tell you otherwise.”
 
      “Pff…” Kirin laughed. “A plan to beat the house—the start of every two-bit gambler’s scheme.”
 
      “Hey,” Lee shouted out as he played ball with Jade. “It would have worked if the house didn’t cheat.”
 
      “You fool.” Kirin said looking up at the sky. “All gambling houses cheat.”
 
      “Listen,” Jake said grabbing his attention. “Rin, I don’t make the same mistakes twice. I worked hard to save my money: I’ve worked as a messenger, cleaner, blacksmith assistant, carpenter’s assistant, every damn assistant in this city until I had enough coin to open up my own shop. I never knew what kind of business I wanted to open up before, not until the day I saw you work your magic in the Courtesan house. You have talent Rin, enough talent to build something new and successful around in a town with a lot of big ideas waiting to be found.”
 
      “Big ideas?”
 
      “You know Teigen, it’s a growing city, many successful people are coming here, whether for the hunt in the Grey Forest or the treasure expeditions in the mines, and they all have their secrets. This town is now bursting with mysteries, searching for someone to unravel them. And like I said the other day, don’t you want to find out what’s happening in this world, and not just the stories you’ve been told. Don’t you want to experience what makes this island go round and not just listen about it in the rumors?”
 
      “Hmm…” Kirin lowered his head in thought, then glanced at the excited smile on Jake’s face before walking past him and heading for the front door of the old den.
 
      “Hey, where are you going?” Jake asked. 
 
      “To check out our new agency, I dare not work in a filthy environment.”
 
        Jake smiled as he chased him inside the old den turned detective agency. “Don’t worry. Me and Lee cleaned things up inside.” Jake said as they walked into its main hall where two desks stood side by side at its center with pairs of filling cabinets and along with couches to each sides of the wall with one chair stationed in the center of the room.
 
      “That chair is for clients.” Jake said stepping in front of Kirin. “It’s surprising to think the old gambling den only had this one room with the old office in the back.”
 
      “Why not use the old office?” Kirin asked.
 
      “It’s better to use it as storage, plus it’s not welcoming enough to customers to bring them in an old dank office, better to be in the light, away from the shadows, we’re trying to break open cases and bring them there after all, might as well set the atmosphere for that.”
 
        Kirin glanced at Jake’s profile as he grinned happily. “You’re really serious about this, huh?” he said. “What about your stint as a loan shark for wandering gamblers, you’ve giving up on that already?”
 
      “Another misunderstanding,” Jake said sitting on top of a desk. “Lee was supposed to spend that money on a new apartment and shop for him and Jade. Instead, he got some bad ideas about doubling his money before ever spending it. From there, we had last week’s adventure. Once burned, you always learn.”
 
      “Once burned, you always learn?” Kirin smiled warmly. “Sounds like something you would say.”
 
      “Exactly.” Jake grinned. “So what do you think?”
 
        Kirin looked at the refurbished walls and clean floors along with the sturdy furniture inside. Turning to the front side of the room, he noticed covers over a window. “I never knew there was a window here.”
 
      “Yeah,” Jake said sitting up. “Before, inside the den, they would weld them shut, you know, to keep a gambler from ever knowing how much time past between games.”
 
      “Smart. To keep a player focused on each hand, making them never to consider what sort of insane person gambles from midnight to midday.”
 
      “Something like that. Anyways, I un-welded them with a little help from Lee. You know, he may seem a little untrustworthy, but he’s a skilled carpenter and mechanic. If he ever applied himself, he could make something out of himself.”
 
      “And is that why you look out for him so much?” Kirin said pushing the curtains to the side to look at Lee playing with Jade. “Or is it the little girl you’re looking out for?”
 
      “Both.”
 
        Kirin chuckled before turning around to look at Jake standing in the center of the room. “I give you no promises,” Kirin said running his fingers through his wavy dark brown hair, making his baby face even more feminine in its features as he spoke in his soft voice. Jake stood up straight and shuffled the weight of his body while he felt a bit uncomfortable in his presence.
 
      “But since I owe you,” Kirin continued as his eyes looked over the room. “I wouldn’t mind trying something new. Let’s do it.”
 
      “Um… What? D-Do what?” Jake said still uncomfortable with himself.
 
      “The detective agency, let’s do it, I don’t have a bit of confidence that this will drum up an interesting mystery for me to take a bite out of, but It can’t hurt to try.” Kirin said. “And to be able to sit around idle for a change might be fun.”
 
      “Ah, yeah.” Jake replied finding his words again. “Don’t worry about that, I had Lee spread flyers all over the city earlier today, we’re bound to find an interesting case.”
 
      “Good.”
 
      “Wait,” Jake said gathering his thoughts. “I’ve wanted to ask you this, but where do you live? I mean, where do you go when you aren’t wandering the streets?”
 
      “I’m an immigrant,” Kirin replied walking towards the desk on the right. “No rights to own property in Teigen and a group home is too dull for my taste, I rather be in the streets, in the thick of things.”
 
      “Then where do you sleep or go to the bathroom?”
 
      “I only sleep an hour a day, too much thoughts rolling around the mind to let it idle. And the bathroom… You can walk into any old restaurant or Courtesan house to find a comfy washroom.”
 
      “No you can’t, those are for paying customers.”
 
      “Lucky for me, I’m a good customer.” He smiled deviously. “You’d be surprised how easy work comes to you when you wander. I could save for a big meal and a short stay in the Red Sector every night off saving puppies for dotting wives in the High-End Sector.” Kirin said these testosterone filled words contrasting the general feminine look of his appearance—hearing him speak so frankly about it, made Jake feel all the more uncomfortable.
 
      “Yeah…” Jake said raising an eyebrow in wonder of his words. “Wait… You said you were an immigrant, right? Where are you from?”
 
      “The Outskirts.” Kirin said looking at the empty bookcase by the wall.
 
      “Wow…” Jake looked on with surprise. “Which part?”
 
      “Does it matter—it’s all bad the same way.”
 
      “I guess so.” Jake nodded. “There are a lot of illegals that try to make their way to the city, but the border guard is so ruthless, many of them die on their way here. Not to mention most of them have been gotten to by beast before they reach here.”
 
        Kirin smiled as he paced the room, looking around. “Riches are not the rights of all men, only the daring few.”
 
      “Or those born into it.”
 
      “That too.” Kirin chuckled as the front door slammed opened, catching his and Jake’s attention. Turning to it, they saw a young girl wearing a black blouse and pants with a fitted cap on with the words “Yum Yum” etched on its fore. 
 
      “Excuse me,” Jake said stepping forward. “Can I help you with something?”
 
        Panting heavily as the door swung shut, the girl looked over the face of Kirin and Jake before deciding to step towards Jake. 
 
      “Hey,” the girl said in her throaty voice. “Are you guys the detectives?”
 
      “No.” Jake said before pointing to Kirin in the back. “He’s the detective, I’m just the manager.”
 
      “Well, I’m going to need your help, Mr. Manager.”
 
      “With what, might I ask?”
 
        The girl reached into her side belt and pulled out a small bag that she handed to Jake. “Here’s five pieces of silver, I heard that’s the minimum going rate.”
 
      “Or twenty copper, but that’s right.” Jake said grabbing the bag. “But that’s just for advisement, not taking on a full case. You’ll need another five pieces for that.”
 
      “Even better.” The girl smiled. “I need you to advise me on the best place to hide from the City Guard.”
 
      “Well, that’s tough to say.” Jake said taken off guard by her question, but more so by the sense of urgency in her words. “Hey, is there anything wrong?”
 
      “Of course there’s something wrong you idiot,” the girl shouted out at Jake. “Otherwise, I wouldn’t be here paying fools for hiding, and that’s what I’m asking you, to hide me.”
 
      “Whoa, whoa… We don’t want your troubles little girl, we’re a detective agency, not a gang hideout.”
 
      “In plain sight.” Kirin said stepping forward with an interested eye on her. “But for your situation, I would say…” he said looking up and down the room before stepping beside a desk and patting its wooden surface. “Under here would be the perfect place.”
 
      “Are you sure?” the girl said looking at Kirin awkwardly.
 
      “Haha…” he laughed. “I’m as sure as the stomping boots of the heavily armed City Guard approaching this fine establishment of ours. Hide here and gain your money’s worth, cheeky girl.”
 
        The girl cringed at his words, annoyed by their delivery, but humbled by the fact he offered help. Scurrying under the desk, the girl crouched down and folded into the small crawl space behind the chair. Once there, Kirin shoved the wooden chair to the backend of the small space the girl was hiding in, hitting her with its strong wooden frame.
 
      “Ow!” the girl yelped. “Watch where you’re putting that thing!”
 
      “Quiet now, quiet now, young girl.” Kirin smiled as he stepped forward. “Let the big boys play.”
 
        Standing beside a confused Jake, Kirin turned to him. “Loosen up a bit, we’re about to deal with the sophisticated brutes of the City Guard. I need you on your toes and to be ready for anything.”
 
      “Are you serious? That’s the last people we want to deal with.” Jake said finally taking notice of the loud stomping feet outside their door. “This is not the Underground, Courtesan House, or the fake Gambling union, we’re dealing with real authority here, and authority doesn’t like to be tested, something you do too much of.”
 
      “Relax, there are many ways to crack open a nut.”
 
      “No,” Jake shook his head in doubt. “Not really, if you’re gonna eat a nut, you’re gonna crack it.”
 
      “Hah…” Kirin said exhaling loudly. “Who said I’m going to eat it?”
 
        Just as Kirin finished his words, the door smashed open and broke from its hinges as booted guards rushed in with arms raised and voices shouting out their names. “City Guard! City Guard! Do not move or you will be fired on!
 
      “Whoa!” Jake said raising his hands a bit tense and aggravated. “You didn’t have to break the door.” He looked on with disgust as they trampled over it.
 
      “Don’t mind them.” A voice said slinking in as the six guards that entered the room scoured it, looking around the room for something they were obviously in need of. “The search will be brief.” The voice continued.
 
        Kirin, keeping his eyes on the door, noticed an unarmed guard dressed in the grey fatigues similar to the City Guard, except for a blue strip that crossed the chest of every one of them. And this man standing at the door was dressed even more so different than the rest of the guards with a few badges decorated on his chest plate. He was obviously the person in charge, something Kirin was delighted to recognize on sight.
 
      “Excuse me Sir,” Kirin said stepping forward. “But might I ask what this sudden intrusion into me and my friend’s property is about?”
 
      “Friends?” the leading guard said raising an eyebrow that reached the bottom of the flat dull grey uniform cap he wore. He then raised a small flyer he held in his hand. “Ah, yes… You’re the… What’s it called again? Detectives?”
 
      “Yes.” Jake said hesitantly glancing as the guards raided their back room and searched carefully around the desk behind them. Seeing them near the area Kirin hid the little girl, Jake found himself grinding his teeth in nervous anticipation of the worst.
 
      “Yes, and,” Kirin said taking over for the nervous Jake. “And we find missing things, not hide them.”
 
      “Is that so?” The lead guard stepped forward. “Well, I’m looking for something, or more like someone of interest to me and my patrol.”
 
      “Your patrol?”
 
      “Ah, yes, I’m sorry, I haven’t introduce myself, I am Hershel, Captain of the City Patrol.”
 
      “Patrol? I thought you were called the guard.”
 
      “No… Unlike the City Guard that protects the interest of the Nobles in the High-End Sector, I protect the interest of the people of this city, namely its profitable interest.”
 
      “Well, there’s no profitable interest here.” Kirin said turning his back on Captain Hershel as he walked over to his desk by the guards and took a seat in the chair behind it. “But since you’re here,” he continued. “Would you mind making a deal with a startup company looking to profit in this big city?”
 
        Hershel looked on with doubt, letting his eyes search around the room as his guards continued their search, toppling bookshelves and throwing cabinets to their sides as they looked for secret passages.
 
      “You see,” Kirin continued undaunted by their aggressive search. “In the business of a detective, we feed off the loss or lack of perception of others, or more specifically, mysteries they are unable or unwilling to solve themselves. You seem like the sort of organized group that receives so much calls or recommendations to such cases that you haven’t got the time to fulfill them all.”
 
      “What are you suggesting?” Captain Hershel asked, still wearing a disinterested look on his face.
 
      “A simple partnership between us and your… and who you represent. We deal with the useless cases that get thrown at your door, free of charge and you let us conduct our business here without hassle.”
 
      “Hmm…” Captain Hershel said looking at Kirin with a curious eye as he sat down behind the desk in an authoritative manner. His eyes soon wandered toward the oak finish he rested his hands on. Stepping forward, he approached the desk, letting some laughter out of his mouth as he reached for his side arm weapon, unbuckling it from its strap and pulling it out, then slowly tapping its rose-colored nose on the hardened surface of the desk.
 
      “Do you know what this is?” the Captain said laying the gun flat on the desk. 
 
        Kirin, letting his eyes gloss over the intricate build of the handgun, noticed that it was a single chamber weapon without a clip. That’s odd, Kirin thought. For its size, you would think it would have an average clip of at least thirteen bullets, not just one reloadable chamber, which this gun had. Only a few specialized weapons were designed in that way.
 
        Looking up at the Captain, Kirin answered. “It’s a dart gun. It’s something I would expect a zoo keeper to have.”
 
      “And aren’t we all just animals?” the Captain smiled wickedly. “But let me tell you something special about this gun. It’s a weapon assigned to every Captain and his unit. It’s not made for the use of putting to sleep criminals—rather, it’s given to each unit for execution orders.”
 
      “Execution orders?”
 
      “Yes… Whenever a criminal of an outstanding nature or of an obvious crime such as illegal entry into the city is noticed, they’re blacklisted by the Ministry. An order is then given for the execution of the perpetrator on sight. This here,” he said picking up the dart gun and raising it in the air. “This is the weapon of execution. A pure poison that shutdowns all the functions of the human body. Not my preferred method to kill, but the Noble’s and their compassion politics can sometimes be unnerving, don’t you think? But oh, I do love the power they give us.”
 
         Kirin simply smiled through his explanation. “Interesting to know.”
 
      “It is, isn’t?” He said placing the dart gun back in his holster. “You’re a rather perceptive young man, but I am no fool.” The Captain looked Kirin dead in the eye with a cold expression on his face. “You see, in this place, you have to pay your way in gold in order to set up a business in this town. Registration at the local magistrate is just the beginning, now you have to deal with local influences.”
 
      “The Unions…” Kirin said plainly. 
 
      “Exactly.”
 
      “Excuse me,” Jake said lowering his head a bit. “We mean no disrespect to the Unions.” he said apologetically.
 
      “Well,” Hershel said dusting off his hands. “The fact that you started this little agency of yours without their consent is a direct sign of disrespect. Do yourself a favor and close this place down by the end of the day or your door won’t be the only thing laying broken on the ground today.” Captain Hershel turned to his men. “Enough!” he clapped his hands. “Return to patrol men.”
 
        With those words, the armed guards abruptly ended their search and marched out the door, leaving Captain Hershel to exit last, but before he left, Kirin called out to him.
 
      “Captain Hershel,” Kirin said standing up from his seat. “How about as an apology to you and the Union, we do you a favor and offer our services?” Kirin smiled. “Do a few errands for your patrol, let us prove ourselves and this businesses worth, that it won’t hinder the Union in any way, that it could be an actual asset to them.”
 
        Captain Hershel stopped and turned back to look at Kirin. “Fine then…” he said with a devious smile on his face. “Do me this favor and I’ll put a good word in for you with the Union.”
 
      “What is it?”
 
      “I want you to find me an illegal family—one girl and her two brothers. They breached the boarders a few weeks ago and were detained in the border jails for deportation.
 
      “But they escaped.” Kirin said rubbing his chin.
 
      “Yes.” The Captain nodded. “I’d send a group myself to capture them, but most of my men have the Union yearly summit to prepare for. It would be a kind gesture if you were to handle this minor deed for me. But I must warn you, if you’re not able to handle this small task, I will do more than shut this place down, do you understand me?”
 
      “Very much so, Captain Hershel. And thank you for the opportunity.” 
 
      “Hmph…” Captain Hershel turned around. “Report to the Patrol headquarters once you’ve done your task.” He said walking out the door. He climbed into the passenger side of a jeep before it quickly sped off with two other jeeps closely following it.
 
        As they left, Lee and Jade poked their head into the old den with their eyes wide with interest.
 
      “What was that about?” Lee asked.
 
      “Yeah.” Jake nodded looking at Kirin for an explanation.
 
      “Intimidation, pure and simple.” Kirin said standing up from his seat and pulling out his chair, letting the girl slowly crawl out of the tight space. “Local intimidation,” he continued. “To be exact, from the local Unions. They keep a keen eye on all the new shops registered at the Local Magistrate Office. It just so happens here we have someone foolish enough to do that.”
 
      “What?” Jake shrugged his shoulders. “Every new business has to register with the Local Magistrate for tax purposes.”
 
      “And every local business has to give notice to the Union before opening so that they don’t tear down their shops and threaten their customers.”
 
      “What?” Are you serious?”
 
      “Yeah,” Kirin said looking behind his desk as the girl with the fitted cap stood up and looked around the room in hesitation. “And,” Kirin continued. “It’s that hand that really controls this city. The Union’s that is. From what I’ve seen so far, the Nobles in this city and their control seems removed and negligible to those of the Unions, locally at least. I mean, we barely even see the City Guard out unless you’re nearing the High-End Sector or the boarders of the Common Sector here.”
 
      “That goes for the City Patrol too.” Lee said kneeling down as he eyed the broken door. “We barely see them around unless it’s for something like this.”
 
      “Huh?” Jake turned to Lee. “You knew about this too, Lee?”
 
      “Everyone does that tries to open a shop.” Lee said. “Remember you gave me money to open my own, well, why do you think I went and gambled with that money instead of opening a shop?”
 
        Jake shook his head, unconvinced. “Because you’re a shifty guy. You thought you could double the money and keep half the winnings after you returned the loan to me.”
 
      “Yeah…” Lee said shrugging his shoulders in agreement. “And… And I couldn’t get approval from the Union’s to open up shop. They denied me when I asked for permission to open a mechanic shop because one of the Union heads owns the biggest repair shop in town. He didn’t want me cutting into his moneymaker so he got them to deny me in their meeting. And with no approval from the Union, I would barely make it a day with any place I bought being burned down with me in it.” He said looking over to Jade as she wandered inside the messy den. “And I can’t risk that sort of thing.” 
 
      “I know, I know.” Jake said sighing heavily. “Why is everything so complicated?”
 
      “Because we humans are so complicated.” Kirin said looking from the corners of his eyes at the girl in the fitted cap slinking by Lee as she headed towards the door. “And where do you think you’re going, illegal girl?” Kirin said.
 
        As soon as those words left his mouth, the girl sprinted her way towards the exit.
 
      “Lee!” Kirin shouted out to him and with that call, Lee jumped from his crouching position and grabbed the girl by the legs, making her trip and fall into the ground as he held her.
 
      “Get off me!” the girl shouted.
 
      “Thief!” Jade said pointing at the girl.
 
      “Why am I doing this?!” Lee asked as he held the girl while she kicked him in the back of the head with her shoes.
 
       “Because I asked you to,” Kirin smiled. “And she’s our ticket to the Union, sort of.”
 
      “You think she’s…” Jake said understanding Kirin’s train of thought.
 
      “Yes, now lend a hand to Lee and grab a hold of her.”
 
      “Alright.” Jake said rushing over to help Lee.
 
        Kirin then looked over to Jade who watched in wonder of what was happening.
 
      “Hey Jade, come here.” He said waving her over. As she meekly approached him, Kirin crouched down and wrapped his arm around her. “What do you think we should do with the thief? Should we splash her with water and wake her up?”
 
      “Maybe…” she chuckled. “What about a ball?”
 
      “A ball?” Kirin asked as he watched Lee and Jake pick up the girl.
 
      “You know, play kick ball, be nice. It’s not fun being taken by others.” She said with a slight frown on her face.
 
      “Yeah,” Kirin smiled. “It isn’t fun, is it?” Kirin stood up and looked towards Jake and Lee. “Hey, Lee, cover the door, Jake, let her go.”
 
        Lee shook his head. “Why am I listening to you again?”
 
      “Because you owe Jade the world.”
 
        Lee looked at Kirin awkwardly before looking down at the sweet smile of Jade. “Whatever.” He said letting go of the girl in the fitted cap and running towards the door.
 
      “Have a seat?” Kirin said to the girl as Jake also released his grip on her. Brushing off his hand, the girl in the fitted cap plopped down in the seat.
 
      “So?” the girl said crossing her legs. “What do you want from me, other than my money?”
 
      “Your name?” Kirin said leaning on the front of his desk. “Mind giving that to me and the very sweet girl by my side. Her name is Jade by the way. Her brother Lee stands by the door, and the handsome man standing beside you is my partner, Jake. And of course, I’m Kirin, the loveable detective. You know us now, how about you let us get to know you?”
 
        The young girl looked at Kirin with an upturned eye that leaped through the corner of her fitted cap. “The names on the cap.”
 
      “What? Really?” Jake said. “Yum Yum… That’s a pretty stupid name if you’re telling the truth.”
 
      “It’s a nickname.”
 
      “Now that’s a nickname.” Kirin said blushing as a warm smile wore on his face. “Such a cute name, I love it…” Kirin then looked to Jade. “Tell me Jade, what sort of person sews such a sweet name on a hat?”
 
        Jade bobbled her head in thought before popping it up in delight. “A person that loves that name, Rin Rin.” She smiled
 
      “That’s right.” Kirin said in a singsong voice before crouching down and picking up Jade, cradling her within his arms. “And tell me Jade,” he said tapping her nose with his finger. “What sort of person loves their nickname?”
 
      “Easy,” Jade said putting a finger on Kirin’s nose. “A person that loves who gave them that nickname.”
 
       “Ding, ding, ding…” Kirin said with a grin on his face. “I think we have a young detective in the making here.”
 
      “Please don’t brainwash my sister.” Lee said from across the room.
 
        Kirin smiled as he placed Jade back down. “Go guard the door with your lovely brother.”
 
        Jade nodded her head sweetly before running down to tackle Lee with a big hug.
 
      “Isn’t it beautiful, Yumi? The love of siblings, I mean.”
 
         The girl in the fitted cap raised her head with a look of wonder wearing on her face. “How do you know my name?” she asked.
 
      “Educated guess, that’s all. It’s easy to narrow down your name with a nickname like that and a bit knowledge of where you’re from.”
 
      “And where exactly am I from, Mr. Know it all?”
 
        Kirin began to pace the room as he eyed every corner of Yumi’s body, analyzing her clothes. Everything she wore seemed designed to hide the fact that she was not from here. From her blouse made of loose threads sewn together tightly to make a stylish dress of what seemed to be once tattered clothes, to her jeans dyed in black to cover their wear and tear, to her fitted cap that seemed to be made from a high quality seamstress, but had her nickname tacked on skillfully, but not of equal quality as her hat. Her style was of the Greater City of Teigen, but she was obviously not.
 
      “You’re an Outskirts girl, aren’t you?”
 
      “Duh…” Yumi said crossing her arms. “Anyone listening to Captain snooty and his guard could tell that.”
 
      “Haha…” Jake laughed at her words.
 
      “True, true.” Kirin nodded his head. “But what Mr. Snooty could not tell me, I could read on your worn out smile or the distant stare in your eyes. Do you know what they’re telling me?”
 
        Yumi flinched at his words.
 
      “It’s telling me you’re from a part of the Outskirts where dead things go to die and what’s lost there is never to be found again.”
 
        Yumi’s breathing turned heavy with his description.
 
      “A part of the world where there are no rules to abide by, but an unnatural law of nature, not to live by instinct, but to die by it.”
 
      “That’s every place in the Outskirts, It’s all—”
 
      “Bad.” Kirin and Yumi said at the same time. “I know.” Kirin continued. “It’s all bad, but some places are worse than the others, you should know more than anyone, you being from the Wastelands after all.”
 
      “The Wastelands…” Jake said. “I’ve never heard of the place.”
 
      “Of course you haven’t,” Kirin chuckled. “You’re a sheltered boy after all, and that place is not a land to be sheltered in.”
 
      “What’s so special about it?” Jake asked while crossing his arms uncomfortably at Kirin’s dismissive reply. 
 
      “It’s a dumping ground for the Better Cities; they unload all their trash, waste, chemical toxins, and mostly unwanted children there.”
 
      “Children?” Jake leaned forward. “Why would someone dump their child there?”
 
      “Not enough food, not enough care, I don’t know why, but it’s become a place where people drop off unwanted children.”
 
      “Hahaha…” Yumi laughed. “Maybe because It’s a private and discrete way to throw away a child and not have the neighbors find out whether you sold them off or killed them yourself. Either way, mothers become creative when they try to kill their young.”
 
      “You sure don’t seem bothered by this fact.” Jake asked.
 
      “Of course not,” she crossed her arms. “I’ve been living in the wastelands all my life, I have nothing to do with the person who dropped me off their, for all I know, I might have been better off there than with a woman too scared to choke me out herself.”
 
      “That’s very understanding.” Jake shook his head.
 
      “Who cares about that,” Kirin said. “What I want to know is how do you plan on convincing me not to turn you into the Captain for breaching the city’s borders?”
 
        Yumi tensed up at his question. “Well, that’s tough to say… You already have my money,” she fidgeted in the chair. “And you got me cornered, but I do have something you might be interested in.”
 
      “It better be worthwhile or I’ll haul you down to City Patrol headquarters myself.”
 
      “Calm down, you’re already speaking like one of his troops.” Yumi smirked. “But believe me, I think you’ll find it worth your time.”
 
      “What is it?”
 
      “I heard you guys are interested in mysteries.”
 
      “So,” Jake said with interest. “You read the flyers then?”
 
        Yumi looked over her shoulder towards Jake. “Yeah…”
 
      “It’s already working.” Jake said excited as he turned to the aggravated face of Kirin. “What’s up? Jake asked, confused..
 
      “Jake,” Kirin said looking at him in disbelief. “You really wrote that down on the flyers?”
 
      “Yeah, what’s wrong with that? It’s what you were looking for, right?”
 
      “Jeez,” Kirin said annoyed. “No wonder they raided us just now. How many mysteries you think the Union has created in this town that they want to keep secret?”
 
      “I’m guessing… a lot.”
 
      “Yeah.”
 
      “But it worked.” Yumi smiled. “And I have one big mystery that just might rock your world.”
 
      “Then rock it.” Kirin turned to her. “But speak quickly, I’m losing interest fast. And guess what? You’re becoming dull quickly.”
 
      “Alright.” Yumi said feeling a slight pressure on her after listening to Kirin’s oppressive words from his almost strangely commanding demeanor. “I’ll tell you…” she said fidgeting in her seat again. “A certain mystery about the City of Teigen I’ve discovered during my travels from the Wasteland’s to here. You see, as an outsider, something about this city has become painfully obvious to me, something that a citizen could never see.”
 
      “On with it.” Kirin said pacing the room impatiently.
 
      “Energy.” Yumi said abruptly.
 
      “Energy?” Kirin replied. “What about energy?”
 
      “The free energy being used by the city, it has no roots.”
 
      “What do you mean by roots?”
 
      “There’s no transportation, no exchange, no power chords, no liquids, no material except for the power stations in every town, and those are not even necessary to charge this city.”
 
      “So what?” Kirin said with an impatient look on his face. “It’s called the Free Electric by the Golden Cities for a reason.”
 
      “But why is such a Free Electric used to control? The Nobles use it to slither their way into every city on this island, offering it like a drug that a community becomes addicted to, eventually bending over backwards to please the Nobles after they threaten to take away their new addiction.”
 
      “It isn’t. And they don’t.” Kirin scoffed as he walked to the light switch on the wall where he turned them off and on. “The new energy that powers this island doesn’t use poles or wiring like the old world or the Outskirts of today. It’s an energy without borders or limitations to its design, it can travel anywhere without containment. This entire city, for that matter is powered by such technology even with a few hundred miles separating here from the Golden Cities. It’s what they call a Single Cell technology and it’s flow cannot be broken lest you tear down the entire system.”
 
      “Wow,” Jake said with surprise. “You really know your technology, Rin. I never really understood what they call the new ‘Electric’, but it always left me wondering how we could use it to charge the lighting, radios, and especially musical equipment without any input or output chord.”
 
      “That’s its power, lest you’re in an electric car and need an accelerated charge, those are the only things that use the power stations. Other than that, there’s no use for the charging stations because everything is powered by the Cloud.”
 
      “That’s it though.” Yumi said with tense nerves. “The Cloud, how far does it extend? And does it only power electronics?”
 
      “What are you on about?”
 
      “The Golden Cities, don’t you ever wonder about how it extended its hand to parts of this island so far from it?”
 
      “No.” Kirin said blatantly.
 
      “It’s the Cloud…” Yumi said with desperation. “It’s the power of the Cloud and what it does beyond giving you free lights and easy farming.”
 
        Kirin raised an eyebrow at her last few words. “What is it?”
 
        Yumi smiled at the slight show of interest he gave her. “It’s something you should ask the Unions. They use the ‘Cloud’ the most, they permit its use in the city and slave over the needs of their rulers.”
 
      “What is it with liars?” Kirin abruptly turned towards her. “You never give up, do you? Always hoping the next lie will work, right? Well stop with your fantasies now—I’ve heard enough of them as a child.” He said with a cold stare.
 
        Yumi recoiled at Kirin’s unaffected demeanor and harsh words. “Fine then.” She said gritting her teeth. “But you won’t get what you want without my brothers.” She said defiantly. “The Captain asked for all three of us, remember?
 
        Kirin pulled back at her words. “Hahaha… Finally, we’re getting somewhere worthwhile. Tell me where they are?” 
 
      “I’ll tell you when you drop dead.” Yumi said hardening her expression and loosening her sitting position.
 
      “Now here is the real you…” Kirin smiled. “I’ve been waiting to talk to you. Now tell me where your brothers are and I’ll consider your terms.”
 
      “What is that supposed to mean?” She said confused.
 
      “Lead me to your brother’s and I’ll consider letting you go.”
 
      “What type of idiot do you take me for?” Yumi scowled. “You think I’m going to lead you to my brothers for a useless promise that you’ll think about letting us ago? Please. I’ve seen better tricks done by street magicians.”
 
      “This is not a trick. Though, it’s an opportunity to save yourself from the guard.”
 
      “What do you mean?”
 
      “I mean, you have to understand what the Captain meant by bringing you to headquarters, right?”
 
      “Deportation?”
 
      “No, no, no. That would happen if you were detained at the border, but you penetrated through their famous guard, they can’t simply deport you now, no, they have to make an example out of you. They have to make sure everyone that breaks through the border and makes it into the city know the consequences of their actions. When they catch you, they won’t simply deport you, they will string you up along with your brothers on the top of Crater’s view, hanging you from the branches of the Duke tree for all those approaching the city to see what happens to those that trespass. That’s the future they have for you once captured.”
 
        Yumi grimaced at the picture Kirin painted for her and her brothers. She then looked back at Kirin with determined eyes. “That’s even a better reason for me not to trust you.”
 
      “Not really.” Kirin shook his head. “Because I’m the only one in this city that can get you and your brother’s out of here alive.”
 
      “What are you talking about? So you’ll help us?”
 
      “Maybe…” Kirin grinned. “If you can help me dig up some information.”
 
      “Information?”
 
      “Information only your brother’s can tell me.”
 
      “Why them and not me?”
 
      “Something in my conversation with the Captain you could not possibly understand, but I’m counting that your brother could.”
 
      “Are you sexist or something?” she shook her head. “What can he tell you about the Captain I don’t know about?” 
 
      “Listen,” Kirin said walking up to her with a sincere expression on his face. “I promise you I can get you out of here unscathed. But I can’t do that without the information your brother has.”
 
        Yumi smiled at his words as a cunning thought came to mind.
 
        Kirin smiled back. “And I know what’re thinking, you’ll just find him yourself and ask what that information is, but he doesn’t know it, I don’t even know it, I just know he has something the Captain needs.
 
      “How do you know?”
 
      “I read it in his eyes. This wasn’t a simple raid, more like a small piece of a larger plan I can’t see clearly yet. I have to see your brother to find out what this mystery is… Besides, as long as the Captain needs you for something, he will not stop to find you. You’ll be lucky even to reach him with the heightened security of the Union summit. Your best bet for escape is with me.”
 
        Yumi smiled waned as she heard her thoughts spoken aloud by Kirin with a convincing argument along with it. Crossing her arms, she began to think over Kirin’s words. As she did, she looked around the room, letting her eyes roam the mess the City Patrol had created. Her line of sight finally ended on Lee joking around by the doorway, playing slap hand with Jade’s deceptively slow appearance contrasting with the quickness she caught Lee’s hands with a slap as he pulled away. Turning her attention back onto Kirin, Yumi nodded her head.
 
      “Fine. I’ll bring you to my brother.” She said getting up. “We’re going to need all the help we can get to leave this nightmare fantasyland anyways.”
 
      “Good. Then let’s get going.” Kirin nodded as he headed for the door, waving Jake to come as well. Jake, shaken out of his attentive tracking of Kirin’s train of logic, snapped forward and ran up beside Kirin as they walked towards the door with Yumi following closely behind. Leaning into Kirin, he whispered.
 
      “Where are we going?” Jake asked.
 
      “Haven’t you been listening?”
 
      “Yeah… And I’m pretty sure you didn’t map out a destination.”
 
      “Because she hasn’t told us yet.”
 
      “Oh…” Jake said turning to Yumi as they reached the broken down door. “You mind telling us where we’re going?”
 
        Yumi took off her hat as she sighed heavily while combing her fingers through the curls of her dirty brown hair. “We’re going to the EMD Sub-Sector.” 
 
      “EMD Sub-Sector?” Jake said. “I’ve never heard of that Sector.”
 
      “You shouldn’t have…” Yumi chuckled looking at Jake’s slacks and unbuttoned plaid shirt over a clean tank top. “It’s a place for the cool, so to speak.”
 
      “The cool.” Kirin smiled. “How cool are we talking about here? Subzero temperatures or summer breeze cool?”
 
      “Haha… You think you’re funny.” Yumi looked towards Kirin. “But we’re talking about spring time after a light sun shower followed by a breezy night type of cool. You know, for anyone into Electronic Music Digitalized, that is.”
 
      “Wow…” Kirin nodded. “I’m sort of looking forward to this mysterious Sector.”
 
      “Alright then.” Jake said as he approached Lee who waited outside. “Hey Lee, you think you can do me a favor with this door?”
 
      “Don’t worry about it, I owe you one anyways.” Lee said. Jake smacked him on the chest. “Thanks.” He said as he walked by him towards a moped parked at the street corner.
 
        Following Jake, Yumi and Kirin walked outside into the afternoon sunburn. Kirin looked over to Yumi. “Nightmare fantasyland, Huh? That’s a creative description of Teigen.” 
 
      “It’s the best description.” Yumi smiled as she looked over the towering architecture of the Downtown Sector. “This is a fantasy land compared to where I’m from… It’s so unreal being here that it feels like it’s a torture someone would show me a place like this and throw me back to the wilds of the Outskirts.” She said with a sort of warmth in her eyes that captured Kirin’s attention for a moment.
 
      “Hey…” Jake said standing by his moped. “How do we plan on getting there? You don’t really think we can all fit on one moped, right?”
 
      “You have a moped?” Kirin said in disbelief. “You never told me that. We could have been riding about the town to all the candy spots these past few weeks. I heard there’s a new candy vendor opening in the High-End Sector.”
 
        Jake smiled. “That’s why I didn’t tell you.”
 
      “Ah, c’mon. We’re partners now, we should share these things with each other.”
 
      “Partners for a day according to the Captain.”
 
      “Don’t worry about that. There are other means to Union acceptance.”
 
      “Hmm…” Jake said rubbing his chin. As he did, he saw Yumi slipping by into a nearby alley. “Hey, she’s getting away!”
 
   Kirin turned and rushed to the alleyway only to find Yumi climbing onto an old moped, turning on its electric engine.
 
      “Follow me, I’ll show you the way.” Yumi said to Kirin and Jake standing at the mouth of the alleyway. Kirin smiled then turned to Jake. “Bring the moped around here.”
 
        Jake nodded his head and ran back to the moped, hopping onto its seat as he slipped the key in the ignition and turned it, sparking the engine, starting its silent electric hum. He quickly twisted the accelerator and turned into a free space within the traffic to go against it, passing jeeps and other motorcycles until he glided to the entrance of the alleyway where Yumi waited for them. 
 
      “Rin, hop on.” Jake said.
 
        Kirin smiled at Yumi. “Do what you think is best.” He said turning around sliding into the backside of Kirin’s moped.
 
        Yumi, watching as they waited at the mouth of the alleyway for her, turned and looked behind her to see an exit to another street with light traffic passing by. Looking back at Kirin and Jake in front of her, she took a deep breath and accelerated forward, passing them as she took a right into the street and drove slowly, waving them over before speeding off as they accelerated, tailing her.
 
        Following from a distance, Jake gripped on tightly to the handles of his moped as he sped between the folds of traffic that Yumi so nimbly navigated through. Chasing her tail, Jake could not help himself from looking at the mirror, stealing glances at Kirin as his thick brown hair bounced in the wind while he wore a warm expression on his face.
 
      “Whooh!” Kirin shouted out with a grin on his face, wrapping his arms around the waist of Jake.
 
      “Hey,” Jake said uncomfortably. “Do you have to hold on to me?!”
 
      “What? I don’t want to fall off with these tight turns. Besides, keep your eyes on the road.”
 
        Jake, heeding his words, looked back onto the road to see Yumi taking a quick left turn into the Electronic Sub Sector of the Downtown area. Gripping the handles of his moped, Jake attempted to cut left, but as he did, an oncoming jeep crossed the intersection, causing him to pull the brakes as he turned the moped to its side and braced for a collision. However, the jeep raced by them as the moped came to an abrupt stop.
 
      “Told you.” Kirin said with an excited expression on his face.
 
      “Alright, alright.” Jake shook his head as he let go of his grip on the brake and pressed down on the accelerator. As he slowly turned left into the street, Jake was greeted with Yumi sitting casually on her still running moped, waiting for them.
 
      “Can’t you keep up with the girl?” She said with a cocky smile on her face.
 
        Jake narrowed his eyes, both annoyed and attracted to her abrasive nature as he drove up beside her. “Maybe we could if you took it easy on some of those turns.”
 
      “What? Those baby cuts are too sharp for you? Next time I’ll slow down, maybe turn the handle for you, you know, to make sure you cut the turn right. Is that alright with you, baby?”
 
      “Whatever…” Jake grimaced.
 
      “Are we there yet?” Kirin said shaking his head, ruffling the waves the wind made in his hair. Yumi, staring at him under the sun, tilted her head.
 
      “What are you?” she asked confused. “I mean, you have a bossy air about you, but you look and act a little bit too sweet sometimes. It’s creepy.”
 
        Kirin grinned. “Same could be said for you though. With a passing glance, I would think that you were an actual citizen of Teigen. I mean, you’re dressed in lock step with the young culture here. But with a closer glance, you can tell you’re inauthentic, with borrowed speech, clothes, and I’d wager, thoughts.”
 
      “Oh, you love talking your way around things, don’t you?” Yumi shook her head.
 
      “Now that’s where you’re wrong.” Jake laughed. “The longer you get to know him—you realize he loves to talk himself into things.”
 
        Yumi smiled. “I can see that already.”
 
      “Are we there yet?” Kirin asked again, changing the subject. “My hair is getting frizzy hanging out in the wind like this.”
 
      “Just a little bit more.” Yumi said pulling out a small piece of paper with a hand drawn map of the city.”
 
      “Did you draw that up?” Kirin asked. 
 
      “No,” she said. “I bought it at a Grey Market in the Wasteland. Had it for six years. I’ve studied it since I was a child,” she said looking at the tall buildings up ahead, the clean streets below, and bustling market place all around her. “I dreamed of this place.” She continued. “Imagined it as I traced my hands over the fading lines of this map.”
 
        Jake, captivated by her words, spoke. “Was it all you hoped for?”
 
        Yumi, still marveling at the robust and frenetic environment around her, slowly pulled her eyes away and looked back at the map in her hands. “Yeah…” she said with a disappointed look on her face before she folded the map and placed it back in her pocket. “Let’s go. It should by a few blocks ahead.”
 
      “Then let’s walk it.” Jake said pulling over ahead of her moped, kicking its kickstand down as he turned off its engine. “We’re better off walking in this traffic than driving through.” He said getting off the moped, along with Kirin.
 
      “Yeah,” Kirin nodded. “This isn’t the Outskirts—traffic is dense in the afternoon in the most popular areas—the Electronic Sub-Sector being one of them.”
 
      “Ah, Yeah.” Yumi said taken off guard by their actions and a bit embarrassed that she could not foresee such a hindrance of traffic in a populated market square. She turned off the engine of her moped and got down while taking her fitted cap in her hand along with her.
 
      “Do you really need that?” Jake asked as she approached.
 
      “Yeah.” Yumi said. “I know I shouldn’t wear it. The guards have already seen me in it.”
 
       “Might I say,” Kirin interrupted. “A smart play on your part.”
 
      “Why is that?” Jake asked.
 
      “It’s simple, the more armor you wear to commit a crime, the easier it is to shed and become invisible to your victim. Like a mask, she becomes a different person without the hat, don’t you think?”
 
        Jake looked at Yumi. “Yeah, sort of, she kind of looks cute without it.”
 
        Yumi smiled at his words. “Don’t try too hard now, you might break something chasing after a girl like me.” She said strutting by Jake as she headed into the crowds of the Electric Market Square of the sub Sector.
 
        Kirin smiled at Jake. “After you—young hearts must run wild after all.”
 
        Jake smiled back and nodded his head before quickly walking ahead, trying to catch up with Yumi. As he moved through the crowds, chasing after the curls of Yumi’s hair, he wondered what he was doing these past few weeks. Feeling inspired by another man’s talent, he had ventured to capitalize on it, chasing his dream of riches, placing them on the line with a man of uncertain origins and unclear goals. This was a gamble, he said thinking it over in his mind. A gamble he ran into too quickly. Sure, Kirin was able to make small miracles happen from time to time, but depending on such a flaky person for success, was highly risky, just as risky as trusting a no name girl of unknown origins with their fate as an agency. As he thought about the missteps and miscalculation of these past few weeks, he heard his name called out.
 
      “Jake.” Yumi shouted through the chatter of the crowd as she stood by an alleyway, waving him over. Just as he was about to step out, he felt a tap on his back. Turning around, he saw Kirin standing behind him. 
 
      “Let’s go.” He said moving forward alongside Jake. They both headed to the alleyway where Yumi stood with a map folded in her hand.
 
      “It’s here, I think.” She said somewhat unsure of her surrounding’s as her eyes continued to steal glances at the growing crowd in front of her.
 
        Kirin stepped forward. “How do you even know this place exists, this EMD Sector?”
 
        Yumi scratched the top of her head. “The thing is, I don’t know… My brother found out about it from some gossip in the Underground.”
 
      “The Underground?” Jake asked. “Don’t tell me your part of that rogue group?”
 
      “I’m not, but we’re trying to join them.”
 
      “Hahaha…” Kirin laughed. “Won’t our good friends from the Underground be happy to see you?”
 
        Yumi’s eyes widened. “What? You know them?”
 
      “Yeah,” Jake said. “You can say we had some run-ins.”
 
        Watching Jake’s disgruntled reaction to her words, Yumi’s expression tightened. “What? Is there something wrong with them?”
 
      “No.” Kirin smiled. “We just had some rather interesting interactions with them, but they seem to be swell people, don’t you think, Jake?”
 
      “Yeah, some very ‘upstanding’ people.”
 
      “Good…” Yumi nodded reluctantly at their words before turning around. “I don’t want my time here to be worthless. Let’s go.” She said heading down the dark alleyway with Kirin and Jake following closely. The deeper they walked away from the streets, the darker the alley became as light began to fold into the darkness creeping up around them.
 
      “This is kind of dark.” Jake said with his eyes searching ahead, only finding a dim blue electric light appearing out of the black space ahead of them.
 
      “There.” Yumi said noticing the blue light with an arrow on its head. “I found it.” She said giddy, running ahead with excitement. Kirin smiled and followed her excited footsteps while Jake ran up and played catch up after hesitating to follow.
 
        Running down the dark alley’s twists and turns, Jake could hear a thumping beat penetrating the cement walls beside him. As he continued forward, following the tail of Kirin’s coat, an electric sound full of melody and rhythm reverberated throughout the narrow alleyway. Moving closer to its hypnotizing dance beat, Jake saw grass pick up between his boots. Looking down, he could see the cement cracking as greenery poked out of its hardened surface. Looking beyond the cracked cement, he saw nothing but grass on the ground. Pressing the full weight of his body on the fully-grown lawn, he could feel its natural softness holding him up. Curious, Jake looked ahead to see the walls beside him parting as blue and green colors lit up the area in front of him along with the dancing bodies of young revelers as a penetrating and vibrant electronic dance sound blasted from a surround sound speaker system. Noticing Kirin and Yumi staring at the wild spectacle in front of him, Jake approached while catching a glimpse of a dome like roof blocking out the sun while casting a blue shade over the small forest like space. Looking at the dangling lights on the branches of trees, Jake rested his hand on Kirin’s shoulder. 
 
      “What is this?” he shouted over the sound.
 
      “Heaven.” Yumi said with a wide grin on her face as she watched the stage at the head of the dancing crowds where the melodic wave and crash of the electric beat originated. There, onstage, was a small blond girl with turntables and an electronic synth board in front of her as she wore headphones the size of fist over her ears. Bobbing her head to the beat, she manipulated the sound from there. Yumi, mesmerized by her performance and the overpowering atmosphere of the setting, tucked in her cap in her back pocket as she wore a giddy look on her face before jumping into the dance floor, joining the mix of ecstatic people letting themselves go to the music.
 
        Kirin bumped Jake forward while wearing a smile on his face. “Keep an eye on her for me.” He said to the bewildered Jake as he skulked away behind the large trees and forestry that made the center of this dome like dance hall in the middle of the Electronic Sub-Sector. As he moved his way along the edges of the dancing crowd, Kirin kept an eye on Jake as Yumi pulled him over and began to dance with him, instantly captivating him with the smooth way she would sway her hips. Watching him as he laughed while she pulled him into her rhythm of dance, Kirin chuckled distantly before looking ahead where he saw a corner of the stage leading to the storage area in the back. There, he saw two large men talking casually, as if they were there to guard against from anyone walking in and stealing equipment. As one of them looked in Kirin’s direction, he quickly hid behind the large back of a tree. As the large man shook off his suspicions and returned to his conversation, Kirin skulked from tree to tree until he was a stone’s throw away from the back entrance and could listen into the guard’s conversation.
 
      “Man, this is messed up.” The shorter guard lamented. “They really screwed us over, putting us out there in harm’s way while they hide. This is not worth the trouble Gregg.” The shorter man said to the larger. “We should have gone with the rest of them westward. Why did they leave us here? Don’t our lives matter too?”
 
      “You need to shut up.” Gregg said. “You should be grateful you even get paid for this junkyard duty. How many people you think would die for this job, let alone be a part of the ‘Calling’.”
 
      “Yeah, yeah, I know. It’s just the storm they riled up might come back to bite us with this summit and all. I ain’t too interested in the Calling if I’m dead before it even happens. And shouldn’t you be even more angry about this, you almost—”
 
        Just before he finished his sentence, Gregg raised his hand, halting him as he looked again in Kirin’s direction with a heightened alertness. 
 
      “Someone’s there.” Gregg said looking at the shorter bouncer, nodding silently to him as they both pulled out their side arm handguns.
 
      “Who goes there?!” Gregg shouted over the music towards Kirin, to which Kirin emerged from behind the tree with his hands up.
 
      “You got me…” he said plainly stepping forward. “I mean you no harm.”
 
      “We’ll be the judge of that.” The shorter bouncer tightened his grip on his weapon. “Who are you? Where did you come from?”
 
      “I’m just a raver…” Kirin smiled stepping into the light hanging above them, revealing his face. As soon as he did, Gregg loosened his stance a bit.
 
      “Detective?” Gregg said lowering his weapon. “What’re you doing here?”
 
      “Do I know you?” Kirin said raising an eyebrow as he looked over the large body and round face of Gregg.
 
      “The other day, in the jeep with the boss.”
 
      “What?”
 
      “Shoot outs on the dance floor, you blowing up half a building, getaway in the streets of the Night Sector…”
 
      “Hmm…” Kirin said searching his memory for a face similar to the man in front of him. “Sorry, but I’ve been in a lot of chases, seen too many fires and a few more shootouts than I’m usually accustomed to recently. I just can’t…”
 
        Greg smiled half annoyed and impressed by his active lifestyle. He then snapped his fingers and found the low tenor of his voice. “It’s not over yet.” he sang in a smooth baritone voice. “It’s only just begun… You and I…”
 
      “You and I…” Kirin sang along with a grin on his face as he looked at Gregg with some familiarity.
 
      “It’s never over…” They sang in unison. “Until it ends… It’s only just begun… you and I… What we hold true is breaking… Can’t ever find the feeling again… Can’t hide this burning for you anymore…” 
 
        A feminine voice soon blended in with theirs. “Oh, I need you in my life… Can’t get you out of my life.” A young blonde woman emerged from the side stage, laughing to herself as she wiped the sweat off her brow with a towel. “It’s not over yet…” they sang together. “It’s only just begun… Between me and you, life will always go on…”
 
      “Hahaha…” the blonde girl laughed again as she looked at Greg. “What’s got you singing the song of Ganymede all of a sudden Gregg?”
 
      “Oh, nothing Kara, just… Just catching up with an acquaintance.”
 
        Kara turned and looked at Kirin standing there with a grin on his face. “Who is he?”
 
      “Yeah,” the shorter guard said lowering his pistol. “Who is your singing partner, here?”
 
      “A friend of the Underground.” Gregg said to the abrupt silence from Kara and the shorter bouncer while they looked Kirin over.
 
      “Don’t look too hard now.” Kirin smiled as his eyes wandered over to the other side of the stage where he saw Yumi slinking down the side of the crowd while Jake laughed by her side while she cleverly guided him towards the side stage.
 
      “Idiot.” Kirin said under his breath.
 
      “So,” Kara said walking up to Kirin. “You know the higher ups of the Underground locally here then, right?”
 
      “Higher ups?” Kirin said looking over to Gregg. “Is Lacey a higher up, I mean, he seems up there, but not that high.”
 
      “Yes and no.” Gregg smiled. “He’s a tricky one, it’s hard to tell sometimes, but he was the smartest one here.”
 
      “Was?” Kirin said raising an eyebrow. “Where is he now?”
 
      “Hahahaha…” Gregg let out a great big laugh from the center of his belly. “C’mon, what did you expect when you stirred up half the city with your wild chase and shootouts across the town. With the small mess you caused, the Underground did what it does best, it went underground.”
 
      “We really didn’t do anything that bad…” Kirin smiled.
 
      “Yeah, right.” Gregg shook his head in disbelief. “Didn’t you guys crash the Black Market trade at the beach? Heard you even murdered a big time merchant there.”
 
       “What?” Kara said in shock as she backed away from him. “Do you guys have a death wish? No wonder I couldn’t find anyone from the Underground here when I came. You guys just kicked up a hornet’s nest and don’t even know it.”
 
        Kirin’s eyes narrowed as he thought over Kara’s words, suddenly figuring out something he had previously overlooked. Just as he began thinking over his approach to this entire matter, a loud scream let out from the back stage, grabbing the attention of Kara, Kirin, Gregg, and the short bouncer.
 
      “I’ve been had.” Kirin said bursting forward, running through Gregg and Kara as he slipped through the curtains into the backstage lights. Running past the black boxes of equipment, Kirin entered an open office door leading down to a dressing room with broken light that flickered in and out. Stepping into its dimly lit space, Kirin smelled a familiar liquid filling the air. Taking a quick gasp of breath, he carefully walked in further to see what he had smelled, a running red liquid seeping out of the bashed skull of a young woman. Kirin, quickly pulling his eyes away from the body, searched the room through its flickering lights for any other warm body. As he did, he heard a hushed voice speak to him.
 
      “They hurt her.” A voice whispered from the corner of the room. Kirin turned to see a large bodied man in tattered clothes, huddled in the corner, rocking back and forth as his voice shuddered under the weight of his tears.
 
      “Who are you?” Kirin said stepping forward to the large bodied man. “Who did this?”
 
        The man rocking back and forth slowly raised his head and exposed his bloodied hands. “Big brother Reese was supposed to be here, he was supposed to help us, now both of them are gone. What am I gonna do without Big sis and Reese?” The large man cried. “What am I gonna do?”
 
        Kirin tilted his head in wonder of his words before finding his own, or more like a name, appropriate for this situation. “Yumi…” Kirin whispered to the delight of the lost face of the man weeping before him.
 
      “Do you know big sis?” the large man said with worried eyes.
 
   As he stared at Kirin, looking for answers, what he was looking for had arrived, hand in hand with Jake, storming through the other side entrance of the dressing room.
 
      “Milk!” Yumi shouted the name as she ran towards the large bodied man. Hurrying over to him, she wrapped her arms around his slouching shoulders.
 
      “Big sis, big sis.” He muttered under his breath as he rocked within her arms. Holding him, Yumi glanced at the dead body on the floor.
 
      “What’s going on here?” Jake said looking at the girl’s body on the floor.
 
      “Yeah,” Gregg said entering the dressing room from the same entrance as Kirin did. “What the heck is going on in here?”
 
        Kara quickly moved close to the body lying on the ground. “Is she still alive?” she said looking at Kirin.
 
      “You got good instincts.” Kirin smiled.
 
      “So she is?”
 
      “No, but the fact that you looked at me for an answer tells me you know who’s best capable in finding you one. Good instincts.”
 
        Kara shook her head at the overconfidence of Kirin, but as she did, she could not help but look at the still face of the girl lying in front of her lifelessly.
 
      “Do you know her?” Kirin asked.
 
      “Yeah, well, no.” Kara said standing back up and backing away. “I just saw her dancing in the crowd a moment ago.”
 
      “Was she with anyone?”
 
      “I don’t know. It kind of looked like she was dancing with someone, but here, everyone’s dancing with someone.”
 
      “Did you see him?”
 
      “Yeah, with about a hundred other guys.”
 
          Kirin looked away from Kara, wearing an expression of disappointment on his face. As he stood there in thought, Jake looked from a distance at the body. “Who the hell did this?”
 
        Kirin looked at Yumi. “We’d be better off asking Yumi’s brother about this.” Kirin said with a look of interest in his eyes.
 
      “What?” Yumi said as if she was a mother defending its young. “If you’re thinking what I think you’re thinking, the answer is no. Milk couldn’t possibly hurt anyone, especially murder someone.” She said looking at him as he muttered under his breath. “Milk… He’s always been a bit slow in the head, we never leave him alone, me and my brother. We’ve always taken care of him. He couldn’t possibly hurt anyone seriously.”
 
      “Seriously?”
 
   Yumi’s eyes shifted at Kirin’s emphasis on that word. 
 
      “Hmm…” Kirin began to pace the room, dismissing his probe of Milk. “Then that leads me to Mr. Number two who’s always supposed to be with him.”
 
      “What?” Yumi said holding Milk tighter to her.
 
      “Hey,” Jake said stepping forward. “Take it easy Rin, don’t you think you’re jumping to a lot of conclusions here?”
 
      “Am I?” Kirin said looking back at the body on the ground before quickly crouching down and analyzing something around her neck. Letting his fingers lift the necklace lying on her chest, he found a medallion with cursive letters molded in gold that made out a name.
 
      “What?” Jake said looking at the intense stare Kirin gave to the medallion.
 
      “She’s a Kartier.” he replied looking at the necklace with the same name written out on it.
 
         Gregg threw up his hands in displeasure. “Ah, damn, I knew it from the moment I saw you here that you’d be bringing me trouble.”
 
      “What?” Kara said with a panicked expression on her face. “What’s going on? What is that supposed to mean?”
 
      “Nothing until we check the doors.” Kirin said looking at Gregg with a dead serious look in his eyes that prompted Gregg to rush back out the door behind him with a panicked expression on his face.
 
      “Hey, Gregg!” Kara shouted at him. “Where are you going? What’s going on?” she said looking back at Kirin.
 
   Standing up, Kirin looked at Jake, giving him the same look as he did Gregg. Cringing at first, Jake rushed over to the door, exiting in a panic.
 
      “Tell me?!” Kara said looking around, feeling a sudden pressure about the moment. Yumi, still holding her brother in her arms, looked at Kirin with a heavy guard and uncontrollable interest in what was happening along with what he was doing about it.
 
      “Kirin…” Yumi called out. Kirin turned around and looked coldly at her brother while he still wept in her arms. Repelled by his aggressive demeanor, Yumi held her voice.
 
      “No need to be shy,” Kirin said. “I’m not going to do anything to your poor brother, but the City Guard might.”
 
      “City Guard? Don’t you mean the City Patrol?” 
 
      “No, not this time.” As Kirin’s words escaped his mouth, Gregg along with the shorter bouncer entered the room and slammed its door shut. “They’re here!” Gregg shouted in a panic with his gun drawn. As Kara looked at them for answers, Jake rushed into the room from the other side, slamming the door as well. 
 
      “Damn it, Rin!” Jake shouted. “Why do you always get me trapped in a room?!”
 
        Kirin smiled as he began to pace around.
 
      “What’s going on?!” Kara asked again. “Someone tell me.” 
 
      “Yeah…” Yumi said with a worried look on her face. “What’re you all shouting about?”
 
      “We’ve been had,” Kirin replied. “Or more like, I underestimated the Captain earlier, brushed him off as a mere crony when he was a perfectly round cog in this giant mechanical machine called the Union.”
 
      “What’s that supposed to mean?” Yumi asked. 
 
      “It means he tricked us.” Jake shouted as he pulled a dresser from the wall. Just as he covered the door with the dresser, the music outside cutout as screams from the crowd began to rise over the sudden silence until a forceful call blurted out over their sounds of terror.
 
      “City Guard! City Guard! Do not interfere or you will be fired upon!” Their words echoed from the outside into the small dressing room.
 
        Yumi wore an expression of sudden panic on her face as she turned to look at Kirin. “Why is the City Guard here?”
 
      “It seems that the Captain has some loose ends to tie and we just so happen to be the knot to make the connection.”
 
      “What the hell are you talking about?!” Kara shouted, afraid and confused. “You speak like an old hermit on the hill. Just tell us straight up, are we screwed right now?”
 
      “Absolutely not. It just means we’re in a tight situation.
 
      “How tight? Because I had nothing to do with this, I don’t see why I have to hole myself up in here with you lot.” she said heading for the door. As she did, a loud bang against the face of the door Gregg was guarding rang out.
 
      “City Guard! Open Up!”
 
      “Damn.” Kara scoffed, backing away and heading to the door Jake was covering. As she neared, another loud and repeated bang against the door rang out from the side Jake was holding back.
 
      “City Guard! City Guard! Attention! Attention! Criminals and those harboring them: You have hereby been sentenced under the Dear Nautilus Act for the crime of Murder against the Merchant Kartier working under the Noble house Kurant. Under this act, you have been sentenced to death on sight by any means! 
 
        Kara took a step back. “They can’t be serious?!”
 
      “I’m afraid they are…” Kirin said as the banging on the doors increased in sound along with the calls for opening the door. “You see, it would seem the Captain has done his Union duty and has properly given us blame for their wrongful murder of a Merchant who served the Nobles of a foreign city.
 
      “So you didn’t kill him?!” Gregg asked as he placed a chair under the handle of the door while he pressed his body weight against it along with the short bouncer.
 
     “Of course not.” Kirin said.
 
      “Who cares about that!” Kara shouted. “We’re about to be shot down either way, we need to get out of here.”
 
      “Yeah.” Jake nodded, holding the dresser drawer against the door as the guards repeatedly banged against its surface. “Rin,” he continued. “Do you think you can think your way out of this one for us?”
 
      “I don’t know.” Kirin said in deep thought.
 
      “Loud!” Milk began to shout out from the arms of Yumi. “Loud! Loud! Loud! Loud!” he repeated like a drone, his soft tone voice adding to the crescendo of banging and shouting from the City Guard.
 
      “Shut up!” the short bouncer screeched at the large boy as he pulled away from the door, leaving Gregg to fend for himself.
 
      “Hey,” Yumi said. “Don’t talk to my brother like that.”
 
      “Forget him.” he growled. “We wouldn’t be in this situation if it weren’t for this retarded murderer.”
 
      “I told you, he didn’t do it. Did you even listen to Kirin?”
 
      “Forget him too.” The short bouncer said pulling at the hairs of his head as he broke into a nervous breakdown. “It’s both of your faults for even coming here. You should leave us law-abiding citizens out of your madness.”
 
      “Hey,” Kara said pushing the short bouncer to the side. “Cool it Ham, if she says it to be so, it is.”
 
      “Grr…” Ham growled.
 
      “Hmm…” Kirin hummed as his eyes caught the corner of the blood spool around the dead girls head. “Interesting…” Kirin said looking as the blood seemed to seep through the tiled floors of the dressing room in a drip like fashion. It was almost as if there was something beneath the floor.
 
      “Lace, Lace, Lace…” Kirin whispered as a smile came over his face. Crouching down, he looked towards Ham and Kara. “Help me move this girl over.”
 
      “What? No.” Kara pulled away. “Let the dead rest.”
 
      “I found a way out.” Kirin said, changing the mood of Kara in an instant as she smiled enthusiastically. 
 
      “Then let’s raise the dead.” She said crouching down, pulling Ham along with her. They both knelt down to help Kirin drag the body away from the leaking space on the floor, revealing an uneven tiled part of the ground. Placing his bare hand on the bloodied surface, Kirin glided it across the floor, soaking up blood until he felt a corner slightly tilt forward as he pressed his weight against it. Grabbing one end of the tile, he found a handle and quickly pulled it open like a hatch, revealing an iron made ladder attached to the wall going down a dark hole.
 
      “Hah!” Kara let out a scream of excitement. “There it is, an escape route.
 
      “Really?” Jake said placing chairs and other equipment on top of the dresser over the breaking door.
 
      “Really!” Kara shouted back to him.
 
        Yumi, taking notice, stood up, lifting the scared Milk along with her. As she inched closer to them, she looked down the hole. “Do you know where that thing goes?”
 
        Kirin looked at her. “Only one way to find out.”
 
      “Out of the way.” Ham said impatiently as he pushed everyone aside while he placed his feet on the ladder. “I’ll find out first.” He said climbing down.
 
        As he reached the mid-way point down, Kara smiled. “I guess I’ll be the second.” she said placing her feet on the ladder. As she began her descent down, the banging on the door stopped, grabbing everyone’s attention. As they all looked in cautious silence at the stillness of the doors beside them, a sudden shot rang off, followed by the scattered spread of bullets from a machine gun rattling, tearing apart the doorframe at a blinding rate. Gregg, along with Jake, jumped away from each of the doors, sliding to the ground towards the open hole where Kara wasted no time to climb down the iron ladder.
 
      “Hurry!” Gregg shouted at Kirin as he pulled out his handgun and began firing at the door, drawing away the furious barrage of bullets from the City Guard. Kirin, turning to Yumi, grabbed her by the arm. “Go!” he said to her panic face. 
 
        Milk began to cry at the noise. “I don’t want to go! I’m scared of the hole. Monsters are in the hole!” Milk cried. Hearing his weeping, Yumi grabbed him by the cheeks and looked him directly in the eyes.
 
      “Milk, can you hear me? Listen to my voice and nothing else.” 
 
   Milk, still weeping and scared at the gunfight ensuing around them, looked at Yumi, trusting her calm voice. “Yes…”
 
      “Milk, I need you to be brave for me and climb down this ladder, can you do that for me?”
 
        Milk turned and looked at the seemingly deep hole leading down the ladder.  As he did, he glanced at Gregg on the ground, firing his pistol at each door, staving off the incoming horde of City Guardsmen, he then looked back at his sister, meekly nodding his head. With Yumi’s guidance, he hesitantly lowered his legs down the ladder.
 
      “Yumi!” Jake shouted from the ground, ducking his head. “We need to go!”
 
      “He’s doing his best.” She shouted back.
 
        With measured steps, Milk made his way down. With enough space for another person, Yumi quickly jumped down and grabbed onto the iron sides of the ladder, climbing down at a furious pace to catch up with Milk. Kirin, watching them as they scaled down, turned to Jake. “You’re up next.”
 
      “Finally.” Jake said crawling over in a hurry as he slunk himself over the open hatch hole, grabbing onto the ladder handles as he pushed off the tile floor and swung onto the open spaces on the ladder.
 
      “Let’s go, let’s go!” Gregg shouted as the guards hammered through the door with the butt of their rifles. “They’re coming through.”
 
        Kirin looked as Jake made his way down quickly before looking back at Gregg. “You’re up.”
 
      “No way.” Gregg said reloading his gun. “You go first, I’ll give these guys one last round of hell.”  He said finishing reloading his gun before immediately shooting at both sides of the door, pushing back the guards once again. Heeding his words, Kirin climbed down the ladder. As he got the full length of his body inside the hole, a shadow cast down upon him. Looking up, Kirin saw Gregg standing at the foot of the hole with the hatch in his hand.
 
      “Tell Lace, whenever you see him, I did my best to keep you safe.” Gregg smiled. “It isn’t over…” he sang as he slammed down the hatch, shutting the hole and placing everyone into complete darkness.
 
      “Gregg!” Kirin shouted out into the darkness, but all he could hear in return were the shouts of the guards then a hail of gunfire and the many ricochets of bullets bouncing off the surface of the tiles floor. Piercing the hollow roof of the hole Kirin was in, light began to seep in, briefly illuminating the dark space, but that light was soon covered after the gunfire died down and the sound of a weighty body crumpled onto the ground, covering the small glimmer of light. 
 
        Biting down on his teeth, Kirin looked upwards, eager to shout out Gregg’s name, but all to knowing the attention that would attract.
 
      “Kirin.” Jake said below, standing up and away from the ladder. Kirin, looking down, realized just how short the trip down was. Letting go of the ladder, Kirin dropped down onto a cement floor. Flashing lights into his eyes as soon as he dropped down, Ham ran up to Kirin.
 
      “Where’s Gregg?” he said looking up the hole frantically. As he did, Kirin quickly grabbed the flashlight from his hands.
 
      “Hey!” Ham complained, but Kirin did not listen, immersed in analyzing the new environment around him through the small spotlight in his hands.
 
     “Hey, where’s Gregg?” Ham said looking at Kirin as he looked over the area.
 
      “He’s dead.” Kirin replied plainly as he eyed a walk path next to the waiting stares of Kara and Yumi while she held Milk close to her.
 
      “No way!” Ham shouted. “We need to go back up there and get him!”
 
      “This is the way.” Kirin said ignoring him as he walked ahead, undaunted by the darkness in front of him or saddened by the death of someone he spoke with in a lively conversation just a moment ago. However, the reaction around him was different. Kara stood still, saddened by the news while Ham seethed in anger. Jake, however, slowly walked ahead, following Kirin and his rushed pace, forcing everyone to hold off on their sadness and shock, making them keep up with their only remaining light in this darkness, the flashlight in Kirin’s hands.
 
      “Where are we?” Kara asked, hearing a small canal of water flowing beside them as they walked down a thin pathway to its side.
 
      “We’re in the sewer systems.” Kirin said.
 
      “What? Really? I don’t smell anything.”
 
      “This is simply the outer structure of it. We haven’t really hit the main system yet.”
 
     “Eww…” Kara winced. “Let’s avoid that, okay?
 
     “Hey!” Ham shouted, trailing everyone in the back. “What happened to Gregg! Why’d you leave him up there?!”
 
      “Pipe down.” Kirin said. “Less you want the Guards to notice.”
 
      “I’ll shut up once you tell me what happened up there.” He persisted.
 
        Kirin, stopping dead in his tracks, turned around and stepped past everyone following him until he stood in front of Ham. Wearing an intense look on his face, he stared him down. “I went in before him—he closed the hatch after me. He was a stupid man… You’re better off forgetting someone like that.”
 
      “Shut u—”
 
      “No! You shut up!” Kirin shouted in anger. “He was an idiot, working under an idiotic leader with goals verging on dumb, that’s who Gregg was. But you’re a member of the Underground, huh? You should appreciate a fool dying by the foolish orders of his organization.”
 
        Ham, taken off guard by the forcefulness of Kirin’s words, just stared at him, unable to respond to the intense eyes glaring at him. Finishing his vent of anger, Kirin turned back, flashlight in hand, and continued forward towards the end of the sewer line.
 
      “Where are we going?” Yumi said hesitantly with Milk in her hands while trailing Jake. “More like,” she continued. “What is happening?”
 
      “We’ve been framed for murder by the Captain,” Kirin said looking at Yumi briefly. “Most likely set up by the Captain to be caught in another murder, just now in the dressing room.”
 
      “What?”
 
      “Captain Hershel is trying to take the blame away from the Union for an accidental murder of a merchant that worked for the Nobles, something taken very seriously by those in charge of this city. No doubt, some Union member would be sacrificed and take the blame for this incident, but instead of doing that, they found us to blame.”
 
      “What do me and Milk have anything to do with this?”
 
        Kara chuckled. “More like, what do we have to do with this?”
 
      “Kara, Ham, and Gregg,” Kirin said walking steadily forward. “You were just in a wrong place, wrong time situation. But Yumi… That’s the thing, what do you have to do with this?” Kirin said tapping the bottom of his chin.
 
        Yumi stared at Kirin’s profile. “You don’t know yet?”
 
      “I have an idea, but I’m going to have to have you clear a few things up for me?”
 
      “What do you want to know?”
 
      “How did you get into the city?”
 
      “Well,” Yumi said searching her thoughts. “We snuck in through a blind spot in the border. My big brother Reese found it through one of his contacts.”
 
      “Contacts?”
 
      “Yeah,” Yumi said brushing a strand of hair dangling over her eye. “Reese was always popular with the ladies, they would sometimes even pay him for his company.”
 
      “Whoa!” Kara said looking at Yumi impressed. “He must be some looker for women to pay him.”
 
      “He is.” Yumi said with a shy smile that softened her hardened appearance.
 
        Kirin raised an eyebrow. “And this girl that happened to give him this piece of vital information about the borders—was she the Kartier girl we found dead in the dressing room? Was she the contact he had in the city?”
 
      “I-I don’t know.” Yumi said hesitantly. “I never really saw her.” 
 
      “But I bet your little Milky knows, doesn’t he?”
 
      “W-What?” Yumi said.
 
      “He was with him, wasn’t he? Ask him, what did he hear Reese and the girl talk about, before she was murdered.” He narrowed his eyes as he looked at Milk’s teary-eyed face.
 
      “They had nothing to do with it.” Yumi hardened her expression.
 
      “I never said they did. Now ask him.”
 
        Yumi, easing her defensive stance, reluctantly turned to the shifting eyes and innocent face of Milk. “Hey,” Yumi whispered as she drew his slouching body closer to her own. “Milk, can you hear me?”
 
      “Huh?” Milk said shuttering to her words as he looked into the deep blackness around them with scared eyes. 
 
      “Don’t be scared, big sis is right beside you. You remember big sis, right?”
 
      “Big sis?”
 
      “Yeah, the one that plays all the music you hear, who dances with you under the stars, gives you all the milk you like.”
 
      “Stars?” Milk said staring at Yumi. “Big sis…” he smiled at Yumi.
 
      “Now tell me Milk, when you were with Reese and that girl, did they say anything…” Yumi trailed her eyes towards Kirin for words.
 
        Kirin whispered back to her. “About the Captain, the Patrol, or the Union.”
 
      “Did they say anything about a Captain that leads,” Yumi said in an animated voice. “A Patrol that guards, and a Union that gathers?”
 
      “Captain…” Milk stuttered. “The dancing girl said…”
 
      “What about?” Yumi asked.
 
      “Reese was laughing… And the dancing girl… She was rubbing his stomach, smiling like a happy person, helping big brother change clothes.”
 
        Kara snickered. “I don’t think that’s all she was doing, or rubbing.”
 
        Yumi scowled at Kara, silencing her snickering with her glare. She then looked back at Milk with a warm smile. “What did she say?”
 
      “She said… she said… ‘you made it, Captain was a big help, worth the big money’ she laughed.”
 
      “And there you have it.” Kirin said looking at Milk with suspicious eyes. “Hmm…”
 
      “What, hmm?” Yumi said.
 
      “Nothing. We might be able to get out of this.”
 
        Kara cocked back her head. “Don’t you mean you? We have nothing to do with your little frame job, right Ham? Ham?” Kara said looking back to see no one behind her. “Hey, where’s Ham?”
 
        Everyone stopped their forward movement and looked into the darkness behind them. Kirin especially looked around perplexed by the sudden disappearance of their short and stalky friend. Piercing the darkness with his flashlight, he searched for him. 
 
        Jake shook his head in aggravation. “Don’t tell me he ran back?”
 
      “That idiot.” Kara gritted her teeth.  “He’ll be leading the guards directly towards us.”
 
        Listening to their complaints while searching for Ham, Kirin’s eyes fell upon a curious red sight on the cement ground behind everyone.
 
      “Blood?” Kirin said pointing the nose of his flashlight downward on the warm red liquid on the ground. Everyone turned their attention upward and looked at the blood that seemed to drip from on high.
 
      “Is that coming from the ceiling?” Jake asked.
 
      “I don’t know.” Kirin said slowly moving the nose of his flashlight upward with a sense of foreboding building inside him. Tenseness in his bones had begun to shake his nerves with every inch upward his flashlight went. Something was wrong with this situation.
 
        With the light slowly hitting the ceiling, everyone could see a plain cement texture with nothing red or made of liquids dripping from its hardened surface.
 
      “There’s nothing there.” Kara said. 
 
      “Eeek!” Milk screamed as he slammed his palms over his ears. “They’re here! They’re here! They’re here!” Milk muttered under his breath like a chant to some unknown being.
 
      “What the hell is wrong with him?!” Kara said looking at the boy, startled by his abnormal chanting.
 
      “I don’t know,” Yumi said holding him in concern. “Something is scaring him here.”
 
      “Let’s move.” Kirin said, feeling the sense of foreboding still building inside of him.
 
      “What about Ham?” Jake said surprised by his urgency.
 
      “Wherever he goes is his own problem.”
 
      “That’s a bit ruthless for you.”
 
      “Yeah…” Kirin said shifting eyes as he continued forward, forcing everyone to follow the bit of guiding light in his hand. As he made his way on ahead, Kirin could see no change in their environment, nor any sign of them closing in on an exit, just an endless narrow path that seemed to stretch out forever.
 
      “Hey,” Kara said panting heavily. “How long is this path? It seems… It seems like we’ve been walking for ages.”
 
      “Yeah,” Jake said dragging his feet a bit. “Shouldn’t there be a ladder to the surface somewhere?”
 
      “Yes…” Kirin said with a distant stare to his left into the still darkness beside him.
 
      “Hey,” Jake said behind Kirin. “Take it easy with the speed walking.”
 
      “We need to get out of here.” Kirin said ignoring his advice.
 
      “I know, but some people can’t keep up.” Jake said looking at Yumi struggling to drag the shaking body of Milk along with her. Kirin, looking back as well, stopped for a moment.
 
      “Don’t mind me,” Yumi said noticing his still steps. “I can keep up.”
 
      “That’s not the thing.” Kirin said looking at everyone with a deadpan face. “Something is blocking our way.”
 
      “What?” Kara said looking ahead through the darkness. “I don’t see anything.”
 
      “That’s the point.” Kirin said sharply moving his eyes as he scanned the area again. “We’re not supposed to see it.” He continued, looking back at everyone. “Now, I warn you not to scream or shout in the next ten seconds or none of us will survive.”
 
      “Rin,” Jake said somewhat frightened by his words. “What are you talking about?”
 
      “Shhh…” Kirin placed a finger on his own mouth briefly. “Do everything I say from here on out.” He whispered as everyone’s mood went south into an abrupt sense of panic and confusion.
 
      “What’s going on?” Kara asked.
 
      “Listen,” Kirin continued. “Everyone form a line behind me, stay close and keep quiet, don’t stare at your surroundings, even if they stare back at you.”
 
        Yumi grimaced at his orders. “You’re freaking us out, tell us what’s happening.”
 
      “I’m saving your lives. On the count of three, I will close this flashlight. Everyone line up and grab the shoulder of the person in front of you, and under no circumstance are you to let go of that person’s shoulder.”
 
      “Rin, you’re scaring everyone…” Jake said breathing heavily. “What’s happening?”
 
      “Like I said, we’re surviving. One,” he started counting down. “Get in line. Two.” He said turning around, pointing the flashlight towards the ground. Kara, confused by the tension building around them, jumped behind Kirin, followed by Yumi with Milk shivering in fright beside her. Jake, carefully pushing Yumi forward, stepped to the backside of the line. 
 
      “I hope you know what you’re doing.” Jake said placing a hand on Yumi and Milk’s shoulder.
 
      “I hope so too.” Kirin smiled. “Three.” Kirin said just as Kara grabbed onto his shoulders while Yumi did the same to Kara.
 
        Turning off the light, darkness fell upon them as quick as their breathing broke from steady to uneven and shaken as the clarity of the moment escaped them, replaced with a confused, tired and daze state.
 
      “What’s happening?” Kara said nervously in the darkness.
 
      “Don’t speak, just move.” Kirin whispered as he stepped forward into blackened space. Trudging through the silence of the narrow sewage passageway, the ground beneath everyone trembled as the whispered cry of a nearby animal or beast of unknown shape and form crept up around them, scratching the ground with shallow cuts that sent a slight sense of terror running up the spin of everyone trailing Kirin.
 
      “Did you hear that?” Kara said panicked. “What was that?”
 
      “What’s going on Rin?” Jake said looking around anxiously in the dark.
 
      “Shhh…” Kirin’s voice leapt up in a whisper above everyone’s. “Just don’t stop moving, no matter what happens from here on out, don’t stop.”
 
        With those ominous words, they continued forward, measuring their steps behind Kirin’s whispered words directing them forward as the distant cry of this lost beast grew ever louder the further they traveled down the dark path before them. Soon, the cries became shrieks, tearing through the vacant space above them, changing direction as the bestial voice continued to roar ever the more violently with every passing moment. The somewhat confused faces of Yumi, Kara, and Jake changed with the volume of the sound, their expressions leaping from fearful and confused to frightened and desperate as their tired feet grew weary of pounding against the cement ground for what seemed to be hours.
 
      “K-Kirin…” Kara’s voice trembled. “W-What is that?”
 
      “Ignore it.” Kirin said walking forward unfazed. “Just keep moving forward. No matter what, do not, I repeat, do not stop moving.”
 
      “That’s good and all,” Yumi grimaced. “But we’ve been walking awhile now.”
 
      “Doesn’t matter, keep moving.”
 
      “For what?” Kara said. “What is that, and what are we looking for?”
 
      “Aaaaahahaaaaaaaa!!!!” the bestial voice screamed out, echoing through the sewage hall.
 
         Plopping down on the ground in fright, Milk started to scream out himself. “Monster! Monster! Monster! Monster! Go away Monster! Go away!” he cried out, breaking the line and stopping Yumi and Jake as they leaned over to console the frightened Milk, but as they did, the howls of the beast instantly stopped.
 
        Kirin, with a panicked look on his face, turned around and rushed forward, using his quickest steps to draw the distance between him and Yumi.
 
      “Duck down!” Kirin shouted out as he grabbed the still raised heads of Yumi and Jake, quickly lowering them as a brush of wind swept over them along with a guttural roar shrieking with the heavy gust of wind.
 
      “What is that?!” Yumi said in fright.
 
      “Kara!” Kirin said with a sharp tone looking back at the still steps of Kara. “Run!” He said snapping her mind back into focus. At his call, she staggered forward and ran, leaving them there.
 
      “What are you doing?” Jake said. “You can’t leave her alone.”
 
      “I’m saving her.” Kirin said looking around him in caution. “This beast, it cannot see us if we move, so get up and run, we’re almost there.”
 
      “Where?” Yumi said holding the crying Milk. “It’s like we’ve been walking in circles, we’re going nowhere fast here.”
 
      “No… Open your eyes.” Kirin said pointing ahead.
 
        Yumi, following the direction Kirin pointed in could see a glowing orange light pulsating in the distance where Kara ran.
 
      “Now listen to me, at the next shriek, I want you to get up and run.”
 
        Her body shaking within the darkness surrounding them, Yumi nodded her head, trembling at what was to come and energized to act when it happened. 
 
      “Jake.” Kirin said looking at him as he breathed in gasps. “Calm down.” He told him, and with those few choice words, Jake settled his breathing and focused eyes on the burning light ahead of them. Waiting patiently, everyone strengthened the legs beneath them as they readied themselves to run at the drop of a coin. Listening to the silence enveloping them, a crack broke through their wall off soundlessness while a shrieking noise tore through the darkness.
 
      “Run!” Kirin shouted out, and with his shout, the nerves and the building tension in everyone’s muscles vaulted them forward and pushed them in a dead sprint down the sewage hall. As they ran, a bang and a smash shook the ground, causing everyone to stumble as they continued to run wild. While the tremors passed, the shrieking continued on, chasing them blindly in the darkness surrounding them.
 
      “Hurry!” Kirin said as they approached the light.
 
        Yumi, dragging Milk under her shoulder, ran frantically, but at a diminished pace while she lugged the fearful Milk along with her. Jake, cutting in front of her noticed her slowing pace.
 
      “Hey,” Jake said pulling Milk’s arm and wrapping it around his own, making the load of Yumi’s run lighter as they divided his weight while they ran. Running down the hall, they both looked forward to a light that now looked like a burning fire at the end of the decline of a hill. 
 
      “Hurry up!” Kirin waved them over as he stood by the fire. “Come into the light.” 
 
        Drawing closer to the fire, Yumi tripped and fell down a set of stairs, rolling her down at a fast pace towards the fire until she stopped at the foot of the gassed Kara. 
 
      “Are you okay?” Kara asked through her heavy breathing.
 
      “Ah,” Yumi said shaken by her fall. With her eyes wandering the illuminated space, she saw the unfamiliar face of a grizzled old hobo sitting by the fire, watching patiently the chaos around them. However, feeling that her hands were lighter and without the weight of her little brother, she quickly broke out of her daze and noticed the shouts and screams around her picking up.
 
      “Milk! She said lifting her head up to see Jake a distance away, deep into the darkness, fighting off some unknown entity as Milk crouched behind him, shaking.
 
      “Milk!” Yumi said standing up, only to trip and fall as the veins in her legs popped out of her skin, straining to carry her, but failing her as she dropped down.
 
      “Ah!” Yumi struggled as she fell to her knees. Angry that she could not move, she punched the side of her calves. “C’mon, get up!” she said looking at the terror in Milk’s eyes. “Get up!” she said to herself as she rose under the stress of her legs.
 
     “Hey, hey, take it easy.” Kara said, but Yumi only growled back as she yelled at herself again. “Get up!” With this last yell, she picked herself up. Taking her first step forward, she prepared for a charge towards the crying face of Milk. However, just as she stepped up, Kirin walked in front of her, flashing the light within his hand in the direction of Jake, grabbing his attention, and silencing the beast.
 
      “Follow the light! You’re safe within the light.” Kirin said placing his hand in front of the struggling Yumi.
 
        Hearing his words, a tired and frightened Jake used the cover of the light and ran to the shivering, Milk, lifting him as he muttered under his breath for his sister.
 
      “C’mon big guy.” Jake said running forward with milk by his side, trusting Kirin’s words implicitly as he chased the light. However, as he ran down the steps toward the campfire where everyone was waiting, he could not help but feel the presence of something following him. Feeling compelled to act on his instincts, Jake briefly looked back, only to be confronted with the face of a rabid creature in the shape of a large ape, but with the leathery scales of a lizard and the face of a spider. It growled with its bare teeth and claws at its jowls, waiting to attack from a prone position on the floor.
 
      “Ahhh!” Jake screamed out as he fell beside the warm light of the campfire, leaving Milk to fall into the arms of the worried Yumi.
 
      “What was that?!” Jake said lying down out of breath.
 
      “A Beast of the Grey forest.” A grizzled voice said at the head of the campfire.”
 
      “What the…” Jake said looking back to see the old man sitting there without worries as he opened up a can of soup and poured it into a pot. Jake, turning to Kirin, looked for answers. “Who the heck is this guy?”
 
     “Yeah,” Kirin nodded. “I’ve been thinking the same thing, but I was too busy saving your skin to ask.”
 
      “Well, I’m sorry for needing saving all the time. Oh, wait, that’s only because you’re always bringing me to danger.” Jake snipped back.
 
      “Hahaha…” the old man chuckled under his breath as he began to hold the pot over the fire, warming up his canned soup. “Good to see that you’re still lively.”
 
      “Who are you?” Kirin asked standing tall with his hands in his pockets.
 
        The grizzled man smiled at Kirin’s guarded behavior. “Just a homeless man in the city.” He said glancing at his tent. “Trying to make my way through this world in one piece.”
 
      “How’s that working for you?” Kara said as she helped Yumi stand up by lending her a shoulder while she still held onto the trembling Milk.
 
      “Why don’t you take a seat by the fire and maybe I’ll tell you…” the old man said pointing towards a long block of wood across from him. “Rest your legs here a bit.”
 
      “Maybe we will.” Kara replied, reluctantly bringing over the hobbled Yumi and Milk to the log where they sat down and rested their legs.
 
      “Hah…” Yumi let out a sigh. “God, how long were we walking? She said looking at her veiny legs. “I’ve never been this gassed from walking for miles in the Wastelands, but here I am dying from fatigue inside the city.”
 
      “Yeah,” Jake said still breathing heavily as he laid down on his side. “Why am I so tired?”
 
        The grizzled man chuckled under his breath over their questions. “It’s called the makings of the beast.”
 
        Jake turned to the old man. “What was that thing? It looked like an ape, but… But something other than that. It had a face like some… I don’t even know.”
 
      “Hahaha…” the grizzled man laughed as he pulled away his warm pot from the fire and poured it into a small wooden bowl in front of him. “What you saw there,” he said staring back at Jake. “Was a wild beast from the Grey Forest.”
 
      “Impossible.” Kara said startled. “Beast from the Grey Forest wouldn’t dare enter the city, too much noise and pollution.”
 
        Kirin smirked upon hearing her question. “But it didn’t come here voluntarily. Isn’t that right, old man?”
 
      “That’s right.” The grizzled man smiled as he grabbed a spoon and began to stir up his soup. “It’s a beast from the Teigen Zoo in the High-End Sector. It’s a most dangerous animal prized by many hunting Legends, it’s even listed as a double star quest.”
 
        Kara shook her head in slight shock. “So what’s a double star hunt doing down in the sewer? I mean, I never been to the zoo’s in the High-End Sector, but I know damn well this isn’t it.”
 
      “Hehehehe…” the grizzly old man laughed as he took a sip from his soup. “You’d be right in saying that.” He continued, his eyes landing on the large bodied Milk as he trembled in the arms of Yumi. “Is that boy slow?” the old man asked.
 
      “That doesn’t matter.” Kirin said forcing the subject. “Why is there a beast from the Grey Forest in the sewers?”
 
      “C’mon, you know why?” the old man said.
 
      “But I want to know your version of why?” he replied with a cold expression on his face.
 
        The old grizzly man smiled at Kirin’s words. “Escape is the word you’re looking for. You see, the feral beast Gunyan Spider is not like the many other beasts in the High-End Sector Zoo. This one is not a daytime beast, nor is it the prey they capture and parade around the Zoo for children to ogle. No, this beast is pure predator, and hunts like one.” The old man smirked. “Such a wild thing cannot be contained by any man. So, it eventually escaped into the sewers one night, using its natural abilities against its keepers.”
 
      “Three questions for you.” Kirin said raising three fingers up, to which the old man looked past, sharing the same cold expression Kirin wore on his face. 
 
      “Shoot.” The old man said.
 
      “Tell me how this predator hunts.”
 
      “Easy. Unlike other predators with a similar muscular body type, the Gunyan is special in it that it does not hunt out of pure instinct or force. It’s a logical beast that uses logical means along with its special skill to debilitate its prey.
 
      “Like poison gas…” Kirin said.
 
        Jake lifted his head up quickly, startled by Kirin’s words. “What? Is that true?” he said covering his mouth.
 
      “Yes…” the old man smiled. “The entire side you kids came from was filled with a muscle relaxant like poison that dulls the strength of your body, leaving you tired and vulnerable.”
 
        Kirin nodded. “And unable to move.”
 
      “Not only that, it creates benign hallucinations for its victims—making them walk in circles, even using the reflection of light to misdirect those in the dark.”
 
        Kara looked on with slight terror. “What the hell is this thing?” 
 
        Jake lowered his head in thought before looking at Kirin. “So that’s why you closed the light.”
 
      “Hahaha…” the old man laughed. “Smart move… You understood how the beast traps its prey—it pulls you into a daze and tires you out. It only attacks when its prey has been completely weakened by its poison.” The old man said rubbing his chin while he looked at Kirin. “But you know all of this already, which is impressive. Did you encounter this beast before?”
 
      “Not this one.” Kirin said plainly.
 
      “Then how did you figure out its weaknesses towards light and its preference to attack still objects?”
 
      “Just reading my environment. I took note that it only makes a noise while we’re moving, the shriek being a trick to scare us into cover where it could attack. And the light, well, anything hiding in the sewer during the day, most definitely is afraid of the light, it just so happen that this beast was more afraid of it than others.” He said looking at the old man dead in his eyes as he put down his empty soup bowl.
 
      “Wait a minute…” Jake said. “Back it up for a second. Just how long does this poison last?”
 
      “Just ten minutes once you’re out of the gas.” The old man replied.
 
      “Hey,” Kara chimed in. “Does this mean… Does this mean that Ham is…”
 
        With her unfinished question, the room fell to silence for a moment. The old man turned and looked at Kara. “If he isn’t here, he isn’t coming back.”
 
      “Excuse me,” Yumi spoke up. “Did you see another man coming through here, a young, good looking, athletic guy?” 
 
      “Hmmm…” the old grizzled man said rubbing his chin. “No, and like I said before, if they’re not here, I’m afraid they’re gone.”
 
        Yumi sighed heavily at his words as she looked towards the scared Milk.
 
        Kirin nodded his head solemnly. “To my second and third question.”
 
      “Shoot.” The old man replied, looking past Kirin again. 
 
        Kirin, standing tall even in his short stature, locked eyes with the grizzled old man. “Who’re you and why won’t you let us go?” 
 
        Silence blanketed the room as the old man smiled while he picked up a cup of water and began drinking out of it. Kara, Yumi, and Jake looked at each other at first in confusion of Kirin’s words, looking back at him for answers until the silence of the old man became a resounding one.
 
        The old man, placing his cup back down onto a wooden table beside him, smirked at Kirin. “How could you tell?”
 
      “Your eyes,” Kirin said giving him a piercing gaze. “They’re too steady, it’s like you’re not trying to look at something, something that is there and fully under control, isn’t that right, Mr. Trainer?”
 
      “Wait…” Jake said picking himself up.
 
      “Don’t move!” the old man shouted as a growl from the darkness leapt from its shade and lingered in the small campfire space. Jake slowly sat back down, his nerves shaken by the growl and slight shriek of the beast beside them, hidden in the darkness surrounding them.
 
      “You don’t want to move, or the beast gets you.”
 
      “Who are you?” Kirin asked again.
 
      “I’m not a trainer, nor are you just some innocent bunch of kids.”
 
      “Are you City Patrol or Guard?” Kirin asked.
 
      “None of the above. I’m just keeping an eye on this beast for someone.”
 
      “More like controlling it.”
 
      “Hahaha… I’ve just tamed it, for now.”
 
      “And why are you using it against us?”
 
      “You are being hunted.” The old man said reaching into the fold of his jacket, pulling out a small radio. Opening a channel, voices of the guards leapt out of its speaker.”
 
      “Suspect found in local club.” A guard’s voice said over the radio. “Young adult male, alone, shaven face and dark brown hair—matches description of the illegal. Sending Guard members as we speak.”
 
      “Reese.” Yumi said with a look of hope on her face before glaring at the old man with determination in her eyes. “You have to let us go. We need to warn him.”
 
      “Slow down there little missy.”
 
      “No!” she shouted out to the surprise of the old man and to the shock and wild growl of the beast hovering around in the darkness surrounding the campfire. “I don’t care about the beast or you old man, but if you don’t let us go, then I swear before that animal bites at my neck I will wrap my hands around your throat and drag you to hell with me.”
 
        The old grizzled man looked at the unmoving demeanor of Yumi and stared at the determination beaming from her green eyes as they glowed under the campfire. While the shrieks of the beast increased in volume around them, feeding on the tension Yumi started with her words, the old man whistled a tune, silencing the animal’s wild screams.
 
      “You’ve got guts, I’ll give you that.” The old man said standing up from the wooden log he rested on. Turning around to look at a rusted iron wall behind him, the old man grabbed onto its sides and slid it down, letting it glide on unseen wheels below, revealing a small, dimly lit space where an iron ladder going up was positioned. “Here’s your exit, now leave before I change my mind.”
 
        Kirin looked over towards Jake, nodding his head. Jake nodded back as he slowly got up and helped Yumi and Kara up as well, eventually leading them in their still tired state towards the small open space where the ladder waited for them. However, as they made their way towards the ladder, Milk dropped to the floor, cowering by the fire.
 
      “I don’t want to go up. The dead lady is there.” He whined.
 
      “C’mon Milk,” Yumi said annoyed. “She’s not there, this is a different place. Let’s go.”
 
      “No!” he said shoving Yumi aside, throwing her violently into the fire beside him.
 
      “Yumi!” Jake shouted out as he ran towards her while her clothes caught fire. 
 
        Grimacing under the flames, Yumi rolled out of the campfire onto the ground. As the fire died down with each roll, the closer she edged into the darkness. Just before she exited the dimmed fire of the camp, Jake grabbed her by the arm, pulling her back within the light. As Jake dragged her back in, the ram of a fist into the ground where Yumi rolled away from, pierced the floor under the black and leathery clenched fist of a beast. The shock and tremble from the ground beneath them shook the floor, making everyone stumble.
 
      “Go!” the old grizzled man shouted to Kara as she looked on with fear and panic. Heeding his words, she climbed up the ladder. Kirin, looking at the still violent Milk, walked up towards his swinging arms as he screamed and smacked him across the face, snapping him out of his fit.
 
      “Quiet.” He said with a cold stare. Milk, horrified and tamed by Kirin’s slap, lowered his shoulders in resignation. As Yumi and Jake approached, Yumi roughly pushed Kirin to the side.
 
      “No one hits my brother.” she scowled at Kirin before turning to Milk. “Let’s go.” She scolded him as she pulled him along towards the ladder while the roars of the wild beast quieted down. Pushing Milk forward, Yumi demanded him to climb, and so he did, trembling every step of the way upward. Jake, walking up to Kirin, patted him on the shoulder.
 
      “What are we going to do?” he asked.
 
      “About what?”
 
      “Her…” he said looking at Yumi as she climbed up. “I think this past week with you—I’ve got a feel on how you think. And I don’t feel like you’re on her side now. You plan on using her for some play to keep the agency, aren’t you?”
 
      “Isn’t that what you want? It’s your dream to start a business, not mine? You of all people shouldn’t be on her side.” He said bluntly.
 
      “But I am…” Jake said determined. “And you should be too.”
 
      “Hurry it up!” the grizzled man shouted. “I don’t have all day.”
 
        Kirin looked at the earnest expression on Jake’s face and shook his head. “Tch… Such a goody two shoes.”
 
      “What’s wrong with that?” Jake said patting Kirin on the back before he sprinted towards the ladder and climbed up with strong legs and hands. “Wooohh!” Jake howled. “My legs are back!” he said heading upwards. Kirin cracked a smiled as he followed and entered the enclosed space, brushing past the old man. As he grabbed onto the handles of the ladder, he looked behind him towards the old grizzled man.
 
      “You’re… You’re a Legend, aren’t you?” Kirin asked.
 
        The grizzled man smiled as he threw a bucket of dirt over the campfire, killing its light. “A Legend till the end. Take care of my radio.” He said pulling the metal sheet over the small-enclosed space behind Kirin, leaving him alone with the ladder and the dim red emergency lights that lit the area. As soon as the metal door closed, he could hear the guttural screams of the Grey Forest beast and the hardened yells of strength from the grizzled man. 
 
        Clenching the arms of the ladder, Kirin hurried up its extended body, eventually catching up to Jake who was climbing over Yumi and Milk towards Kara who stood at the top of the ladder, trying to push a large metal cover at its end. 
 
      “Hold on.” Jake said climbing towards Kara. Reaching her, he moved to her side and placed a hand on one end of the cover. “On three, push.” He said to Kara who stood on the other end of the ladder.
 
      “Alright.” She nodded as she placed one hand on the cover.
 
      “Ok. One, two, three, push!” Jake shouted as they both pushed their strength upward, lifting the metal cover, exposing a bright light and the bouncing rhythm only a dance song could produce. However, as they held the cover upward they could not slide it.
 
      “Do you need an extra hand?” Yumi said hurrying upward and cutting between them.
 
      “Don’t mind if you do.” Jake replied as she outstretched her arms and pushed the cover to its side and opening the dark spaces to the lighting and frantic sound above. Yumi, eager to get out, but recognizing her brother shaking down below, headed back down the ladder to get him, however, Jake and Kara immediately popped their heads out to see the wild dancing and flickering lights of a dance floor.
 
      “Whoa!” Jake said pulling himself out of the hole onto the tiled floors around him. “Where are we?!”
 
      “I think I know.” Kara said pulling herself out of the hole. “This is Club Vernon.”
 
      “What?!” Jake said unable to hear her over the sound.
 
      “I said this is Club Vernon, another Underground hot spot!” she shouted over the music.
 
      “I lived here all my life, how come I never heard of this place!”
 
         Kara chuckled at his question. “You got to keep up with the trends baby, or the Underground movement will pass you by.” She said getting up and dancing along with the crowds excitedly.
 
      “Don’t you think it’s a bit early to be dancing now?!”
 
      “Not after surviving that.” Kara replied, swinging her hips to the song. “I need a little hop and step in my life now to calm me down, take my high. To go where I want to go now.” She sang along with the song playing. 
 
        As he watched her dance in half disbelief at Kara’s easy going nature even after just barely escaping the clutches of a monstrous beast, a shivering Milk and a determined Yumi climbed out of the hole beside him.
 
      “Hey…” Jake said looking at her as her eyes skimmed the room. “Are you alright?”
 
      “Just fine, a little burnt, but well enough to anger. Watch Milk for me.” She said rolling up her sleeves and cutting through the crowd.
 
      “Hey, where are you going?” he asked Yumi to no avail as she charged forward.
 
      “Follow her.” Kirin said pulling himself out of the whole in a rush. “Let’s go.”
 
        Jake quickly picked himself up as soon as he heard Kirin’s words. He then turned to Kara—who was dancing wildly. “Hey! Kara!”
 
      “What?!”
 
      “Look after Milk.”
 
      “Okay!” she said with thumbs up as she hopped towards the shrinking ball Milk made on the dance floor.
 
        With her words, Jake turned to an already dashing Kirin as he made his way through the crowds just as furiously as Yumi. Chasing behind him, Jake could see they were heading to the far end of the dance hall where a large glass booth with the letters V.I.P. printed on them stood. There, he could see Yumi charging with a menacing look in her eyes. Behind her, Kirin followed with a look of interest and amusement. Seeing that look, Jake could feel this might not be an enjoyable moment, since whenever he looked amused, someone else was inevitably suffering. Was it Yumi this time, Jake asked himself as he cut through the crowds and neared Yumi while she busted down the door of the booth and headed towards a young good looking man with dark brown hair as he danced with an arm around two women and a bottle of wine in his hand. 
 
      “Reese!” she shouted out, grabbing the attention of the young man as he whispered into a young beautiful girl’s ear. “Yum?” he said looking from the corner of his eyes. “Hey! Yum Yum!” he said with open arms. “Join the party.” Reese said taking a swig from the bottle before kissing a girl on the cheek. “Didn’t I tell you this city was grand? It’s just as big in all the stories I told you, right? It was all true—this city is just filled with wealth and opportunities.” He said patting a girl on her backside, getting her to squeal.
 
        Yumi shook her head in disgust. “So this is what you were doing when me and Milk were fighting for our lives out there trying to dodge the City Guard? You just hole up in a booth with wine and women while your little brother weeps in front of a dead body. What did you do Reese? What did you do to get us here?”
 
        Reese’s smile wore thin at her words. He looked at the two women beside him and pushed them. “Go.” He said.
 
      “But Reese…” the girl whined.
 
      “I said go!” he shouted, scaring them out just as Kirin and Jake entered the room.
 
        Reese, taking another swig from his bottle of wine laughed under his breath. “You know, when I was a little boy, all I could do was dream of the big city. I dreamed so much about it that I had to share those dreams with others—lest I go insane picturing them in my head alone. So I told you and Milk about them, and the more I told you, the more I believed I could make it there. Sure, I did a lot of bad things to get here. I may have cheated many out of their things, charmed a few chaste women, and gambled with the best of them, but now, here in this moment, I’m not where those people are and I’ll never be accused of being simply a dreamer by them.” Reese sat down on the chair with a smile on his face. “I made it here, let me enjoy it.”
 
      “There’s no time for that Reese!” Yumi pleaded. “We need to get out of here now. The City Guard knows where you are.”
 
      “Good.” Reese said reclining leisurely in his chair as he glanced over to Kirin. “Are you the detective on that flyer?”
 
      “Yes.”
 
      “Do me a favor.” He said pulling out a pouch from his side. “Get her out of the city, get them both out.” He threw the pouch on the table across from him.
 
      “What are you… What are you talking about?!” Yumi said desperately and in confusion. “We’re leaving together.”
 
      “He’s been hit.” Kirin said stepping forward, grabbing the pouch.
 
      “W-What?” Yumi asked.
 
      “The poison dart.” Kirin said weighing the pouch in his open palm.
 
      “Wait,” Jake said stepping forward. “You don’t mean—”
 
      “I mean exactly that. He already had his run in with the Guard. He got away, but they got him before he escaped. How did you do it, get away I mean, even under execution orders?”
 
        Reese chuckled under his breath. “I’m a resourceful man, and where there’s a will to party, there’s always a way to the dance floor.” He said with a cocky grin on his face.
 
      “He’s lying…” Yumi said running to the side of Reese, touching what she now noticed as a pale face of a sick brother. “You’ll be alright Reese, won’t you? You always find a way, don’t you? We’ll get out of this too.”
 
        Reese looked at the teary eyes of Yumi and caressed her cheek, wiping the tears just as they rolled down. He then looked over her shoulder out towards the dance floor as City Patrolmen flanked on all sides of the dance floor, searching for him within the crowd.
 
      “Detective.” He said with a weakening voice. Kirin nodded his head and looked over to Jake.
 
      “No.” Jake shook his head, not wanting to do what Kirin had inferred him to do.
 
      “You’re on her side, aren’t you?” Kirin said. “So do what’s best for her.” Kirin walked to a back door at the end of the room. 
 
      “Hey!” Kara said rushing inside the booth with Milk in hand. “The City Patrol is here, you need to get out of here.”
 
      “Reese!” Milk said excitedly, quickly rushing over to him. “Big brother, are you alright? Did the girl hurt you?”
 
      “Haha…” Reese smiled at Milk’s words half-heartedly. “You know I’ll always protect you guys, right?”
 
      “No.” Yumi said crying. “We take care of each other.”
 
      “Yeah.” He smiled as Jake approached Yumi from behind with a reluctant look on his face. 
 
        Approaching the unsuspecting Yumi from behind, Jake wrapped his arms around her and lifted her over his shoulder, carrying her shocked and flailing body.
 
      “What’re you doing?! Let me go! Let me go! Reese!” she shouted, banging on the back of Jake as he walked into the open door Kirin had left open. Kara grabbed a hold of the confused Milk, dragging him away from Reese and following Jake into the other room. Once inside, Kirin shut the door and closed the lights in the room.
 
     “Let me go!” Yumi kept shouting, hitting Jake at any exposed area. After one good hit to the groin, he dropped her to the floor. Yumi, picking herself up, quickly rushed back to the door where Kirin stood. As she charged towards him, Kirin stared defiantly at her.
 
      “Get out of my way!” Yumi shouted. And with those words, Kirin casually step to the side, somewhat to the shock of Yumi.
 
      “Go ahead, die with your brother, that’s a loving thing siblings do, right? Sacrifice themselves to save the ones that they love. I mean, that’s what Reese is doing… You’re a leveled headed girl, in the Outskirts—it’s all bad, and well, it’s the same here if you’re an illegal.” Kirin said walking away towards a back exit. “C’mon Jake and Kara. Leave the boy here.” He said walking out, taking the hesitant and concerned Kara and Jake along with him, grabbing their arms and pulling them out, leaving Yumi by the exit door with herself and a scared Milk. 
 
        Yumi scoffed at his exiting back before opening the door. However, just as she did, she could hear the shouts from the City Guard as they busted down the door to the booth and entered the room, swarming around the smiling Reese.
 
      “City Patrol! City Patrol! Freeze!” they screamed pointing their guns at Reese. Yumi, watching through a crack in the door, could not push herself to rush inside to his defense. Watching Reese raise his hands in surrender, she noticed a familiar face walking inside the room.
 
      “Well, aren’t you special?” Captain Hershel said clapping his hands as he walked into the room. “If it isn’t the illegal immigrant from the Wastelands, standing strong even after a heavy dose of Reapers venom. And here I thought it was supposed to kill you within minutes, but here you are, hours later, smiling and laughing, drinking and wooing women. I must say I am impressed young man.”
 
      “You should be.” Reese smiled as he took another swig from his bottle of wine before placing it down. “You only die once, but a life lived grand can last, this time literally, a lifetime.”
 
        The Captain grimaced at his words, put off by the youthful ignorance of it. “Men, dispose of him.”
 
        Yumi, hearing those words, could not help but pull open the door a bit, against her better judgment, but as she did, she caught herself, and pulled it to a near close. However, it was too late, the Captain’s attention was drawn to the slight creak from the door’s hinges.
 
      “Guards, check the back room.” He ordered. And just as he did, a shot rung off and hit him dead in the chest, pushing the shocked face of the Captain back.
 
      “W-What is this?” he said touching his opened wound before crumpling to the ground in pain and then lying still in a pool of his own blood. Yumi, looking towards the couch, could see Reese smiling with a gun in his hand and the sleeve of his shirt unbuttoned.
 
      “Like I said, live a long and grand life!” He shouted like a madman. “As big as the stories you tell and the dreams you can imagine!” 
 
        Grabbing the full attention from the guards and their loaded rifles, Reese glanced over to the door at Yumi, locking eyes with her for one last moment. 
 
        Yumi, catching her breath leaping from her lungs as their eyes locked, slammed the door shut, just as the remaining guards pointed their weapons back to Reese while they shouted in shock and confusion. Running away from the door with tears flowing from her eyes, Yumi grabbed Milk’s hand and dragged him towards the back exit. Reaching its opened door, a flurry of shots rang out from behind. Not stopping and forcing herself forward, she exited the building and walked under the young night sky without looking back.
 
      “Yumi!” A voice shouted from the side of her. Looking to her left, she saw Jake and Kirin sitting on their parked mopeds alongside her empty and already running motorcycle. 
 
      “Come on, let’s go.” Jake waved her over, snapping her out of her manic state. Grabbing Milk’s hand, she dragged him to the moped and climbed aboard.
 
      “Big sis!” Milk whined as he took a seat behind Yumi. “What about Reese? He’s still inside.”
 
      “No, he isn’t.” she said with a cold and determined expression on her face. “He’s gone.”
 
        Jake and Kirin looked at her pained face.
 
      “Go.” Kirin said tapping Jake’s shoulder. Nodding his head, he accelerated. Yumi followed closely as they sped out of the alley just when the guards busted out of the back exit and began firing their weapons in their direction while they turned the corner into the evening traffic of the Downtown Sector. Speeding alongside traffic, following the blurred red lights of Jake’s moped, Yumi looked on coldly at the dazzling lights of the city and the abundant wealth that showed in the fine jeeps and wool leather clothes fashioned by the pedestrians. Unaffected by their charms, she followed the moped ahead of her into the blinding red lights of the Red Sector. 
 
        As minutes passed, Jake parked in front of a lavish building decorated with red lights along with the many other places here where men gazed at women wearing seductive clothes casually along with a pleasing smile.
 
        Parking behind them, Yumi looked around with suspicion, alarmed by her environment. “Where are we?” she said forcefully walking up to Kirin as he dismounted the moped. 
 
      “Your ticket to freedom.” Kirin replied.
 
      “Are you kidding me?” she said pushing Kirin violently. “You’re thinking about selling me off, aren’t you? I’m no fool.”
 
      “I know you’re not.” Kirin replied with a serious look in his eyes.
 
      “Hey!” Kara waved by the entrance of the lavish building. “Come here, our host is waiting.”
 
      “Feel free to come along.” Kirin said walking over, patting Jake on the back as he jumped up the stairs and strolled towards the building, leaving Yumi to look on in curiosity. Grabbing Milk by the hand, she reluctantly made her way up the small set of stairs and followed Jake while he made his way inside.
 
        Entering the building, she immediately took notice of the refined crowd of people seated at the dinner tables, laughing and joking as a small jazz band played in the corner.
 
     “Come on.” Kara said standing by the door. “This is my mother’s place. You could say she’s somewhat of a big shot in the Red Sector.”
 
      “I-Is this a brothel?” Yumi stumbled on her words, unsure what she was looking at. 
 
      “Please.” Kara shook her head, annoyed. “Not every place in the Red Sector is a brothel. I’ll have you know, this is one of the best restaurants here in the City of Teigen.” She nodded. “And it just so happens my mother runs it. C’mon, let’s go to the back.”
 
        Yumi looked around at all the beautifully dressed women in robes of fine silk, serving visitor’s liquor while some played instruments or sang songs. 
 
        Moving past the large dining area, Kara led her to a hall with the header ‘private’ over it. Opening the first of many doors, Yumi followed Kara into another large dining space, this one made of the finest ebony wood floors and hand carved furnishings. Inside the room, Kirin sat in discussion with a young man in a neon-hooded shirt.
 
     “Who is that?” Yumi asked immediately.
 
      “That’s my friend.” Kara said skipping over. “Hey, Jay, I’d like you to meet our third and fourth wheel.”
 
        Jay, looking at Yumi, stood up and extended his fist in greeting. “What’s up girl?”              
 
        Yumi extended her own clenched fist and bumped his.
 
      “Hey…” she said under her breath. 
 
        Kara jumped out beside him and wrapped his head under her arm. “Stop trying to be so cool.” She said rubbing the top of his exposed baldhead. 
 
      “Ow!” he yelped. “Let go Kara! C’mon, I’m not playing!
 
      “Man, I’m always playing.” she said letting him go.
 
      “That’s the problem with you.” Jay shook his head with a big smile on his face. “That’s why you’ll never become a top DJ, girl.”
 
      “Shut up.” Kara smiled before turning to Yumi. “Anyways,” she said turning to Yumi. “We’re heading out to one of the Better Cities, Nodham to be exact. We were wondering if you wanted to come. We could get you a border pass so you can escape. It might be a little risky, but I think we can get away with it. Especially with the coin the old boy has…” she said looking in the direction of Kirin before staring at him with a puzzled expression on her face. “Wait…” she said looking at Kirin. “Who is he again? I don’t even think I know his name or why I was being chased by that god-forsaken beast with him.  Who is he? And why am I helping him again?” 
 
      “He’s a detective.” Jay shook his head. “I’ve seen the flyers everywhere.” He laughed.
 
      “Well,” Kara shrugged her shoulders. “With the hunk of coin the old ‘detective’ here has, we can get you out of here.” She turned to Yumi. “Are you in?”
 
        Yumi, glancing suspiciously at Kirin, let out a sigh and nodded her head. “Fine, that’s fine.” She said walking over to a seat behind Kara, leaving Milk to wander the space in wonder and ignorance as he marveled at the room.
 
      “What’s wrong with that kid?” Jay asked. 
 
        Kara looked at Milk. “Just leave him alone and get everything prepared.”
 
      “Alright, alright, but you sure your Mother is alright with this?”
 
      “She won’t be if you don’t hurry up before she comes back.”
 
      “Damn, you for real about running away. Welp, you gotta do what you gotta do, girl.”
 
      “Besides, we’re not going just anywhere, we’re going to see the Underground, that’s where I heard they traveled. To be the best among DJ’s you got to work with the best and the Underground is where it’s at.”
 
      “Alright, alright.” Jay said rushing out. “Hold your horses, I’ll be right back.”
 
      “Is it all that special?” Yumi said despondently. “Your dream, that is, to be a DJ.” She said turning around in her seat, just then noticing a piano behind her.
 
      “Of course it is.” Kara replied. “It’s the new wave of music, the soundtrack to the new world. So definitely, yeah, it’s a special thing, and to make your name now, is to make history.” She clenched her fist in excitement.
 
        Yumi chuckled before returning to the cold expression on her face. Uncovering the piano keys, Yumi gently tapped her fingers over its ivory surface, hearing its sound echo throughout the room.
 
      “That was a gift to my mother from a Nobleman, a special admirer of hers.” Kara said with some pride.
 
        Yumi smiled, then gently began tapping her fingers at an increased, but coordinated pace across the keys, playing a gentle melody tinged with angst and sorrow. Filling the room with her song, everyone stared in disbelief and awe of her skill. 
 
        Jake sat up in his seat. “Beautiful…” he said ensnared by the songs rhythm. 
 
      “Ave Maria…” Kirin said.
 
      “What?”
 
      “That’s the song.” He said raising an eyebrow while looking at Yumi’s graceful play. “Where did you learn how to play that?”
 
      “…” Yumi ignored his words and continued to play as if she were possessed, losing herself between the notes of the song.
 
        Listening to her effortless play, the tension in the room died down and was replaced with a sense of remorse that everyone shared as they recalled the violence and deaths of the day, save for Milk though, who danced around the room as Yumi played, ignorant of it all.
 
      “Big sis plays a song, big sis plays a song.” Milk sung.
 
      “That’s right.” Yumi smiled through a pained face.
 
        As the song reached its end, Kara clapped her hands. “Amazing… You should become a DJ.”
 
      “Haha…” Jake chuckled. “From pianist to DJ, that’s a big leap, don’t you think?”
 
      “Why?” Kara shrugged. “Same difference, except the crowds are livelier when a DJ performs.”
 
   Yumi laughed. “Haha…”
 
      “You see,” Kara pointed to Yumi. “She likes the idea.”
 
      “No,” Yumi shook her head. “Because I already am one, a DJ, that is.”
 
      “What? Really?”
 
      “Yeah,” she nodded. “And my brother, he was one of the best, and was a lot like you. He wanted to come to the big city, join the Underground, and make history. What a stupid man…” Yumi scoffed, breaking her light mood. “But he lived for it.” She smiled again briefly.
 
        Kara lowered her head a bit, uncomfortable with Yumi’s sadness.
 
      “Hey!” Jay said bursting through the door. “The Caravan’s ready, let’s go.”
 
      “Alright.” Kara said turning to Yumi. “You ready?”
 
        Yumi got up from her seat. “Yeah…” She said walking over to a smiling Milk, wrapping her hand around his arm. “He’s the only luggage I have with me.”
 
      “Hey, I don’t have that much either,” Kara said looking around the expensive furnishings. “Well, everything here’s my mother’s but, you know what I—I, well maybe I don’t understand.” She said fumbling over her words, uncomfortable with Yumi’s distant eyes. “Anyways, how about we just get out of here?”
 
      “Yeah, let’s go.” Yumi said heading for the door alongside Kara, but before she exited, she turned to Kirin and Jake.
 
      “Thanks, for everything.” Yumi said. “And don’t worry about me.” She said looking at Jake. 
 
      “You just be safe now.” Jake said.
 
      “I will be.” She said letting go of the hand of Milk as she walked over to Jake and planted a kiss on his cheek. “You be safe now too.” She said turning around and walking out of the room with Kara and Milk. Jake watched as the door slammed shut. As soon as it did, he let out a big sigh. “Haah…”
 
      “What’s wrong with you?” Kirin asked. 
 
      “What the hell did we do today?”
 
      “What do you mean? We finished our first case.”
 
      “It doesn’t feel like it.”
 
      “Hey,” Kirin smiled. “Not everyone lives at the end of the story—the only thing you can hope for is that the question you asked at the beginning of the case was answered.”
 
      “What was even the question at the beginning of this case?”
 
      “If we could keep this agency?”
 
        Jake lifted his head up. “Yeah, we didn’t really progress there.”
 
      “I disagree. With the Captain’s death along with Reese’s, the Union secured a fall guy for the death of the merchant and with the Captain gone, I think we lost our only enemy willing to pursue us consistently under Union guidelines.”
 
      “Wait… How do you know the Captain is dead?”
 
        Kirin smiled and pulled out a radio from his pocket. “Ta-Da.”
 
      “Isn’t that… the same radio the old man in the sewer had?”
 
        Kirin nodded his head. “Picked it out of his pocket, could be useful if we want to find some mysteries for this ‘Agency’ of yours.”
 
      “Rin, so you’re really all in?”
 
      “That rhymed.” Kirin smiled. “I like that.”
 
      “So you actually like your nickname?” Jake smiled.
 
      “I wouldn’t go that far, but I’m getting comfortable with it.” Kirin said nonchalantly. “Now off to find this Cloud.” He said walking to the door. 
 
      “What?”
 
      “You know—the thing Yumi was telling us about before, at the office.”
 
      “You know she was lying, right?”
 
      “Of course.”
 
      “Then why are you going after it, it doesn’t exist.”
 
      “Ahah…” Kirin said raising a finger. “That’s where you’re wrong. Sometimes lies carry valuable ideas worth pondering, even to search out. And the lie she gave us in that room is consistent with a certain reality in Teigen.”
 
      “What reality?”
 
      “That humans are connected, and always are searching for new ways to communicate with each other. And a cloud, a thing that floats above all humanity, distant, yet inextricably linked to the fall and rise of kingdoms with its information on chemistry between elements and the resource of water it builds within its folds. Such power it has, just like words—weightless but heavy when need be. Doesn’t it seem like the perfect system to do that, to transfer energy through? Maybe even thoughts?”
 
      “Sounds unnatural to me.”
 
        Kirin smiled. “And that’s what makes it so exciting.” He said rushing out the door. Jake, watching him as he exited the room, could not help but smile before chasing him down in wonder and anticipation for whatever new adventure they would take on.
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