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      Of all the things that have tried, of all the things that had almost succeeded, it seemed like this doggone heat was going to be what finally killed me. My rear end was sticking to my chair like a cheap sticker, and I was afraid it was going to peel off about as well.  The fan I had sitting on the corner of my desk was doing its best, pushing the motor to its physical limit, but the price I paid for that was a painful shrieking, ringing sound that was nearly, very nearly, as bad as the heat. My only comfort was the cold drink on my desk that was sweating almost as much as I was, leaving a puddle of water making a mess beneath and all around it, much to my secretary Zelda’s polite annoyance.

      The phone rang, but I barely heard it over the blasted fan, roaring and shrieking for all it was worth and then some. I dreaded turning it off when Zelda transferred the call, which I knew was inevitable.

      “Lieutenant Petey of the ACPD on the phone for you, Mr. Trigger,” she shouted, blaring over the speaker on my office phone. I wouldn’t have been able to hear her otherwise.

      “Thank you, Zelda. I’ll pick it up,” I said in my normal voice.

      “What did you say?” she shouted again.

      “I said I’ll pick up the call!” I yelled this time, then picked up the phone. “Hey, Petey. What can I do for you?”

      “What?” he said, understandably not hearing a word of what I’d said since I forgot to turn off the fan.

      I growled. “Hold on a second, Petey! I need to turn off this fan!”

      “What?” he yelled in reply.

      I stretched my paw over and slapped at the button several times until I finally made it far enough to kick the power off.

      “Alright. That better?” I asked.

      I heard a paw cover the receiver on his end. “No, Lola. I’m not upset with Trigger. I couldn’t hear him. It sounded like a hundred cats caterwauling over there.”

      “Petey, can you hear me now?” I asked, losing what little patience I had.

      “Yeah. Yeah, I can hear you now. Mind coming over here? I got something I need to talk to you about.”

      “Sure, I’ll be right over,” I said, slamming the phone down.

      It was probably cooler outside than it was in my office, so why not?

      As I was walking out, I stopped by Zelda’s desk.

      “You holding up alright, Zelda?”

      “I am. But I have to admit, I hope this is the hottest day of the year.”

      I nodded. “That makes two of us. I’m heading out to see Petey, so you can help yourself to the rest of the lemonade Lily brought by this morning.”

      “Oh, thank you,” she said. “We owe that girl our lives today, don’t we? That cold lemonade sure hit the spot!”

      “I think you’re right. I should be back in before we close, so you’re holding down the fort.”

      “Can do, sir.”

      I shuffled out the door, quickly realizing that no, in fact, it was not hotter inside than it was outside. Still, Petey was one of the best friends I had, and one of the few I had over in this district, so I wasn’t about to put him off.

      Thankfully, the ACPD was just a few minutes down the street from my office. Thanks to Petey’s superb job running the place, it was more of a competitor nowadays. I rarely got local clients anymore.

      When I popped through the door, Lulu was ready and waiting. I’d already prepared myself for the usual barrage of jabs and jokes at my expense, but what I saw nearly floored me. Lulu sat quietly at her desk, with several crumpled tissues lying in front of her, her eyes red from crying.

      “Lulu… you alright?” I asked, feeling my heart sink with dread. Never, not even once in all the years I’ve been walking in here, have I ever seen Lulu not beaming with happiness, let alone crying.

      “Hi Trigger. It’s probably better if you speak to Petey first, you know? He’s holding together a little better than I am.”

      I nodded, not waiting for more explanation than that, and quickly walked toward Petey’s office. As I passed a few other offices, the atmosphere continued to be bleak. I felt as though I’d walked into a funeral, and no one had told me who died.

      I stepped into Petey’s office and was greeted with a big smile. At least the friendly Greyhound seemed to be his usual self, more or less.

      “Heya, pal. Come on in and have a seat,” he said, gesturing to the chair in front of him.

      I wasted no time in doing just that.

      “What did you need to talk to me about?” I asked.

      “Well… no easy way to say this, but I knew you’d want to be the first to know, so here we are. Chief Patches made his decision on how to punish the Black District department.” He paused, apparently trying to summon the proper words to explain. Instead, he reached into his desk drawer and pulled out a badge and a letter, tossing both in front of me. “See for yourself.”

      I picked up the badge. Black District Chief of Police was etched into it. I glanced up to Petey, then back to the badge, furrowing my brow. I didn’t understand this at all. Made no sense. I pulled the letter out, reading over it quickly. When I finished, I slumped back into the chair I was sitting in, and I understood with my whole heart why Lulu was crying. I tossed the letter back toward Petey and we sat quietly for a few minutes, both of us hoping the other would speak first.

      “This is beyond the pale, Petey,” I said. “I just can’t believe it. You sure this isn’t a fake? You talk to him yourself?”

      Petey nodded. “Thoughts I had myself, Trigger. I spoke to him and he confirmed it. Black District has been fully severed from the ACPD. We will no longer receive funding from the city, only the district, and I think you know what that means. We’re the poorest district in the city, by leaps and bounds. Things are going to go back to how they were before. I’m going to have to cut everyone’s pay, and that’s after I cut the force in half just so I can keep paying them at all. Every weapon that breaks now is going to stay broken, and eventually we’re going to run out. Officers are going to take bribes from Adria District’s upper-class criminals to expand operations here. Trigger… what do I do? I don’t see light on the other side of this one.”

      “What do you do?” I asked, my voice trembling. “What do you do?” I shouted, jumping up from my seat. “You can decide what you want to do. I’m going to go back to my office and give Patches a phone call, and if he doesn’t come to his senses, I’m going to walk all the way to Blue District in this doggone heat and knock his teeth out. That’s what I’m going to do.”

      “Woah, pal. I get you’re mad. I am too, but they’ll throw you in the slammer if you go and do something like that. Look on the bright side. This should mean a lot more business for you.”

      “I don’t want that business, Petey!” I growled. “I want to live in a half-way decent district with well-trained, good, honest cops. I want to walk between my office and my apartment without having to look over my shoulder every ten steps. I want to be able to travel from one end of the district to the other without having to intervene and stop some petty crime. You remember what it was like, Petey. Think about those pups and kittens that didn’t have a chance to grow up and find an honest job before gangs recruited them. Think about Harvey, and what a life he had, how hard it was for him to put his crime behind him and get any kind of break. Most don’t get that lucky. A lot of them died, or had friends that died before they even had—"

      I slammed both my paws onto the top of his desk, bouncing everything sitting on top, making Petey jump a bit.

      “You know what, maybe I’ll skip the phone call!”

      I turned to leave, but Petey jumped up and grabbed me before I could grab the handle of the door.

      “Hold up,” he said.

      “Don’t try to stop me, Petey. This is too far. He was supposed to be my friend, Petey. This is unforgivable.”

      “Alright. Alright…” he said. “I won’t try to stop you, but I’m going over there to talk to him tomorrow. If you’ll at least sleep on it, you can come with me, and maybe we can talk some sense into him.”

      We locked eyes for a moment, and the hair down my back finally relaxed again. I put my paw on his shoulder. “Right. Okay. Yeah… Sorry, Petey. I’ll go with you tomorrow. I’m going to head back and close up the office and call it a day. I need to do some thinking. I’ll meet you here in the morning.”

      He nodded. “Good. Thanks, Trigger. Let’s give him a chance to hear reason.”

      I walked out of his office. Passing Lulu on the way out, I couldn’t bear to look her in the eyes, so I kept my head down. In fact, no one said anything to me on the way out. This department had been my family for all these years, and they treated me like family too. It was surreal walking out of here this way, but I couldn’t bear to look at any of them.

      Heading back to my office, I stepped inside and nodded to Zelda.

      “Oh no, Trigger… you look awful. Are you alright?”

      “Yeah… I mean, no, not really. Patches is severing Black District’s department from the ACPD and—"

      Zelda gasped. “Oh no!”

      I nodded. “Yeah, that’s… more or less how I reacted too. Petey and I are going to head over there and have a chat with him tomorrow and see if he’ll come to his senses. Maybe he’s just trying to scare Petey. Show him what he could do, if he goes rogue again.”

      “Oh, I hope so, Trigger. Things were just awful before, when our police had little funding. This will be even worse. Oh… well, I know I don’t have to tell you that, since you were a police officer for a while. Dreadful news.”

      I sighed. “Let’s close up early today. I’ll pay you for the full day. It’s too hot anyway.”

      “We can’t,” she said.

      “Huh? Why not?” I asked, tilting my head.

      “You have a cat in there waiting to meet with you. She said she made a very long trip in this heat, and she wasn’t going anywhere until she talked to you.”

      “Alright, let me go in there and wrap this up really quick. You can go ahead, and I’ll lock up. Lock the front door on the way out and flip the sign.”

      “Okay. Take care of yourself, Trigger, and please tell Lily I think she’s such a dear for bringing that lemonade this morning.”

      “I will, Zelda. Have a good evening.”

      I walked into my office and closed the door behind me, speaking to the back of the gray cat’s head sitting in the chair in front of my desk. “Sorry about that, I had to make an unexpected trip to meet with someone at the police department and—"

      I stopped, noticing the cat was spinning a knife around in her paw with impressive speed and precision, and had a rucksack slung over her shoulder. She turned and my one good eye nearly popped out of my head.

      “What’s the matter, little detective? Cat got your tongue?” she said, with a familiar scowl.

      “Kerdy!”
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      I hadn’t seen Kerdy since that day in her apartment, and after that there was the whole bloody crime scene where we thought she’d been murdered, and her body disposed of somewhere. Petey said some police thought they’d seen her sometime later, but they couldn’t be sure. Now, here she was, no worse for wear, sitting in front of my desk. I had absolutely, positively, no clue how this day could get any weirder. I just hoped it wouldn’t get worse. Maybe, just maybe, she was here to let me know she’d survived, and that was it. She’d be on her way after making a wisecrack, and I could go home and soak my mattress in sweat and call it a day. Then again, if that happened, it would have to mean I’d accidentally borrowed a day from someone else’s life. Not a chance anything would ever go that easy.

      “Detective, do you have some kind of brain injury, or are you just lacking something to injure?” she snapped.

      I raised my paws. “Wow, alright. It’s definitely you, isn’t it? If there was any doubt before, there isn’t now.” I sat down in my desk chair and folded my paws onto the surface in front of me. “I’m all ears.”

      She grinned, but not the friendly kind. “Oh, I’d say you’re only about fifty percent ears at best. Are you going to turn this fan on, or what? Don’t tell me it’s for decoration.”

      As happy as I was to see her, she really was trying my patience, and unfortunately it was just about drained by this point already. “Knock yourself out, Kerdy, you old bag. See if you can scream over that blasted thing.”

      She reached over and turned it on, then looked at me as though I’d just murdered her best friend.

      “Detective… do you not even know how to oil a fan? What am I, your mother?” she said, glaring at me.

      I stood up and stomped my way over to the closet, swung open the door, took out a bottle of oil, then fished for a screwdriver. I slammed the door closed hard, sat back in my chair, and dropped the two items in front of her.

      “Like I said, knock yourself out. Please don’t tell me you came here just to gripe about my fan,” I said as I slumped back into my chair.

      She ignored me, first unplugging and then quickly disassembling the fan piece by piece. First the cage, then the blades, then cover, all the way down to the motor. She used her shirt to wipe the dust from various parts and dripped a few drops of oil into a few different places. Finally, she reassembled it. Truth be told, the process had only taken a few minutes. She was incredibly skilled at this. It felt, however, like an hour had passed. She sat the fan back up onto the desk, plugged it in, and turned on the power.

      I was in complete disbelief. It took me a moment to realize that the fan was blowing even harder than before but was virtually silent now. It didn’t sound this good when it was brand new.

      “There, now we’re done griping about your fan. I’ve got a big problem,” she said.

      “Yeah? Well, look, I’ve got a big problem too. I’m glad to see you’re alright, but maybe you should come back in a few days. I can only deal with one big problem at a time. Unfortunately, you’ll have to get in line.”

      She clenched her teeth, glaring at me. “Whatever ‘big’ problem you think you have, I can promise you that mine’s bigger. Much bigger.”

      “Don’t be so sure about that,” I shot back. “It’s a pretty big problem, and you’re wearing out your welcome to boot. Now, how about you handle your big problem, I’ll handle mine, and we’ll meet back up here in a few days to compare notes, eh? You don’t need a stupid little dog holding you back anyway. I’m sure I’d just slow you down.”

      I pointed to the door, but she didn’t get up.

      “Trigger, you can’t comprehend how—”

      I slammed my paw down on the desk. “Here we go again. I can’t comprehend? Enough wisecracks. Get to the doggone point or don’t let that door hit your tail on the way out.”

      She grinned a toothy grin, but it still ended up looking almost like a snarl. “That’s more like it. I told you where I’m from. Something from there has found it’s way here, and it can’t be here. It will destabilize your city if the wrong dogs or cats get their paws on it.”

      “Okay, sounds very dangerous. What are you going to pay for something like that?”

      For once, she seemed reluctant to speak. “That’s… I’m not able to pay you.”

      “Then get lost!” I shouted. “You must be looking for the charity place around the corner. Oh, that’s right, we can’t even afford charity in this district. Talk’s cheap, but it sounds like you can’t even afford that. I’m glad you’re alive. I’m glad to see you again, but I’ll be even more glad to see you leave. Now, get to it.”

      She stood up. “What is this? Aren’t you supposed to be a hero? Why do you need money to save your city? Don’t you care about your people?”

      I laughed at that. “My people? My people? My people are the ones who pay up when they ask me to put my life on the line for them. Or, did I miss all the ‘heroes eat here for free’ signs on my way to work this morning?”

      That one cut deep. Surprisingly deep. Her breathing quickened, but she didn’t snap back with her usual comebacks. She slowly sat down back in her chair. “I will protect you and see that you make it through this unharmed, and… I’ll owe you a favor. Before you laugh, or throw me out, let me just say that many have asked for that very thing from me and I’ve never given it. This is too important. Please…”

      I sighed. Wow, what a change of attitude suddenly.

      As I sat thinking of how to respond, I heard three loud knocks on the main door out front.

      “Excuse me. My secretary must’ve forgotten something,” I said, leaving my office and walking to the door.

      Before I could reach it, I noticed an envelope on the floor. I rushed to the door and threw it open, looking all around, but whoever had been here was already gone. I reached down and opened the envelope, pulling on the note inside, reading it quietly to myself.

      

      Your beagle friend won’t be making any more forgeries for you, just so you and your friends can cause me more trouble. Learn your lesson, or that pretty little lady friend of yours will be next. Just remember, we could have handled this the nice way.

      

      -S

      

      P.S. No need to go running out of your office. His wife will be by to see you soon. Have fun explaining to her that this is all your fault.

      

      This is from Saint, no doubt. “Oh no, Harvey!”

      Kerdy had been reading over my shoulder, but didn’t say anything. Just then, the door flung open and Priscilla came spilling inside.

      “Trigger!” she screamed, her face soaked with tears. “Harvey’s in the hospital. I got a note that said you’d know everything. It’s bad. They rushed him into surgery! Trigger, what’s happening? Why did I get this letter?” She rushed over and grabbed me by the collar of my shirt.

      “I… ” I started, but choked on the words. “I…” I tried again. A flood of memories came back to me. Harvey toasting me on his wedding day. All the times I’d asked him to help me forge documents, and against Priscilla’s wishes. She was afraid something like this would happen, and it finally did. Saint must’ve found out somehow and had him attacked.

      “Trigger!” she screamed again. “Why won’t you answer me?” Suddenly she let go of my collar and took a step back.

      “Priscilla, I… I’m sorry. This is all my fault.”

      Her tears turned into fury, and she stepped up and slapped me across the face. “I should’ve known! This is because you made Harvey forge those papers for you so you could go catch that really dangerous cat in Adria District. My pup might grow up without a father because of you.” She slapped me again, and all I could do was hold up my arms. She was right. Poor Harvey. This was all my fault. I felt overwhelmed, like I was about to be sick.

      “I’ll get the cat behind this, Priscilla. I’ll make sure he pays,” I offered. It was all I could say.

      “The dog behind it is right in front of me, so get yourself, Trigger! They used something to blow right through his office wall. He didn’t have a chance. He didn’t even know what was happening until it was too late. Whatever they used vaporized half the brick. Don’t even think about visiting us. You’ve done enough! I never want to see you again!”

      She started toward the door, but Kerdy stepped up and grabbed her arm. “The weapon they used to attack him… did anyone see it, or the cat who used it?”

      Priscilla glared at her paw, shrugging it off. “They’re still looking into it. Someone saw a strangely dressed cat just before it happened, but they didn’t see him carrying any explosives, so they don’t think it was him. It just happened, so they’re doing interviews. If you’ll excuse me.”

      Priscilla slammed the door as she walked out, and I heard the ‘open and closed’ sign smash onto the ground.

      I backed against the wall, slumping onto the floor. I took off my hat and rubbed my face where Priscilla had slapped me, trying to absorb everything. Trying to think.

      “Come back later, Kerdy. Now’s not the time,” I finally said.

      She shook her head. “No, I’m afraid now’s even more the time than I thought.”

      “So help me, Kerdy, I’ll throw you out of here myself.”

      “I think I know who tried to kill your friend, Trigger, and I think I know how he did it.”

      I stood back to my feet. I’d had enough. “Oh, come on! You expect me to believe that? You figured it out that fast, huh? From almost no information? I’m going to give you to the count of three, and we’re going to get paws on.”

      “This is bigger than you realize, Trigger.”

      “One.”

      “I can help you.”

      “Two.”

      She sighed. “The cat’s name is Saul, and he’s from the outside, like me. He used a weapon he stole from our armory, an energy blaster, something unlike anything you’ve ever seen. It gathers power from—” She shook her head. “Doesn’t matter. The point is he’s obviously working for whoever that cat is you’ve angered, which means we’re after the same cats. You scratch my back, I’ll scratch yours. He’s bound to be sent after you at some point. And when he does…”

      I held up my paw. “Alright, that’s enough. I’m mad. Really mad, but I’m not stupid. First thing we’re doing is going to see Harvey. His wife will just have to be angry with me. Tomorrow, you can come with me to see Chief Petey. He needs to know what you know, or no deal.”

      “Chief? But isn’t Patches the chief? I haven’t been away for that long, have I?” she asked, puzzled.

      I rubbed my eyes with my paws. “Will you tell Petey?”

      “Alright, if you think it’s necessary. I will, but we can’t go telling everyone. That weapon, and the one using it, were never meant to be in this city.”

      I nodded. “I’ll take the case.”
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      I gave Kerdy the keys to my apartment and sent her on her way, then phoned Petey to pick up Lily and place her in protective custody. Once that was out of the way, I went to the hospital to check on Harvey. As expected, none of the staff would talk to me about his condition, and when Priscilla saw me I thought she’d come over and tear my head off. I sat in the waiting room, hoping to overhear what the surgeon told her when he finished.

      I was there for what felt like a slow eternity. Seconds became minutes. Minutes became more minutes. More minutes became an hour. Hour into hours. Eventually I lost track. When the surgeon finally came out, I did not like his expression in the least. He looked extremely tired.

      “Priscilla, right?” he asked, holding onto a clipboard with one paw, and reaching out to shake her paw with the other.

      “Yes,” she replied, rushing through the introduction. “Tell me how he is, doctor. Please don’t sugarcoat.”

      He sighed, and adjusting his glasses, reading over the papers in the clipboard, occasionally flipping back and forth between them. He threw up his arms, sighing even louder this time. “Mrs. Priscilla, I’m not sure how to put this. He’s stable, for now, but… that could change any time. The other good news is that Mr. Rick, his employer, has requested that he be transferred over to Adria District’s hospital as soon as he is stable enough, at his expense. Their technology and funding far outstrips ours, so his chances will improve tremendously, especially…” He trailed off.

      “Especially considering… the bad news, which is what?” she pressed.

      “He’s going to require several more surgeries. Several ribs were broken, both arms, one leg. One arm is badly broken. We’re not sure why, but his internal injuries are consistent with someone who was near a powerful explosion, but the police say there was no sign of an explosion nearby.”

      Must be the weapon Kerdy mentioned. She was going to have to spill it. I needed to know more about this thing, and the cat using it. All of this through a brick wall? That wasn’t even the worst part. Saint, of all cats, had this weapon and the cat who knew how to use it working for him. Worst part? Yeah, right. That wasn’t even the worst part. The worst part is that we couldn’t even count on the ACPD to back Black District in taking care of this. Was that even the worst part? Was hard to pick with everything going on.

      “Can I go in and talk to him?” she asked.

      He shook his head. “No, ma’am. I’m sorry. He’s still under, and we’re not sure when he’ll wake up. Possibly not before we transfer him to Adria. I just want you to know we’re doing everything we can.”

      She didn’t answer. This was all I needed to know. I’d get up and leave quietly without her noticing. The last thing she needed was more stress. I made it only a few steps before she noticed.

      “Detective!” she shouted, startling everyone that had been sitting in the quiet room.

      I turned toward her, ready to accept whatever words she had for me.

      “You’ll catch this scumbag, right? You’ll make him pay?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” I said, tipping my hat. “Count on it.”

      

      I hadn’t realized just how late it had gotten to be until I stepped out into the cool night air. It felt amazing, given today’s heatwave. Only a few lamps illuminated the street, and there were no other dogs or cats to be seen. Just me, sticking to the thin strip of light, looking for anywhere to be that wasn’t my apartment. I knew better than to try to sleep. What I wouldn’t give for an early breakfast.

      That’s it. Elly’s Diner was open twenty-four hours a day now. It was easy to pick out, given it was the only neon light that lit up the night near my street. Though, I wondered how long she’d be able to keep it up now. She’d only recently been able to extend her hours, on account of how much safer the streets were becoming. The thought wasn’t a comforting one.

      I sat down and tossed my hat onto the table, and buried my face into my paws. I was exhausted, despite knowing for an absolute fact that I wouldn’t be able to sleep. What made me trust Kerdy with my apartment, anyway? Guess I didn’t really have time to think it through, even though, having that time now, I came to the same conclusion. I could trust her. How did I know? Same way I knew everything else. I didn’t. Just a hunch.

      “Working late, Mr. Trigger?”

      A feminine feline voice startled me. It was the waitress I’d met several times on my early morning biscuit runs for Petey. I liked to soften the blow any time I knew I’d be stepping over the line a bit which, unfortunately for me, and even more unfortunately for Petey, was more or less every time.

      “Yeah, you could say that,” I said, deciding not to add more than that.

      “You working with any clients on the explosion incident earlier today?” she asked.

      “Yeah, you could say that.” I slapped my paw into my forehead, realizing I’d just repeated the same answer again. “I mean… yes. The dog in the explosion was a friend of mine. Have any of your patrons mentioned anything about it?”

      She shook her head. “Not much, but I’m not sure I’d trust cafe patrons very much, detective. Everyone has their own version of the story designed to sound a little more elaborate than the last dog or cat that told it.”

      I nodded. I knew exactly what she meant. It wasn’t just cafe customers that had that problem. It was every dog and cat ever born into the world, if my experience was any sign.

      “Anything stand out to you, though? Commonalities?” I asked.

      “Hmm,” she said, scratching her chin. “Let me think about that while I get your coffee, and… a plate of scrambled eggs? It’s on the house.”

      I smiled. The first time I’d smiled all day, I realized. “Thank you, ma’am. Say… I don’t think I’ve ever asked your name. Pretty doggone rude of me, now that I think of it.”

      She smiled, sweetly. “Not at all, detective. Like your place, my name’s on the sign,” she said, pointing to the neon sign behind her.”

      “No kidding. You’re Elly? I’m surprised.”

      She tilted her head. “What about that surprises you?”

      “Just that…” I started. “Well, I guess you just don’t see a lot of owners willing to get their paws dirty running their own business.”

      “True, but I’ve spent too long getting my paws dirty for other dogs and cats. Doesn’t bother me to get them dirty for myself for a change.”

      I nodded, smiling again. “Yes, ma’am.”

      She was gone only a few minutes before returning, and in that time the only other patron had left. She sat down across from me, bringing an extra coffee of her own, sliding my coffee and a plate of eggs to my end of the table.

      “There. Hope you like it.”

      “Even if I didn’t, I’d not dare complain about free food, but I’m betting it’s top shelf, and I’m only a betting dog when it comes to a sure thing.”

      She grinned. “It’s the least I can do. It’s because of you and the ACPD that I’m even able to run this business during the night the way I do. Just before you showed up, an officer stopped by to say hello. It’s wonderful what’s happening to this district. I had a long cry today when I heard that the victim of the blast was Harvey. His Second Chance Foundation set me up with the money to open. I’ll be so upset if he…” Seemed she wasn’t completely done with the tears after all, but she quickly wiped them away as quickly as they came, with a sniff. “He’s going to make it, isn’t he?”

      I nodded, slowly. Reluctantly. “Well… they think so, ma’am. They hope so. I sure hope so.”

      We started down into our coffees for a moment, deep in the same thought that we didn’t want to keep thinking. I didn’t want to think about a world without Harvey. And, most of all, I didn’t want to think about a world where it was my fault. Sadness and anger fought one another for space inside my skull.

      Finally, Elly broke the silence. “But, you asked me about the stories that my patrons have been telling. One claimed there was a cat nearby who looked like he didn’t belong. Like he wasn’t from around here. He was so close they thought they were going to find him injured by the explosion, but when they ran over to see what had happened, he was nowhere to be found.”

      I stabbed my fork into the eggs a few times, getting a bite ready. “I keep hearing that he didn’t fit in. That’s not the first time I’ve heard that. Anyone mention anything specific?” I asked, shoving the fork into my mouth.

      “He was a big cat, lots of scars. Mostly, though, it was the way he was dressed. His clothes looked unusual, but no one mentioned anything specific. Also, please keep in mind that you’re hearing this after it’s already passed through many mouths and ears. I’d heard other things I won’t even repeat, just because I’ve been around long enough to know when something’s clearly made up just to impress others. You know what I mean?”

      I nodded, swallowing the rest of the eggs I’d been briefly chewing. “Yes, ma’am. I most definitely know exactly what you mean.”

      As I finished my sentence and was following it up with a sip of coffee, another cat came along and sat at one of the other tables.

      “Hi there! Be with you in just a moment,” Elly shouted to them. The elderly cat just smiled and nodded. I’ll bet that cat had stories to tell, too. Under better circumstances, I might ask her to tell me a few. But, under better circumstances, I’d be at home asleep in my Kerdy-free apartment. I checked my watch. Petey would be early today and I may as well beat the sun.

      “Say, Elly, mind if I get a variety bag of biscuits to go? I’m going to see Petey after I leave here, and your biscuits make the best bribe. Make it about fifteen. I’ll wait.”

      She smiled and nodded, then went and took the old cat’s order at the other table.

      I didn’t have to wait long before she returned. “These are on the house too, detective.”

      “Oh no,” I protested. “That’s a decent sized order there. Here,” I said, reaching into my pocket.

      She shook her head. “Don’t you dare, Trigger. You hear me? Keep that money in your pocket. Tell Petey hello for me.”

      I sighed, knowing immediately I was fighting a losing battle, and withdrew my paw from my pocket. “Thank you, ma’am.”

      “I know you’re an old-fashioned, polite sort of dog, but you can call me Elly.”

      “Yes ma’am… err… Elly. Thank you for the excellent food and conversation. Be seeing you.”

      I got up and pushed in my chair, saying a silent goodbye to the empty plate and coffee mug I’d left at the table.

      Even after everything that had been so awful about today… well, technically yesterday… I knew today wouldn’t be much different.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            4

          

        

      

    

    
      I swung by my apartment to pick up Kerdy, before heading to what I suppose was now the Black District Police Department, or BDPD. Petey at the BDPD… as if all of this wasn’t enough of a mouthful already.

      As we were walking, I couldn’t help but notice Kerdy didn’t have that noisy leg brace on anymore. She’d been wearing it the last time we’d met, when I was working on the Grand Gobbler case, and it didn’t look like the kind of injury that you’d heal from. In fact, it was more than just the lack of noise that got my attention. It was the fact she walked like a year old kitten. I had trouble keeping up.

      “You seem to be doing pretty good on that leg of yours,” I pointed out, hoping to prompt an explanation.

      “Yes, I am,” she said. And that’s all she said.

      “That was a nasty setup you had on there the last time we met. Remember?”

      “It was.”

      I sighed. “Are you trying to tell me they can fix something like that outside the city? Seems a little far-fetched.”

      She stopped in her tracks and stared at me with that signature Kerdy stare, like I was the biggest idiot who had ever been born and she was tiring of it.

      “Yes, Trigger, that’s what I’m telling you. I thought you wanted me to save the explanations for Petey.”

      “Give me a break,” I said. “Petey doesn’t give a hoot about your leg. That’s why I’m asking. I do, because the little things matter the most sometimes. No, more than sometimes. It’s almost always the little things that come back to bite you in the rear end if you just dismiss them. So, how about it? Want to tell me how you got over a severely injured leg like it was a common cold?”

      She glared at me for a moment, but her glare gradually softened, as she seemed to accept my reasoning.

      “It’s an artificial leg. Something different than what you’d expect. Trust me, you don’t want me to go pulling up my pant leg here in the middle of the street. It’ll attract too much attention. I only got the new one because I didn’t plan on being back here… at least so soon. Ever, if I had my way. Satisfied?”

      “For now. We’re almost there, anyway.”

      We entered the department, and the mood wasn’t much changed from the day before, other than some curious glances, and faces that looked like they’d gotten about as good of a night’s sleep as I had.

      “Good morning, Private T,” Lulu tried, with only a shadow of her usual over-the-top chipperness.

      I held up the bag of biscuits. “The usual bribe enough to see the boss?”

      She nodded. “I think that’ll do.”

      I sat the bag on the desk, letting Lulu pilfer through to get out what she wanted, then picked it up and made my way to Petey’s office. The door was already open, but Petey didn’t even notice us walking inside. He was resting his head on his paws, staring down at his desk. It startled him when I dropped the bag on his desk.

      “I’m told I still have to pay for the boss’s time, so have at it.”

      He looked up at me, then to Kerdy, with his eyes widening a bit.

      “Who are you?” he asked.

      “Kerdy,” she said, flatly.

      “Kerdy?” he asked.

      “That’s what I said,” she snapped.

      He looked to me. “Sorry Trigger, but if you’re bringing her in, I’m not interested at the moment. I can barely afford to keep myself here, much less a cat who isn’t causing problems for me. We’re supposed to arrest anyone rumored to be from the outside, so we can verify their status, but here’s a new rule… get out of my sight, stay out of trouble, and have a great life.”

      “Woah, Petey,” I said, holding up my paws. “I figured that’s what your position was on the matter, but that’s not why I brought her here. She’s connected to that attack on Harvey.”

      “Attempted murder, and that’s if he pulls through,” Petey corrected. “Don’t tell me she’s the strange cat they spotted nearby just before it happened.”

      Kerdy was tired of waiting for her turn. “Shut your yaps for a minute, and I can clear a few things up for you. I’m not the cat that was nearby, but I am pursuing him. He’s wanted for high crimes against his people. He’ll face our laws, and our justice, or I’ll drag his corpse out of the city in a sack, whichever I find to be more convenient. What do you say? Ready to listen?”

      Petey nodded, leaning back in his chair. “Oh, listening is an understatement. You have my complete, undivided attention. Don’t mind me if I eat while I listen. Helps me focus.”

      Kerdy ignored him, closed the office door, and we both sat down in the chairs in front of his desk. Petey and I grabbed a couple of biscuits from the bag and ate as we listened. Seems Petey and I both had the impression that this was going to be a long story.

      “This can’t leave this room. Trigger says he trusts you, and you are need-to-know for this case. I’ve sought his help in tracking down this cat, and the weapon he’s carrying, so I’ve agreed to fill you in. His name is Saul, and he’s—”

      “Wait, that was a weapon?” Petey asked, nearly choking on the bite he’d just taken. “There’s a weapon like that in the city now, and in this district?”

      Kerdy was giving Petey the same glare she’d been giving me. Now he’d get to see what it was like to have a cat look at you like you’re an inch tall.

      “Are you stuffing that food in your mouth or your ears? I’m explaining it to you.”

      Petey allowed a small grin to escape, looked to me, then back to her. “Apologies. Please continue.”

      “Saul is one of mine, and he shouldn’t be anywhere near this city right now. It’s one of the highest crimes to interfere with this city’s natural operation. We have technology far more advanced than yours, and even knowing about it is enough to disrupt life here, much less when an item is brought here and used. I suspect he’s been in contact with someone here in the city, and they’ve convinced him there’s some higher cause he needs to support.”

      She stopped, looking me directly in the eye.

      “It appears to be whoever sent that letter to you, Trigger. Show it to Petey.”

      I reached into my shirt pocket and tossed the letter in front of him. “Not that I really even need to show it to him, Kerdy. Petey probably already guessed, and we’ve encountered this cat before.”

      Petey nodded, reading over the letter, putting his paw on his forehead and rubbing. “I had a feeling. I was just hoping that I was wrong. How is it we dealt such an enormous blow to this cat, and all we did is make him angry? He must have an alternative source of funding, picking up for the bulk of his operations. No small fry, but who? You know some of the biggest business dogs and cats over there, and they’re pals of yours, right?”

      I inhaled deeply, thinking it over.

      “There’s a lot of wealthy dogs and cats over there, Petey, and I don’t know them all. There’s gotta be a dozen or more that could fund an operation like this single-pawed, and any of them might jump at the chance of having the new mayor in their pocket… or to be in his pocket, if there’s even a difference.”

      Kerdy waved her paw between us.

      “What am I, invisible?”

      “Now who isn’t listening?” I asked, shoving her paw out of my face. “His name is Saint. Well… his actual name is Richard, but he goes by Saint because he’s a comic book supervillain, I guess, except he thinks he’s a superhero.”

      Petey nodded, swallowing a giant mouthful of biscuit. “I was involved, but only Trigger here met the guy. Several times, in fact. Seems Trigger was his hero, and he was looking to recruit him. He’s done asking nicely, I suppose. We cut off what we thought was his primary source of income, which is what lead the chief to sever the Black District from the ACPD. Punishment for involving ourselves in political affairs. A big rule.”

      Kerdy sat quietly, impatiently absorbing every word we said. “But, he had other funding, and you just stirred up the hornets’ nest. Anything else?”

      I almost took a bite, but stopped. Pretty sure I just realized the connection.

      “Say, your crew outside the city. All cats?”

      “With very, very few exceptions,” she said, with a hint of disgust. “I can practically see the gears turning in your head, detective. What connection have you made?”

      “Saint wants to skip all this equality stuff and place the city back under single-species control. Only this time, with cats at the top instead of dogs. Dogs will basically be slaves. This is his idea of ultimate justice for the wrongs against his people.”

      “His people…” Kerdy repeated, quietly. She leaned forward in her chair, placing both paws on her head, growling softly. She let out a big breath, and leaned back in her chair, looking even more distressed than before. “Yes, I see where you’re going with this, and I think you’re correct. Saul is just the sort of idealist who would join in on such a movement. He has often expressed dissatisfaction with the fact we didn’t intervene before when cats were being treated so horribly. He felt we were traitors to our own people, because of how easily we could have stopped it. He’s young. Doesn’t understand that our rules are our rules for a reason. Alright… so what’s our next move? Kill Saint? Sever the head, and the body falls with it.”

      Petey leaned forward, clasping his paws together in front of him. “We are the police, not assassins. We’ll arrest him on suspicion of conspiracy to murder, or at the very least, solicitation.”

      Kerdy tilted her head, leaning forward, leaving only a few inches between their noses. “Oh, really? On what authority, Black District Chief of Police?”

      Petey gritted his teeth and curled his lip. The two stared each other down for a moment, but Petey slowly slumped back into his chair again, looking more defeated than ever.

      “We’ll tell Buddy. Buddy won’t care what his orders are. He’ll never let a murderer, even an attempted murderer, walk in his district,” he said.

      Kerdy and I looked to one another, and she had the decency to let me speak first this time.

      “And… if Patches forbids him, Petey?” I asked, feeling just as defeated.

      Petey threw up his paws. “Well, what are we supposed to do? Let all of this go? Become assassins hiding in the shadows of the Adria District, killing dogs and cats without a fair trial? I’m a cop, Trigger, and I know that deep in your heart, you are too. This isn’t what we do.”

      “Desperate times, Petey…” I said, feeling the air grow cold between us. I couldn’t even bear to look him in the eye. I could imagine clearly the look he was giving me, and I wasn’t ready to see it.

      “Yeah, well, why can’t you look me in the eye, Trigger? If you two want my help, we’re doing this by the book. I’ll bend rules for you, and you know it. I’ll even break a few. What I won’t do is compromise who we are. We’re the blue line, Trigger. We serve and protect. We catch murderers and deliver them to justice. We don’t become murderers ourselves.”

      Kerdy frowned and looked up at Petey. “Alright, Chief Petey, believe it or not, you’ve convinced me, but now what?”

      Petey grinned. “I knew I’d get through to the two of you, eventually. What now? We see the big boss of the ACPD, just like Trigger and I planned from the start. Nothing has changed. We just have a few additional topics to discuss with him, is all.”

      I crumpled my empty biscuit paper and tossed it into the bin. “I really hope you know what you’re doing, Petey.”

      Petey leaned back, putting his paws behind his head, watching the ceiling fan spin above us. “Me too, pal. Me too.”
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      The three of us walked down to the Blue District gate. Normally, it was a piece of cake to get through here. Adria District, on the other paw, was a nightmare. Big dogs carrying equally big weapons, and no time for nonsense… and they actually checked papers. The look of unmistakable guilt on the Dalmatian’s face as we approached told us everything we needed to know. Today was obviously going to be different.

      “Hello there,” Petey said, with his famous warm smile. “Me plus two, just heading over to see the chief.”

      “Sorry, Petey… I can’t let you through today. Chief gave specific orders not to let you or plus anyone through this gate today. You too, Trigger. Sorry.”

      I held up my paws. “Me? What exactly did I do? You listen here—”

      Petey put his paw on my shoulder. “Enough, Trigger. Billy here is just doing his job. He obviously isn’t happy about it, so let’s not make it any harder on him, alright? It is what it is.”

      I gritted my teeth. “I’m not blaming this dog, but here’s a message for the chief. Tell him to shove—”

      “Trigger…” Petey scolded, squeezing my shoulder ever so slightly. “Thanks, Billy. I know you’d let us through if you could. No hard feelings. We’ll figure something else out.”

      Billy nodded, shrinking like a guilty pup who got caught stealing from the treat jar. “Sorry,” was all he said.

      We walked back down the street, stopping once we rounded the corner.

      “Well, Petey,” I said. “What’s your ‘something else’ you mentioned?”

      He grinned. “What do I look like, Trigger, some kind of genius? I’m thinking. In the meantime, what about you?”

      I scratched my chin. “Well, I’m sure he’s got us frozen out of all the other districts, just to keep us from trying to bypass his orders. I could give Sugarplum a ring and see if she can pull some strings to get us in through the Adria gates. If anyone’s got enough pull to make it happen, it’s her. Even Rick doesn’t have the connections she does. Being the former kingpin’s daughter might be just what we need.”

      “Trigger…” Petey frowned. “I don’t mind if she helps, but let’s stay away from Mr. B’s associates, if it’s all the same to you.”

      “Come on, Petey. You don’t have to tell me twice. It’s not you they tried to kill on more than one occasion.”

      Throughout all of this, Kerdy stayed silent, which I found to be especially odd.

      “Thoughts, Kerdy?” I asked.

      She shook her head. “Not yet. Let’s exhaust your options before we consider mine.”

      Petey nodded. He didn’t ask, so I guess he didn’t want to know. “You know, Harvey’s skill sure would come in handy right about now. Let’s go see how he’s doing, and you can call Sugarplum from the payphone outside after we’re done.”

      “Yeah… sounds good. I’ll warn you, though. Priscilla will not be happy to see me. Saint sent her a letter like the one he sent me, and that one cut even deeper. Her letter said I’d know everything about what happened to Harvey. He may have mentioned you in the letter, too. I’m not sure. I didn’t get to read it.”

      “We’ll need to seize that as evidence. I’ll read it then.”

      “Isn’t that a little cold, Petey? She’s going to give you a hard time over it. You know that,” I said.

      “Maybe she will, but I’m sure you recall the way a certain letter factored into the solving of another case of yours.”

      I knew exactly what he meant. The Grand Gobbler case. It was the first piece of truly solid evidence we had, allowing Petey to make an arrest of Agatha, and put Lady on the run.

      “The Grand Gobbler… You’re right, Petey. Somehow, I think Saint’s beyond our reach, regardless.”

      Kerdy perked up her ears at the mention of the Grand Gobbler, and I was sure she was about to say something, but she didn’t.

      “Doesn’t mean we shouldn’t try, Trigger. You’re too much of a cynic for your own good sometimes, you know that?” he said.

      I couldn’t tell if he was scolding me or kidding around. Regardless, from his perspective, I’m sure it was the truth. Me? I call it being realistic. I’m just calling it like I see it. Like I’ve seen it, to be more specific. This city was heading back in the wrong direction quick, and I had a sinking feeling in my gut that we were only about to scratch the surface of it. Saint’s promises echoed throughout my mind, and he seemed like the kind of cat who would keep them.

      “I’ll become an optimist when this city gives me a reason to be, Petey, but you’re right of course. You usually are. Collect the evidence in case the tables turn, and we’ll be ready.”

      He nodded. “Now you’re getting it. Prepare for both the best and the worst. Besides—”

      “Daylight is burning, gentlemen,” Kerdy interrupted, tapping her wrist. “Do I need to remind you that a potentially city-ending catastrophe is looming over us? Get moving. I’m sure Arc City’s finest has the brain capacity to talk while walking, or am I wrong about that?”

      Petey began walking but shot a grin back to me again. Like the one he showed me in his office. He was hoping I would pick up on something, I’m sure of it, and I’m pretty sure I finally figured out what it was. I hurried to keep up with them.

      “So…” Petey said, after catching my expression.

      “What?” Kerdy replied without looking at him.

      “You must be pretty high up the food chain where you’re from. You clearly don’t take orders, and you’re very accustomed to giving them,” Petey said, sounding rather proud of his observation.

      “Sounds very similar to the detective here, no?” she retorted.

      “Wow…” Petey said, scratching the back of his head. “That’s a fantastic point.”

      I shook my head, looking between the two. “Wow, thanks a lot, Petey. Glad you two seem to have such a high opinion of me.”

      To my surprise, this got a grin out of both of them. Well, no surprise coming from Petey. It was rare to see him not grinning. Kerdy on the other paw… I was afraid she’d pull a muscle if she did it more than once a day.

      As we were coming up on the hospital, I got knots in my stomach.

      “Maybe…” I started.

      “No, Trigger, you’re not waiting outside to spare Priscilla’s feelings. She’s just upset. She knows this wasn’t your fault. Give the dame a little time. We’re going to make this scumbag pay and pay big. If you could handle Mr. B, we’ll have this copycat out of commission in time to hand Harvey the newspaper with the headline about his arrest before he even gets out of the hospital. And he’s going to get out, Trigger. Focus.”

      I sighed. Petey read my mind, of course. He was way too good at this. I’d hate to be on the opposite end of the table of a Petey interrogation. Just the thought should give most criminals in this district cold sweats at night. Maybe it did.

      “Sorry, Petey. You’re an optimist, and I’m the cynic. It’s what makes us such an excellent team. Look, I’m worried that Harvey won’t make it through this and—”

      Kerdy shot a sharp glance back in my direction. “As Petey said, focus. Whether your friend lives or dies, many more will die if Saul isn’t captured, and quickly. Don’t forget that. Even this Saint is secondary.”

      “Don’t be so sure about that, Kerdy. You haven’t met this cat. I have.”

      Kerdy’s glare only hardened, but we arrived at the hospital before she could spew whatever kind of judgmental, righteous garbage at me she had on the tip of her tongue. A real piece of work, that Kerdy. Really growing on me. Finally had a companion that made me look like the friendly dog, for once.

      Petey pushed open the door, and we followed behind him. Best to let the boss dog take the lead on this one. I’d keep my mouth shut and really hoped Kerdy would do the same. Really hoped.

      One doctor was about to pass us, and Petey flashed his badge. “Excuse me, doc. I need to check in on a patient here. Harvey.”

      The doctor looked up, surprised. Clearly, he had somewhere he needed to be. He hadn’t even noticed us until just now.

      “Harvey? They transferred him to Adria this morning, officer.”

      Nice. He didn’t even read the badge. I could’ve just come in here with a fake one and done the same thing.

      “Ah, so that means his condition improved?” Petey asked.

      I held my breath.

      The doctor looked down at his watch, not even attempting to hide his eagerness to move on. “It was a tough call. We had to have an ethics meeting. He might not survive the trip, officer. But, if we didn’t transfer him, he wouldn’t make it. Understand?”

      Petey frowned, nodding to the doctor. “Yeah… I understand. Thank you for your time. That’ll be all.”

      We stood quietly for a moment, without speaking. Kerdy was kind enough to give us this moment. We needed it.

      “I’m…” I said, taking a deep breath and composing myself. “I’m going to make that phone call to Sugarplum.”

      Petey and Kerdy nodded, and we walked out together to the payphone.

      I put a quarter in and quietly wished with all my might that something would finally go right today.

      “Sugarplum, please,” I said, when the receptionist answered.

      “One moment,” she said, placing me on hold. It was only a moment, but it felt like years.

      “Yes, this is Sugarplum.”

      “Sugarplum! It’s me, Trigger. Look, I need your help. The chief’s frozen me and a couple of pals inside the district. We need you to pull a few strings and get us through our gate, and into Blue District’s gate Adria side.”

      The line was silent. Were we disconnected?

      “Sugarplum? You there?”

      “Stay out, Trigger…”

      “Sugar? What do you mean? Are you in some kind of trouble?”

      “Trigger, please… just stay out of Adria. Never come here again, no matter what. Please. I need you to promise me. This is all I’ll say, and I’ll only say it once.”

      What in the world… Sugarplum was easily the most powerful individual in this whole city. If push came to shove, she could put her foot on the mayor, Chief Patches, and Chief Petey all at once, without breaking a sweat. What could have her this scared?

      “Can’t do that, Sugar. Afraid we’re talking about life or death here. Once that’s dealt with, if you’re in some kind of trouble, I’m going to help you. You hear? I won’t take no for an answer.”

      “Neither will I,” she snapped. “Stay away from Adria.”

      She hung up the phone, and my shoulders felt like they slumped to my knees. So much for the day not getting worse.

      “Trigger?” Petey asked. “You alright?”

      I held up my paw, still facing the phone. I couldn’t turn to face them. Not just yet. I had no words. This felt surreal. We’re just a couple of Black District dogs and a wildcat. This was big. Too big. We were walking into a death trap, and Sugarplum knew it. But why didn’t she say more? Why isn’t Patches saying more? What do they know that we don’t, and why in the name of everything under the sun will they not tell us what it is?

      “Trigger,” Petey repeated, shaking my shoulder. “What did she say?”

      I turned around slowly, hanging up the phone as I did.

      “She said we had to stay out of Adria, Petey. She didn’t sound like herself. Come to think of it, she wasn’t herself the last time I was there either. I don’t know what’s the matter with me. Why didn’t I see it before? Something big is happening over there, Petey. I have a feeling Patches isn’t trying to keep us out of Blue District. He’s trying to keep us here.”

      Petey smiled. “This dame’s your friend, right?”

      I nodded. “She is, Petey. As good as a dog or cat could ever have.”

      “All the more reason we need to get over there, and yesterday,” he said, his face finally betraying the worry he’d been suppressing.

      Kerdy threw up her paws. “Is that not what I’ve been saying since I got here? Wow, you two really are a bit slow, aren’t you? Since your methods have failed, I have no choice. Follow me.”

      She stormed off, forcing us to a jog in order to catch up.

      “What’s the plan?” Petey asked.

      “We’re getting into Adria my way,” she said, a sly grin spreading across her face. “Hope you boys can swim.”
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      “You’re not talking about the Arc River, are you? Come on, now. What’s your game?” I asked her, tilting my head. The Arc River was a death trap, both because it killed anyone who fell into it, and because it received its fair share of those who were already dead. It’s a gangster’s dumping ground. Every criminal worth his salt has threatened to dump someone in the Arc River regularly. I couldn’t count the times I’ve been told I’d end up there, but this was a first for someone who claimed they didn’t want me dead.

      “What do you mean, my game, Trigger? Do I have to spell it out for you, like a puppy?” she asked. Her grin was gone already. Back to the angry old cat face.

      “Yes, ma’am, please. Spell it out for me, like a newborn pup. We’ve gone from being optimists to throwing ourselves into the Arc River in a matter of minutes. I’m lost,” I said.

      Petey put his paw on my shoulder. He was smiling again. Seemed Kerdy really intrigued him, like a brand new, high-difficulty puzzle for a puzzle master who’d already solved all the others a thousand times. “I think she’s saying she knows a secret or two, my friend.”

      “If I only knew a secret or two, I’d have been dead a long time ago,” Kerdy quipped.

      I sighed, pressing my face into my paws. “I’m going to regret this.”

      “Don’t worry. No one dislikes being here more than me.”

      “Not sure I’d bet with those odds,” I said.

      She ignored me, naturally.

      “We’ll need to wait until nightfall. There are small underwater tunnels that can bypass the gates, but you must swim through them. If you don’t move at a halfway decent pace, you’re going to drown.”

      Petey raised his paw.

      “Yes?” she asked, visibly bracing herself against the question.

      “I’m not sure what it’s like… out there, but in this city we don’t have much cause for swimming. Some of the wealthy own pools and have parties around them, but that’s not us.”

      Kerdy began pacing, looking down, and tapping her chin.

      Petey and I looked to one another. I’m not sure what Petey was thinking, but I half expected she was going to tell us to swim or die.

      She finally stopped pacing, tapping the rucksack on her shoulder. “I have an idea. You still have to be careful, but you won’t have to swim at least.”

      “Fine. It wouldn’t be a proper day of having you around without a near-death experience or three. Since it’s going to be nightfall, how about we head over to Elly’s for a bite to eat? Seeing as how I’m basically broke, let’s make it a light one.”

      Kerdy didn’t protest the suggestion, and Petey looked downright pleased about it, which was to be expected of Petey.

      “After you. We should have just enough time,” he said.

      We walked quietly all the way back to Elly’s, without a word. We all had our own stake in this, with a lot of overlap. I never was one to work with partners, but it seemed I was doing it more and more these days, and I kept finding myself in situations I’d never make it out of without someone watching my back. I guess you could say it was growing on me… almost. Even with the added risk, I think I still preferred working alone.

      A spunky young feline dame greeted us as we approached, but it wasn’t Elly. “Heya. Table for three?”

      I nodded. “You’re paying, right Kerdy?” I asked, looking over to her.

      Petey enjoyed the joke.

      Kerdy did not.

      I held up my paws. “Ugh, right… Table for three. I’m paying. Guess I’ll scrape it out from under my mattress. Sheesh.”

      The waitress grinned, but seemed to be uneasy about Kerdy, judging by the nervous glances. I guess that just meant she was smart.

      “I’ll get a few coffees for you. Have a look at the menus. The special today is grilled tuna.”

      I could’ve sworn I saw Kerdy twitch… or maybe not. No, I’m sure of it. So much for the indifference.

      “What do you think, Petey? Three specials?” I asked.

      Petey nodded with enthusiasm. “Trigger, you’re the best pal a dog could ever ask for, you know that? You’ve got a heart of solid gold.”

      “You might be exaggerating,” I said, looking back to the waitress. “Three specials it is.”

      She smiled and disappeared into the diner as we sat down at the outdoor table.

      I opened my mouth to speak, but glanced a cat at the table beside us reading this morning’s paper. I only meant to pass a quick glance at the headline, and promptly forget it, coming from that pile of trash that calls itself a newspaper, but not this time.

      No way…

      I jumped up from the table and snatched the paper from the cat’s paws.

      “Hey!” he said, jumping to his feet.

      “Sorry, I’ll give it right back,” I said, not even waiting for his response, running over and slamming it onto our table. “Petey… you have to look at this. Now.”

      Petey stared at it for a moment, blankly, and for a moment I thought he didn’t see it or didn’t understand what he was seeing. Kerdy lifted one paw slowly to her forehead, sighing and shaking her head.

      Finally, Petey spoke up. “I can’t stomach to read this, Trigger. Just summarize it for me,” he said, turning his head away.

      I held the paper up and skimmed the front-page article. “Yesterday the mayor removed the Adria District elected representative, had him arrested on corruption charges, and temporarily replaced him with… Saint, until the next election. I just can’t believe this. This can’t be real. How is this happening? We cut off an enormous source of funding for them, tarnished their reputation with a scandal, and what? We made them more powerful, somehow? I’ve never even heard of something like this.”

      “Me neither,” Petey said, almost whispering. “I think you know what this means, Trigger.”

      I sighed, reaching the paper back to the cat who was standing behind me with his paws on his hips. “Thanks,” I said, before turning back to Petey. “It means we missed an entire layer to this. It means this goes so much deeper than we thought. It means Saint isn’t just a Mr. B copycat anymore. He’s a far worse replacement. There won’t be an option to just pay the protection money and be left alone anymore. Not for dogs.”

      As we were talking, the waitress came back out to the table and sat down our coffee and tuna. Kerdy dug in with surprising speed. She shoveled huge mouthfuls, barely chewing, and chased them down with coffee that was entirely too hot for chasing down food.

      “I’m glad you enjoy our special, ma’am. Let me know if any of you need anything else.”

      “Two more, please,” I said, quickly realizing why Kerdy must be sucking down food like that.

      The waitress nodded and left, taking our menus.

      Kerdy eyed me for a moment and hesitated. “Thank you…” she said.

      “When’s the last time you ate?” I asked.

      “Not since I arrived. Thus is my urgency to resolve this matter. It sounds like the two of you are reaching a similar predicament.”

      Petey shook his head. “No, not reaching it. Already past it and just now realizing it, is more like it. We’re so in over our head here that it isn’t funny.”

      “I never thought it was funny in the first place,” Kerdy added, coldly.

      “It’s an expression,” I said. “We didn’t either. This changes things.”

      “How? It changes nothing,” she said.

      “She’s right,” Petey said, after taking the first bite of his tuna. “Our goal is the same, but we’d best get to our Adria allies quick, Trigger. That means Rick, Sugarplum, and of course, Buddy, assuming his paws aren’t already tied. If the mayor made this decision, regardless of the reason, Patches won’t be able to do a thing all the way over in Blue District HQ.”

      “That, and even though Adria District has the best hospital in the city, that’s still delivering Harvey into the backyard of the cats that just tried to kill him. Who’s saying they won’t just off him when he goes to sleep?”

      The waitress came back out and delivered the additional two tunas, and I realized I hadn’t even taken the first bite of mine yet. I quickly dug in, while Kerdy started right away on her second serving. Even half-starving, I’m surprised anyone could eat faster than Petey.

      “Alright, so we get to Buddy first. We’ll see how much he can help us. If possible, we’ll get him to post security for us at the hospital, at least. Rick and Sugarplum both have a lot of private security, and they’re both familiar with our problems with Saint. Still, we’ll see how much help they can give us,” I said, then hurried to catch up with Kerdy on my tuna. She was already most of the way through her third.

      After finishing her last bite, she leaned back in her chair and patted her stomach. “I should smuggle Elly out of the city and make her our chef.”

      “That would be kidnapping, ma’am,” Petey said with a grin.

      “But understandable,” I added.

      Kerdy stood up and took one last drink of her coffee before setting it down on the table and walking away.

      I rushed to slide my payment under the edge of my plate with a more generous tip than I’d originally planned on leaving. Obviously Kerdy wouldn’t wait.

      We caught up and spent the better part of the next hour following her along the edge of the river.

      She stopped and tapped the railing, pointing to a small scratch.

      “You marked it with a little thing like that? Going to wager our lives on this not being some different scratch?” I asked.

      “Relax. I’m only wagering mine at this point. Besides, I’d wager yours for a lot less.”

      “Oh, har har har. So, what’s your plan to get two dogs, who can’t swim, across? You never said.”

      She removed her ruck sack and shoved it into my chest. “Hold this.” She began digging through it as I held it, and pulled out a long, rolled up rope. “I’m going to tie this along the length of the tunnel. You’ll hold your breath, go under, and pull yourself the distance. Then I’ll collect Petey and do the same.”

      “That’s still not going to be easy,” Petey said.

      Kerdy clenched her teeth. “It’s not supposed to be easy, it’s supposed to be possible. What am I, your maid? You have three choices: You can stay here, you can pull yourself across, or you can drown.”

      Petey held up his paws. “Alright, fair point. What do you think, Trigger? You up for it?”

      Before I could answer, Kerdy leaped over the rail with the rope slung over her shoulder, expertly scaling down the wall, making her way toward what I assumed was our underwater ticket to Adria.

      “Looks like we’ve got no choice, Petey.”

      He shuddered. “Guess we’re doing this.”

      A few minutes later, Kerdy popped up over the rail, soaked from head to toe.

      “Alright, Trigger, your turn.”

      I’m not sure what scared me more. The strong possibility of drowning, or her grin.
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      I held onto Kerdy’s arm, and we jumped together, a little above where the rope had been tied so we’d be washed down to it. I trusted Kerdy, who knows why, but this was still one of the most unnerving things I’d ever done. I took a deep breath on the way down, and we smacked the water hard. Before I’d even gathered my bearings, Kerdy had already grabbed the rope and was guiding my paws to it. I could barely see anything, but at least the rope was easy enough to follow. No feeling quite like being underwater, not being able to breathe, and not knowing where you’re going or how far it is. Kerdy’s constant pushing behind me was a reminder that a dog can’t hold his breath forever. And despite her grim disposition, she really didn’t want me to go drowning.

      Once I reached the small tunnel, things were slightly easier. I could grip the rope better without the constant assault of the river, threatening to pull me under and leave my dead body in the forgotten pages of history. Even Kerdy, apparently an expert swimmer, wouldn’t be able to save me if I lost my grip on this rope.

      At last, we reached the river on the opposite side, and I knew it couldn’t be much further. I felt as though I might pass out if I couldn’t get above the water quickly, but I was still too deep under to get my head out. The panic was setting in, but Kerdy’s pushing kept me focused. Made me think of all the poor fools that crossed the mob. Poor fools like me, but with even less luck, if such a thing is possible. What a lousy way to die this would be.

      Kerdy pulled me up, guided one of my feet onto the ledge, and one of my paws up to the wall below the rail. I inhaled some of the best air I’d tasted in my entire life. Kerdy barely seemed winded, as if she’d just taken a five-minute stroll down the street. On this side, the rope continued up the wall, knotted in short enough intervals for me to reach with my feet and climb up easily.

      “I’m going back for Petey. Stay put once you reach the top,” she said, dropping off the railing back into the water, disappearing beneath.

      I had no idea where we were, relative to where we started on the Black District side, and it was all too quiet. By the time I made it to the top, the combination of the trip through the tunnel and the climb up the road sent me spilling over the rail above and into an unfamiliar back street. Thankfully, there wasn’t a soul around.

      Or so I thought.

      As I stood bent over, my paws resting on my legs trying to catch my breath, I felt a tap on my shoulder. As I turned around, I saw two cats standing there, one black and one gray. Unfortunately, I didn’t recognize either of them, but they both seemed to recognize me. In my line of work, that’s the worst combination you could ever hope for. It meant the time would soon come for speed, either as quick thinking, or a quick death… or quick feet. But I couldn’t exactly run. Then Kerdy and Petey wouldn’t have any idea where I went. Then I really wouldn’t have a chance.

      “Nice night, fellas. I’m just out fishing,” I lied, with a smile on my face.

      They looked between one another, an expression of genuine surprise on their faces.

      “But there ain’t no fish in Arc River,” the gray one said, as though he really thought I’d meant it. Maybe he did. Wow, did I ever hope he did.

      “You don’t know that,” I said. “You ever tried to fish in this part of the river?”

      They shared another look, but the gray cat was more interested in continuing the conversation.

      “Everybody knows they ain’t no fish in Arc River. Besides, how do we know you’re telling the truth anyway? We’re out here looking for a Chihuahua what ought to look just like you.”

      The black cat shot him a glare. “You’re kidding. He looks just like him because he’s him, you idiot. Where do you suppose he came from just now?”

      “I dunno. How do you know he wasn’t fishing, hmm? Can you prove it, if you’re so smart Mr. Smarty Pants? You think you know everything,” he shot back.

      Good. Yes. Keep talking. Just a little longer. I cannot even believe this is working.

      “Were you dropped on your head as a kitten… from the top of a tall building?” the black cat asked him. “He doesn’t even have a fishing pole! Besides, you said it yourself, there aren’t even any fish in this part of Arc River.”

      The light bulb finally went off in the gray cat’s mind, his mouth opening in a wide expression of shock. “Hey, you really ain’t got a fishing pole, do you?”

      “You got me, but hey, I’ll give you some good information to make up for it. A dog that looked almost exactly like me just walked by this way, not even five minutes ago. I’ll bet you anything he’s the dog you’re looking for,” I said.

      “You hear that, Iggy? What do you want to bet that dog he saw’s our dog?” the gray cat said to the black cat, apparently Iggy.

      Iggy stood, staring at him, completely dumbfounded. “I should’ve come by myself.”

      “Besides,” I continued. “That Detective Trigger is far, far, faaaaar too handsome to be me. Look, I’ve even got both eyes. Everybody knows that dog’s only got one.”

      “Well, he does have a point there, Trigger only has one eye, and he’s got… what? Why are you looking at me like that, Iggy?”

      Iggy didn’t answer, just pointed to my eyes. The gray cat looked to me, and back to Iggy again, not understanding.

      “Good eye, Joe. One good eye, not one eye.”

      “What’s the difference?” Joe asked.

      Iggy just rubbed his face with his paw. “Look, this is obviously the guy. You’re here because you’re a lot better fighter than me and the boss didn’t want to take any chances on him getting away, so why don’t you muscle on up to the guy, and grab him? We’ve got other things to do, remember?”

      When Joe turned around, I wasted no time socking him in the jaw. Wow, that really hurt my paw. Now I knew why this guy was so dumb. His mother must’ve poured out his brains and replaced them with concrete.

      Without flinching, he countered with a left hook to my jaw. Even though I tried to dodge backward, he extended his arm the precise length necessary to compensate. Just my luck. The cat was an absolute moron in conversation, but a scientist in a scuffle. I dropped to one knee, seeing stars. As I got my bearings, I tried to stand, but a swift kick to the gut cut my rise short. I fell onto my back, clutching my stomach. All my ribs were intact, but he’d taken every bit of the wind out of my lungs.

      I heard a whistle, and Joe and I both looked toward the rails. As Joe turned, Kerdy dove off the rails and used the momentum to deliver a punch to the side of the cat’s face. Now it was his turn to see stars. How in the world could a cat as small as Kerdy hit like a big dumb brute like Joe? No… I just hit him, and he didn’t even feel it.

      He grabbed for her shoulders, and she brought up her paws, sending his arms falling uselessly by her shoulders without grabbing them. She headbutt him right in the nose, and as he was staggering back, threw both paws out and struck him on each side of the neck. That look on his face now, I recognized well. Joe here’s never been hit like that in his life. He was scared out of his wits. Maybe he should be.

      Petey emerged from the other side of the rail now, not with nearly the grace, falling over into the street in a similar fashion I had, but he’d heard enough to know what was going on. He reached into his pocket as he jumped to his feet, coughing, pulling out his badge and holding it up to Iggy, who seemed to contemplate whether what he was seeing happen to Joe was even real, barely noticing Petey at all.

      “A…” Petey coughed. “ACPD, put your paws on top of your head!” He pulled out and extended his baton with his other paw.

      “Wait, ACPD… and the private detective? And that must be the other outsider he warned us about…” Iggy muttered to himself and seemed to conclude that running was the best option.

      Despite being worn out from the trip across, Petey caught him before he made it five steps, and had him on the ground, struggling. By now I could make it to my feet and rushed over to help him, delivering a swift kick to the side of the cat’s head as he tried to make it to his feet. Petey used the time to get one of his paws cuffed, and we dragged him over to the rail, cuffing the other link to the cold steel. He wasn’t going anywhere now.

      I turned around to help Kerdy, only to find the huge cat out cold at her feet. Although she’d swam the same trip we made with the help of the rope no less than six times, scaled the walls multiple times, and beat this massive muscle-head unconscious, she was still barely winded.

      I doubled over again, doing my best to catch my breath. “What is this, just a regular Tuesday for you?” I asked Kerdy.

      “As long as I’m tagging along with you, it seems. Time to make Cat Meat here talk,” she said, cracking her knuckles. She took a step toward him, punching him hard in the side of the face. He was dazed, and nearly went unconscious. “Where is Saul?”

      “S-Saul? I… don’t—”

      She slapped him hard again.

      “Hey, Kerdy…” I said, quietly. “We’re not the bad guys here. Let’s not kill the guy, huh?”

      She glared at me before punching him again. “You said ‘other outsider he warned us about’. I heard you. That means you know about Saul, and it means Saul warned you about me. It also means he must have told you what I’d do to you if I caught you, in order to bring him back.”

      Iggy laughed, spitting blood onto the ground. “You’re in over your head, kitty cat. You all are. Saint’s got this placed locked down so tight you’d have a better chance of surviving if you jumped back into the river over there. You think you’re cold, kitty cat? You think you’re ruthless? You’re nothing. Maybe you’ll kill me. If I talk, Saint will make me wish I was dead.”

      “We can take you into protective custody. We can keep you safe, in exchange for information and your testimony if we can get this into court,” Petey said.

      Iggy laughed again, even louder this time.

      “You’re nearly as slow as Joe over there, officer. Things are going back to how they were. The ACPD works for Saint. He controls this district, and soon it’ll be the city. It’s already happened, you just haven’t caught up yet. The ACPD isn’t your friend anymore, heroes. You’re on your own. Once Saint chews you up and spits you out, there won’t be any heroes left. He won’t make the same mistakes Mr. B did, and he won’t have the same soft spots. Mr. B is maybe the only one in this entire city who could stand up to Saint, but he’s locked away in prison, and Saint’s going to make sure now that he never sees the light of day again.”

      Footsteps echoed from behind us. Several.

      “That’s the ACPD, I’m sure, here to clean up. Why not stay and catch up with your pals, officer?” Iggy asked with a cruel grin spread across his face.

      Petey looked down at his feet, then to me, considering it for a moment.

      I put my paw on his arm. “We gotta go, Pal. Sorry…”

      Petey shook his head. “Me too, Trigger… Me too.”

      Kerdy delivered another right hook to his face, knocking him out cold.

      “Time to go,” she said.
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      “ACPD. Show yourselves!” a voice called out, getting closer.

      I grabbed Petey by the arm to pull him along, but he didn’t budge.

      “Petey, what are you doing? You heard him, we have to go,” I said.

      Petey shook his head. “Sorry Trigger, but I have to see Buddy. You and Kerdy can’t take the risk, but I can. This is where we part ways, pal. Trust me on this one. We’ll meet again soon.”

      It’s not that I didn’t trust him. It just felt too dangerous. It felt way too much like saying our goodbyes.

      I nodded. “Soon, then.”

      “Time’s up,” Kerdy said, grabbing my arm. “Good luck, Petey.”

      With that, Kerdy pulled me along, hiding us around the corner not far away.

      “Why did you stop?” I whispered.

      No answer, but I could venture a guess from the look on her face. Was she actually worried for Petey?

      “You know, if you’re worried, you could just say so. I know I am,” I said.

      “Shut up, and listen,” she said, pointing toward the area we just left, and putting her other paw up to her mouth and making a zipping motion.

      I made the same zipping motion.

      “Put your paws where we can see them!” an unfamiliar voice shouted orders.

      “Relax, boys. I’m BDPD. See, badge,” Petey said. “I was here to check on a dog that was a victim of an unusual attack the other day. I’m not used to this place, so I got lost and jumped by these cats. Some upstanding citizens helped me, but they ran off before I could get the info. But, since you boys are here, the hospital can wait a bit. I need to check in with Colonel Buddy and compare some notes.”

      There was a brief silence before the unfamiliar voice spoke up again. “Colonel Rosco has demoted him to desk duty, Petey. Look, go. It may cost me my badge or worse, but I’m going to take you back to Black District and you need to get ready. There’s a hostile takeover here in Adria District’s division, but so far Blue can’t be touched… for now. Patches still calls the shots officially, but Saint’s closer so he’s already running the show.”

      Colonel Rosco? I don’t know an officer by that name, and Buddy never mentioned him. Almost guaranteed to be a stooge for Saint. How much was Patches playing along to keep the peace and buy time, and how much was he just rolling over and showing his belly? Wait a minute, the ban on allowing us through the gate! Why didn’t I get it before?

      “So, Patches blocked me from entering to protect me… I should have guessed. Thanks for the save, gentlemen,” Petey said, before raising his voice. “It’s a shame I couldn’t have warned anyone else coming here of the same thing.”

      “Yeah, I guess. Keep your voice down. You can always warn them when you get back. Gavin, Rhodes, arrest these two cats. We’ll say we didn’t realize they were Saint’s boys and let them go in the morning, when our comrade here is safely back in Black District.”

      Kerdy nudged me, and we continued on our way, putting much more distance between ourselves and the ACPD before talking.

      “So, we can’t trust the ACPD here, which means we basically can’t trust anyone.”

      “Think they’re going to kill your friend, Harvey?” she asked, a bit too candidly.

      I considered it for a moment. In fact, I’d been considering it since I found out he’d been transferred to Adria. I understand Rick set everything up, but Saint could have prevented it. He must be aware. So that could only mean…

      “No,” I said.

      “No?” Kerdy asked, with obvious skepticism.

      “He’s too valuable alive in his current condition, because he’s my friend, and because of how vulnerable he is. Saint wants me to know that he could off him at any time, the moment I misbehave. Saint’s going to stay out of the way of the doctors keeping him alive, because now he wants him that way. As a bonus, he gets Rick’s compliance. I don’t know what promises Rick made him already, just to get Harvey into Adria.”

      She sighed, pressing her paw against her forehead. “So, your friend Rick has been compromised, then. There goes another ally.”

      “Not a chance. No one loves this city more than Rick. Not Patches, not Petey, and definitely not me. He’s given more than anyone to make it safe, and he’s never taken even the tiniest amount of credit. There’s no one we can trust more than Rick.”

      “Well, that’s quite an endorsement. I guess I’ll have to take your word for it. I have someone here that we can talk to also, but I wouldn’t call him a friend. In fact, all of this is probably good for business, so we need not be in any hurry to see him.”

      “We should see Rick first, I think. Then Sugarplum. Sugarplum is the heiress of the previous criminal empire, turned legit. No one in this city has more money and power, even though she’s chosen not to use it. Saint will be too afraid to touch her. Whoever his rich donor is, they won’t hold a candle to Sugarplum.”

      She nodded. “First to Rick, then Sugarplum, and then to the information broker.”

      My eyes went wide. “Woah, hold on a minute. You know the information broker here? I’ve heard of him. He only talks to big shot criminals. How in the world do you know a cat like that?”

      “He’s not a cat. He’s a dog. A Boxer dog by the name of Max. You’ll… well, let’s just say you’d never in a million years guess that he was the information broker. It won’t be easy to get him to open up in front of you, either. You should think of a secret that only you know, that he’ll find valuable, just in case he requires it. If he doesn’t, consider it anyway. You could always use it to buy information.”

      “Not sure what I’d use. I take client privacy seriously.”

      “Doesn’t have to be about a client. It can be about an enemy, too. That makes things even better, right? Two birds with one stone,” she said, patting me on the shoulder. “For now, let’s just catch ourselves a quick nap here. We’ll take two-hour shifts. I’ll take the first one.”

      “What, you mean right here in this alley? Ever heard of a motel?”

      “Ever heard of getting your throat cut in your sleep?” she growled.

      “Fine, you’ve made your point,” I said, sitting against the damp wall.

      Poor sleep was better than no sleep, I suppose.

      I sat for a few minutes, and my mind drifted back to a conversation I once had with Kerdy in her apartment, and I asked her if it was true that there were monsters outside the city, as I’d once heard as a pup. Her answer always bothered me, and I’d hoped for another chance like this.

      “Hey, Kerdy. Mind if I ask you something?”

      “I’m going to regret saying ‘yes’, aren’t I?”

      “You might. You once told me that the monsters outside the city were real, but you played it off like a joke. I could tell it got under your skin that I’d asked, so—”

      “So, you thought it would be a great idea to ask me the same question again, right? I had a feeling I’d regret agreeing,” she snapped.

      “Alright, I got it. Sorry I asked. You could just say you don’t feel like talking about it, you know. I can’t force you to.”

      She sighed and sat quietly for another few minutes.

      “I suppose I can see why you’d be curious about it, and I’ve already revealed things to you about my people. Fine, since you’re helping me, I suppose it wouldn’t hurt to tell you.”

      I nodded, doing my best to contain the excitement. Of all the mysteries I could ever pursue, the secrets of the world outside the city were the best kept. We weren’t even able to leave, except for very few exceptions, like Rick visiting the agricultural village to buy supplies. Then there were the rumors that the city’s cats came from the outside originally. That this city was once all dogs. I had to keep it together and find the opportunities where they presented themselves. If I fired off question after question, Kerdy would just get irritated and would stop answering them altogether.

      “Long ago…” she started, but seemed to get stuck at the very beginning of the story, as though she wasn’t sure the right place to start. She took a deep breath and sat silent for another few minutes. I didn’t dare prod. Just sat quietly, looking at her, waiting for her to be ready to continue.

      “There was a time when humans walked this world. They were here for a very, very long time. They started out not unlike the dumb animals we harvest for food, but slowly they learned to use tools, and built shelters, and eventually great civilizations, scientific breakthroughs, governments… cities, like this one.”

      “Wait a minute. You’re telling me humans were real? That’s… really?”

      Kerdy simply nodded. “Oh yes, they were very real, but enough about them… There came a time when their power reached a level that made them nearly gods, and through their pride they made many mistakes. One of these was the monsters… machines, except the machines didn’t care. Long after the humans stopped controlling them, they kept creating more of themselves, gathering their own resources, and hunting us relentlessly. Why, I can’t say. The reason has been lost to history, and it’s been so long that no one alive remembers when or how it started.”

      I rubbed my paws against my cheeks. “Sorry, this is a lot to take in. Humans are real, and made these monsters that attack us, but why have I never seen them?”

      “Were real. No one has seen a human in ages. A story once told to me is that once they left this planet in ruin, and they fled to another. Others say they went extinct hundreds of years ago. As for why you never seen the monsters, that would be because we’ve never allowed one to make it past us. We’ve positioned our home between the city and them, directly in their path, and we fight them when they appear.”

      “So, the cats outside the city kept us safe from monsters we never even knew existed, and when they showed up, as a way of showing our gratitude we treated them as second-class citizens and kept them in a constant state of poverty…”

      She grinned, finding some humor in the fact, for reasons I didn’t quite understand. “Pretty much.”

      “And you’re not bitter about that?” I asked.

      “Why would I be? It’s not my duty to be bitter. It’s my duty to lead my people to a better future and eventually destroy the machines. What good would it do me to be bitter? My people have done their fair share of bad things and made their fair share of mistakes. Dogs don’t own mistakes and evil, you know. It’s there for any living creature, whispering to them always.”

      “Maybe you’re not bitter, but I’ll bet others are, and I bet those others find a vengeful cat like Saint very appealing. Bitter cats like Saul, I’m guessing, play right into his message.”

      Her eyes widened, and she stared at me for a moment.

      “You know, in that hard, mostly empty head of yours, you really have your moments of startling brilliance.”

      “Careful giving compliments. You might hurt yourself,” I snapped back.

      To my surprise, she laughed. A real, honest-to-goodness laugh from Kerdy. Tonight just kept getting harder and harder to believe.

      “Get some sleep, Trigger. We’re just getting started.”

      There were other questions I wanted to ask, but despite my best effort to stay awake, I wasn’t able to.

      I fell into a deep sleep.
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      Thankfully, the rest of the night was uneventful, even if we smelled like alley garbage and mildew, and were now on our way to one of the classiest buildings in the city.

      Rick made it easy for me to come in and see him. Everyone there recognized me, and in no time we’d made it up to the lobby outside his office. Ten minutes later, we were being called inside by the receptionist. I closed the door behind us, and we sat down in front of Rick, who was sporting an enormous grin that defied the circumstances.

      “Well, Trigger, I had a feeling I’d be seeing you. All signs point to how crazy it would be to come here, but I knew it. Sorry to disappoint you, but it’s going to be a little harder to save the day this time.”

      He’d gotten a little grayer in the face since the last time I saw him, and I could see his cane propped against his desk. I guess when he said he was as healthy as he was ever going to be, he was right.

      “How’s Harvey?” I asked.

      Rick sighed. “He’s doing… alright. He’s got a long recovery ahead of him if he pulls through this, but with every day that passes the doctors are more and more confident that he’s going to pull through. Now? They’re thinking he should wake up within a few days. He had his last major surgery last night, and it looks like everything’s pinned to everything it should be, and every other part is in the right place, turned the right way, and so on. I know. He’ll pull through, and Saint hasn’t made a single move to prevent the doctors from fixing him up.”

      I raised a paw. “I suspect that’s my fault. Saint wants to keep using him as a threat.”

      He nodded. “Yes, that’s what I thought as well. I thought I’d have a fight on my paws convincing Saint to let him be treated here, but it’s all been quiet. Makes sense.” He looked to Kerdy. “Who’s your friend here?”

      “Oh, that’s—” I started.

      “We’re not friends,” she said, cutting me off. “I’ve hired him to help me find someone here.”

      “You mind if I tell him, Kerdy?” I asked.

      She shook her head. “If he’s as great as you say he is, and you think he can help us find Saul, I couldn’t care less. Tell him everything.”

      “Great… well, they’re from the outside, Rick. And by outside, I mean the city. One of them smuggled in a powerful weapon and attacked Harvey with it.”

      Rick furrowed his brow. “Sure, I’ve met some cats in the agricultural village. I buy fish and fruit from them. But ever since the surge of immigration we had when so many cats flooded the city all those years ago, we’ve not even had so much as a visit since then. So, it’s not just Kerdy here, it’s this Saul character too?”

      I nodded. “Right. You can imagine, with their advanced technology, that having one of their soldiers run amok in the city would be such a bad thing. Kerdy is here hunting Saul, to bring him, and his weapon back.”

      “It’s not his weapon,” Kerdy corrected. “No… sorry, that’s irrelevant.”

      Rick clasped his paws together and propped his elbows on his desk with a loud sigh. “When I was there, the pinnacle of their technology seemed to be shovels and rakes. I enjoyed the difference in scenery from the stuffy buildings of the city, but I saw nothing that would make me think ‘advanced society’ there at all.”

      “That village was set up specifically for dealings with the city. We needed a way to meet with some of you, and make sure the city had all the supplies it needed to survive, in exchange for things we didn’t even need. Do you think this city would still exist without the food we provide? That village is just a ruse designed to prevent a shock to you. Imagine if we rolled up in advanced transportation and brought you into an advanced facility to trade. Do you think you could go home with the same perspective? We’d be flooded with dogs and cats wanting to join us, not understanding why so many left in the first place.”

      Rick tilted his head. “And, why did so many leave in the first place?”

      “That’s…” Kerdy started but held her words back. “I don’t want to delve endlessly into history with more pressing matters at paw. There was a war, and there were too many to keep safe, so we sent many of our kittens to the city.”

      “And you didn’t intervene when the city treated them like second-class citizens?”

      “It is against our rules, which is why we took our children who wouldn’t remember, entrusting them to only a few adults who could keep our secrets,” she said.

      “That didn’t answer my question. Why didn’t you intervene and stop their poor treatment?”

      Kerdy rubbed her forehead. “You only know what they escaped to. You don’t understand what they escaped from. This city was still a kindness to them, and we were confident that the city would progress and deal with this problem on it’s on. Which, it has.”

      “Had,” I said. “Some cats know how to hold grudges and are looking to settle the score. The wounds are still fresh. I can’t say I blame them. I’ve been known to hold a grudge myself.”

      “Like Saint. Like Saul,” Rick said. “If you’d walked into my office, I wouldn’t have trusted you, Kerdy. Your story is too hard to swallow. But… Trigger trusts you, and I trust him. I will trust you. However, the two of you are going about this the wrong way.”

      Silence for a moment. Were we?

      “I can promise you, I’m going about this exactly the way I intend to. It’s a simple matter for me. I’m here to retrieve Saul and the weapon he stole and bring him back to our people to face justice. Your city’s affairs are your problem. I won’t get involved.”

      Rick grinned. “Hate to break it to you, but you’re already involved. Besides, didn’t you say you hired Trigger to track this cat down for you? If it’s his problem, it’s your problem. Saint and Saul are one and the same, especially considering it was your weapon that nearly killed Harvey.”

      Kerdy’s eyes widened. “Clever. With only a few scrap details, you put that together. I see that I’ve underestimated the dogs here yet again, at least where the detective’s friends are concerned. I will hear your advice.”

      Wow. Was this the same Kerdy? It was probably more of a testament to Rick’s charisma than Kerdy’s open mind, if we’re being honest.

      “Thank you. Saint isn’t the one you need to be going after now, Trigger. Had you ever even heard of Saint until recently?”

      “No,” I replied. “What’s your point? I really have a hard time believing he isn’t exactly the one we should go after.”

      Rick shook his head. “Saint is being elevated beyond anything that should ever happen naturally, and far more than even that pile of bank cash could take him. He has a backer here, and they must be in Adria. We need to know who that is, or we’re going to fail again. This was our mistake last time. We assumed he only had one major stream of funding, and we assumed we knew where it came from. We were wrong, and it cost us everything. It made him even more powerful. If we make another mistake going after him, it will probably be our last. Our opportunities dwindle as his power increases. I waited years for a chance at Mr. B, and we only took him out because we caught him by complete surprise. We’ve already lost that chance with Saint. We’re close to the point of no return. We have to deal him a crippling blow this time.”

      I leaned back in my chair, a sick feeling hitting my stomach. I really hadn’t accepted how serious this was and hearing him explain it was basically force-feeding that truth to me. Mr. B really was in a unique situation. By the time he realized what we were doing, it was almost too late. When he finally tried to have me killed, I got lucky. Saint knows I’m hard to kill, so he’s taking an even more effective approach that even Mr. B wouldn’t stoop to. Hurting my friends.

      “But how do we find out something like that? There are probably less than a dozen in the whole city who could know who it is, and that’s being generous. The only two we can be sure knows it, is Saint and his backer.”

      “The broker will know. I can take us to him,” Kerdy said.

      Rick grinned, tapping his chin. “You’re telling me you know the broker? For someone who insists on not getting involved here, you seem to be pretty deeply involved already. I’ve only ever met with the broker through proxy, like basically everyone else. I doubt even Saint knows his identity. What are you going to offer him?”

      “He owed me a personal debt, but that’s already been repaid. I don’t know what I can offer him. I could offer him some of my people’s history, something completely unknown to anyone in the city,” she said.

      Rick shook his head. “Won’t work. He only wants information that can be traded inside the city for equal or greater secrets. It’s how he stays so powerful here. He has dirt on everyone and is always accumulating better and better dirt to trade up to what he doesn’t already have. What we’re asking for is a secret that could take down someone who is well on his way to becoming the most powerful cat in the city. Do either of you have something of equal value to trade?”

      I didn’t, and neither did Kerdy. Kerdy knew things beyond what any of us would ever know, but Rick was right. None of it would be valuable to the information broker. He wanted to know about secret relationships, business dealings, alliances, and… secret identities.

      Rick had been watching my face closely. “Have you figured it out yet, Trigger?”

      “No,” I said, with ice in my voice.

      “No, you haven’t figured it out or no—”

      “You heard me,” I said. “We’ll find another way.”

      “There’s a secret that only you know. The true identity of the most infamous master thief in the city, who never failed a heist, and never got caught, not even once. He stole everything of value Mr. B desired. Saint thinks about this often, I’m certain. If you’re the broker, consider what that information would mean. He could hedge his bets completely. It’s one of the few secrets that would make him part with Saint’s backer, because Saint himself would pay dearly for it. The broker could demand a high price from him, securing his foothold in Saint’s new Arc City. If the information leads to Saint being taken down, it won’t make any difference to him.”

      “There’s always another way, Rick.”

      He shook his head. “Sometimes there isn’t, Trigger.”

      We looked each other in the eye, and I knew I wouldn’t win this one, no matter how badly I wanted to. Rick was determined, and even more… he was right. Once again it was Rick who would sacrifice everything to save the city, while everyone else got the credit. He was a legend in this city, and no one even knew it.

      “Alright…” I said.

      I looked over to find Kerdy’s expression to be one of sympathy. She’d figured it out by now, too. I guess our conversation made it obvious.

      “With your word I can arrange a meeting, but we must be careful. His previous debt to me has been repaid, and he won’t be happy that you’re there, at least until he hears what you have to offer him.”

      “Well, that’ll make two of us.” I turned back to Rick. His smile and nod only made this feel more rotten.

      He got up, grabbed his cane, walking over to his safe in the back of the room and retrieving a small box, long and narrow. “The broker will request proof of such a big claim. This is purely sentimental. It wouldn’t mean anything to most, but it will to him. Good luck, Trigger. Oh, and one more thing: Trust your friends.”

      I looked back to Kerdy, hesitating for a moment longer.

      “Arrange the meeting,” I said.
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      It felt strange taking back alleys everywhere I went. I didn’t know them at all, but Kerdy seemed to know them well, especially for someone that doesn’t even live here.

      “So, how do you arrange a meeting with an ominous figure like the broker? Leave a note in a storm drain on the sixth hour of the thirteenth night of the month, under a new moon… after the twelfth raindrop falls from the night sky?” I asked, preparing myself for Kerdy’s sharp reply.

      Kerdy glared, but then stopped and tapped her chin. “You know, why bother with all the formality? Let’s just show up where he works. He’ll really love that.”

      “Wait, are you serious? Where does he work?”

      “Let’s keep walking. Let’s see if you can guess,” she said.

      We kept walking for quite a while, and I wracked my brain thinking of all the professions an urban legend like the information broker might have, knowing that even by thinking of it I could probably disqualify it as a proper guess. At least, based on what Kerdy said.

      “I always just assumed he’d be in some underground den that was always foggy, surrounded by beautiful dames and Pit Bulls with muscles on their muscles. Then again… I guess I thought the same thing about Mr. B. He was always right under everyone’s nose until he got too big to keep doing things in person. Then, he got smart and started sending someone else to conduct even the most trivial business on his behalf. No one even saw him, and by the time they figured out where he was, he had already long moved somewhere else. Out of paranoia, I imagine, because it’s not like anyone could touch him.”

      “Oh, really now?” Kerdy asked, sarcasm dripping from her tongue.

      “Without the element of surprise, and a lot of good luck, he’d still be running the city to this day. He just ran out of lives, I guess. By the way, where did that expression come from, about cats having nine lives?”

      Kerdy only sighed and kept walking.

      “Right… back to the guessing. Rick, being who he is, has the benefit of a disguise. The broker doesn’t sound much different. Rick wanted to benefit from being in the inner circle of the upper class but appearing disinterested in that life. He knew about all the big business deals, and what the big shots were trying to do to impress Mr. B, gifts they’d given him, and so forth. If I were an information broker, I think I’d work… at the Arc Daily.”

      Kerdy halted, causing me to walk into her back, sending us both stumbling a few steps forward. She turned around and glared at me coldly.

      “Say that again,” she said, her eyes wide.

      I glared right back. “Oh, come on. I know the guess wasn’t that stupid.”

      “Say it again,” she insisted.

      “The… Arc Daily?” I repeated, tilting my head.

      She burst out laughing, which was almost frightening coming from Kerdy.

      “Unbelievable. I’ve thought all along that you were some kind of lucky moron that had a knack for stumbling into situations you clearly didn’t belong in, but maybe you’re not a complete idiot after all. I’m impressed,” she said.

      I furrowed my brow. “Wow, thanks. That must be the what… third compliment you’ve given someone in your entire life. Keep practicing, and one day they might even sound genuine.”

      “That’s because it was more of an observation than a compliment.”

      “So, the broker really works at the Arc Daily, and we’re just going to… show up and start talking to them?”

      “Do you really think this dog got to be who he is if he can’t handle a surprise or two turning up on his doorstep?” she asked.

      I shrugged and motioned for us to continue walking. Him being able to handle it wasn’t my concern. It was how he handled it. We were talking about a dog who rubbed shoulders with the most dangerous the city had to offer and was enough of a threat to all of them that they let him live. A dog like this could call favors from anywhere and blackmail half the residents of Adria. Would he take kindly to us barging in on his alter-ego and throwing questions at him? There was no way to know for sure, but one thing I knew without any doubt: Kerdy couldn’t care less.

      

      Arriving at the building for the Arc Daily, I suddenly realized that I’d never been inside the thing. Probably because I hated it with a burning passion. This was the home of Mr. B’s former top propaganda team, whether or not they’d admit it. They printed whatever garbage he asked them to print, with smiles on their faces, and no doubt cash in their pockets. They sent their “journalists” around to intimidate, smear, and spin anything his detractors had to say. I’d heard he bailed the paper out when they were in trouble, about to go under, and rebuilt them into a successful business. Yeah, and who says crime doesn’t pay? Especially when that crime is technically legal.

      The building itself was as unimposing as it needed to be. There was nothing that shouted to me that these were the makers of kings, or crime lords. It was humble, unpainted stone, with many windows to see inside lining each floor. There were only about five, which because of how the building was strategically positioned, made it look even more humble, positioned between two much larger office buildings. A welcoming sign hung above the main entrance, absent of neon, written in all black lettering: Arc Daily Tribune.

      We stepped inside, and I almost felt like I was back home in Black District. All the beaming glass, gold, and marble that typically adorned the interior or every noteworthy building in Adria was notably absent here. Wooden tables and chairs in the green-carpeted lobby were well beyond their replacement date, their once lacquered finish scuffed and worn down to the bare wood in many places. The carpet was in decent shape, but had begun unraveling in many places, and had formed several humps throughout the surface, typical of old carpet.

      Then another realization hit me, hard. There was no fleet of security guards here. One older gray cat smiled and nodded at us from the door in his security uniform. But that was all. No demands to ask who we were, or who we needed to see. In fact, aside from the receptionist standing at the wide desk at the very center, no one had even looked up. Several dogs and cats were taking breaks and reviewing notes in the sun-filled lobby, and none paid us any mind, despite how out-of-place we had to look. With all the stories they’d printed about me, in particular, I half expected them to throw a microphone in my face and start asking questions the moment I set foot inside.

      Suddenly, I realized. This wasn’t modesty or humility. This was a statement of boldness in its rawest form. If you are an enemy of this paper, you’re no threat. They don’t fear your attacks or your critiques of their facility. They’re untouchable, and this is how they remind everyone that they are fearless. They wear no armor and dare anyone to attack. Of course, no one does. Not the police. Not the politicians. Not the criminal overlords. Everyone needs the paper to be someone in this city, and they knew it. To think Mr. B controlled it all. That cat really knew what he was doing.

      An elbow jab from Kerdy jarred me from my observations.

      “This isn’t a museum, Trigger. Are you almost finished mentally recording every inch of the place?”

      “You could tell, huh? Yeah, I suppose I’m finished. This is an interesting place, is all. A lot different from what I expected.”

      Kerdy ignored my comment, walking to the front desk.

      “We’re here to see Max.”

      The receptionist, a young black and white feline dame with round glasses, tilted her head with a reserved smile.

      “That slacker is where he always is. Last office in the rookie section of the first floor. Take the stairs to my left, and go all the way to the right, then take a left. His office is all the way in the back. I’ll page him to let him know you’re coming.”

      Slacker in the rookie section? You didn’t need to be an experienced detective to know that something wasn’t right. I could think of a couple of possibilities, but it was always better to learn things by seeing them for yourself if that was an option, and I was seconds from meeting him.

      We went up the stairs and it only just now occurred to me that the place didn’t even have elevators. Honest-to-goodness stairs, and no other way to go up a floor. There was no such thing as a working elevator in Black District, this was another first for my experience in the Adria District.

      At the end of the hall, Kerdy knocked on the open door, as a young Boxer sat in a torn leather chair at an old desk, reading over a stack of documents.

      He looked up, and the moment I’d been waiting for was a huge letdown. Not only did he not seem upset to see Kerdy or myself, he didn’t even seem surprised.

      “Kerdy, Trigger, it’s so good of you to stop by. Please, have a seat,” he said in a cheerful voice, pointing to the two simple chairs in front of him.

      “You… want me to close the door?” I asked, still off balance from his complete lack of irritation.

      “Because someone will hear what we’re saying? Detective, you can’t be serious.”

      “I can’t be?” I asked, tilting my head.

      He sighed and smiled, shaking his head, pointing again to the seats in front of him. I sat, as did Kerdy, but I was still curious what he thought I couldn’t be serious about.

      “Good to meet you, Max. I’m—”

      He interrupted.

      “Oh, there’s no need for that. You obviously know who I am, and I know everything there is to know about both of you. At least, what information exists in this city. Kerdy’s a rare cat, of course, being from the outside. I love the mystery, so naturally I’m never disappointed when I see her, despite the fact she always puts me in impossibly difficult situations. By the way, has she told you why I owe her?”

      “No, she hasn’t. You’re going to tell me, aren’t you?” I said, always happy to hear someone’s life story I never asked to hear…

      “When I was just a young pup — I know, you’re thinking I’m still pretty young, but we’re talking bright eyed and bushy tailed — Well, my tail isn’t bushy, but you get the point.”

      How many times can he start and restart this story? It’s a shame Rick’s never met this dog in person. They’d be best pals.

      He took a breath and continued.

      “A couple of mobsters grabbed me, after I stole some cash, and tossed me into the Arc River. I was so careful, too. I was sure no one saw me take it. It was an excellent scheme, but that’s not what’s important. I’ll get to what’s important in a minute. Anyway, so they threw me into the river, and would you believe it? There was someone down there! Pulled me to safety and brought me back up to the street after they left. You know what I learned after that?”

      “To be honest, all I learned is that your brain moves twice as fast as your mouth,” I said.

      He laughed, and I knew he would, somehow.

      “Five times as fast, more like it. But no, I found out later that the only reason they knew I stole the money is because one waitress saw me steal it, and she had no idea who any of us were. She just wanted to do the right thing! Context is important, my friend, but information? Information is King. And the one who controls information? Well, let’s just say that I found out years later one of those cats had been pocketing some money of their own, taking a little off the top of the boss’s operation. The other one felt guilty about it and dreamed of getting out of violent crime. Guess where they both are now.”

      “At the bottom of Arc River,” I said. These criminals were all too predictable.

      “Wrong!” he said, slapping his desk, grinning from ear to ear. “They both work here now. Two of my best employees. They both knew a lot of information about their previous boss, and even a bit going further up the ladder. I even learned a few things about Mr. B from them. See, Trigger. Not only can knowing the wrong things get you killed…”

      He leaned in for dramatic effect.

      “Knowing the right things can save your life.”
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      I looked to Kerdy, who was as unmoving as always, then back to him.

      “That kind of sounded like a threat to me, Max,” I said.

      “Not a threat. Just sharing some hard-earned personal wisdom. But I’m just a young dog when it comes right down to it. Ignore me. So, what brought the two of you here today? I know that neither of you are fans of small talk, though you should probably reconsider. You’d be surprised how much you can pull out of someone through small talk.”

      Is that what he’d been doing this whole time? Hoping to discern a few nuggets of information from the two of us. Come to think of it, it’s not much different from what I do when I question someone. I get an idea about their relationship with the person they’re with, how they’re feeling, whether they’re nervous, in a rush, and so on. I had a feeling Max was way better at that than I was.

      “We’d like to know who Saint’s backer is,” Kerdy said.

      He grinned. “What do you care? I thought you weren’t allowed to meddle in our affairs here in the city.”

      She shifted in her chair, already annoyed.

      “I’m after someone connected to him, but that’s my business.”

      “Saul, right? Saint’s new hitman. You know, Saint differs from Mr. B in that regard. Mr. B’s body count was greatly exaggerated, by him, to spread fear. Smart. So much smarter than Saint. He believed that there was almost always a better use for someone than killing them. Only if you were a genuine threat, did he order you dead.”

      “Wow, I’m flattered,” I said, as sarcastically as I could manage.

      “That’s right, he did order for you to be killed. He thought highly of you, detective. He expressed great pain over the choice.”

      “Did he now? I feel so bad for him. Is he going to be okay?” I asked.

      Max laughed. “Detective, you have such a… well, I’m not sure if I should even call that a sense of humor. Bitter cynicism masked by humor, let’s say.”

      “Thanks for the psychoanalysis, doc. I’m flattered, really. A big shot cat ordered me dead. I’ll mark that off my list of things I always wanted to experience in life.”

      He raised his brow. “Enough room for two check marks next to that item on the list, Trigger? Another big shot cat has put a hit out on you recently. Both of you, actually.”

      Kerdy and I exchanged glances. She was paying attention now. We were on the same wavelength. We were vulnerable in this office. For all we knew, the closed offices we passed coming here were full of goons ready to leap out and grab us when we try to leave.

      “You’re thinking you’ve walked into some kind of trap. That I’ll collect on some sort of bounty and gain favor with Saint. And what, ruin the facade of this newspaper by doing it here? I have dealings with Saint, I’ll not try to deny that, but I don’t like the cat that much. Besides, in case you haven’t noticed, I’m a dog. Part of his grand plan is to make me a slave of sorts. Of course, that wouldn’t work against me.”

      “Why not?” Kerdy asked.

      “Because I don’t officially own this paper. I’m just the underperforming rookie no one really understands why they keep around. Every big place has a few of those. The cat on the top floor? He’s one of those that threw me in the river as a pup. His name is on the business, and he’ll deal with the consequences if anything happens to this place, or to me. Some may be obvious. Others… let’s just say they’re too terrible and cruel to mention in the presence of a sweet soul like yourself, Kerdy.”

      Kerdy, unsurprisingly, didn’t find the joke funny.

      “So, will you help us?” I asked.

      “For free? I’ve already given you far too much for free, wouldn’t you say? No, I need something big if I’m going to reveal Saint’s backer. Suffice to say, bigger than either of you could possibly reveal. I will simply wish the two of you luck, because you are going to need it, and I suggest you be on your way. Someone could have spotted and recognized you on your way here, and I very much don’t want bloodshed in my building.”

      “I can arrange that whether or not anyone saw us,” Kerdy said, her eyes meeting his, cold as ice.

      “Oh ho ho, a threat? Against me? That’s not wise, Kerdy. And here I thought you and I had an understanding. I almost considered you a friend,” he said, feigning a pouting lip. Or maybe he wasn’t feigning it. I still couldn’t get a good read on this dog, but I had a feeling we were playing right into his game. The sinking feeling in my gut, which I learned never to ignore, was making itself known.

      “I must detain Saul. He’s meddling with powers that make him a god here. The weapon he’s stolen and brought with him, combined with his training as a soldier, make him far too dangerous to run loose.”

      Max shook his head, tapping his paw gently on his desk. “Regrettable. It sounds like the two of you want a two-for-one. That’s going to cost you extra, I’m afraid.”

      Kerdy stood up, taking a step forward and leaning on the edge of his desk. “Or I could extract it from your hide, the old-fashioned way. I know a thing or two about pain. Would you like me to share that information with you in exchange for what we want to know?”

      He stared at her, saying nothing, but his confidence had gone down a notch.

      “Do it, and you’ll fail for sure. Saul will have accomplished what he set out to do long before you and the ace detective here can track him down. Can you find him on your own? Perhaps you can. Trigger here has an impressive track record, but even he needs time. It will be far too late. Maybe it already is.”

      Kerdy reached over the desk and pulled him up by his shirt collar. “Then I will do it for my amusement, then. If you won’t help anyway, I suppose it won’t make a difference.”

      He smiled and began laughing, his confidence returning.

      “Please don’t wrinkle my shirt, Kerdy. You are bound by your code. Killing someone like me would change the city too much. You would have meddled in the city’s natural order, and you’ll be no different from Saul. You and I both know you are far too honorable to even consider it. Now, please, let go of my shirt and let’s move along to the negotiation.”

      For a moment, I thought maybe she wasn’t bluffing. The clenched jaw, the twitching eye, the flexed muscles in her arms. Max was playing with fire, but playing with fire was Max’s specialty. After a moment of time nearly stopping, she slowly released him. He dusted off his shirt and sat back in his chair.

      “There, now we can all be friends again. No hard feelings, of course. I understand your frustration. For both of you. He’s targeting your friends, Trigger. I know that as well. I even know who he’s going after next.”

      Now I was the one who wanted to get violent, but for once in my life I kept my composure. This dog was out of my league playing that kind of game. I had no choice but to play his game by his rules. Seems he didn’t become the information broker by accident. Now that I was getting an actual read on him, that knot in my gut was making perfect sense. This dog was to be feared. Not just by Kerdy and I, but by Saint too. By everyone.

      “His backer. We need to know who it is. It’s the only way to stop him,” I said.

      He shook his head, offering me a pitying smile. “Oh, Trigger. I fear it’s already too late for that, but yes, you’re right in a way. It would be the biggest blow you could deal to him. It would slow him down, at the very least. Maybe there’s a chance he could even be stopped, if others play their cards right as well.” He leaned back into his chair, sighing loudly. “But it’s not my place to predict outcomes. I deal only in information. You can’t possibly have information on the same level as that, I’m afraid. If Saint finds out I gave you the information in exchange for something equal, it’s just business. If I give you the information for free, that’s taking sides. Taking sides is bad for my business. It’s worse for my health.” He pointed to the door. “All the same, I wish you luck. I will root for you, and that’s the truth.”

      I hesitated, but there was no way out of this. I had no choice. Forgive me, my friend.

      “What if I could give you the identity of the city’s most infamous legend, the master thief Rico?”

      Max burst out laughing, and for a moment I wondered if he would choke or pass out from the lack of air. He laid his head down on his desk and slapped it a few times. “Oh, my. Indeed? The master thief, Rico. Get lost. Do you know how many times I’ve tried to find out that very secret? The things I’ve offered? The things Mr. B has offered me? And you expect me to believe that you, out of everyone in the entire city, are the sole owner of this knowledge? Please… But good laugh. I haven’t laughed that hard in years. You must forgive my insult to your humor earlier. Clearly you aren’t lacking. Now, if you don’t mind…” He pointed to the door, again.

      I reached into my pocket and pulled out the small box Rick had given me, placing it on the desk in front of him.

      He grinned and stared at it for a moment before picking it up. “As you wish, Trigger. I’ll play along.” He slowly slid open the lid of the box, and his grin faded as he opened it. He opened his mouth to speak but couldn’t find the words. He tried again, and still couldn’t. He sat there for several minutes staring at the contents of the box before pulling it out and holding it up for Kerdy and I to see. It was a fairly cheap looking pen, but otherwise didn’t seem special to me. “Did you know what was in this box, Trigger?”

      “I didn’t, but obviously you do. Still want us to leave? Kerdy and I are in a bit of a hurry. We’ll get out of your hair.”

      He shook his head. “No, you’re not going anywhere. This is a very special pen. Of all the pens in the city, there isn’t another like it. Without the meaning behind it, it’s nearly worthless. If you showed this to almost anyone else in the city, they wouldn’t offer you a penny for it. Would you like to hear its story?”

      I sighed, trying my best to look disinterested, but it was pointless. I was dying to know the story behind the pen, and I’m sure everything on my face gave it away. Even Kerdy was clearly curious, so there was no point in playing it any way but straight. We had our foot in the door with Max, and this pen was the reason for it. Knowing the reason would only benefit us in the negotiation, and even though he knew that he was all too eager to tell us anyway. He was genuinely excited.

      “We’re all ears,” I said.

      He held the pen up, to show us the name etched into the wood. Rex.

      “So, Rico stole this pen from someone named Rex?” I asked. That didn’t make any sense.

      Max shook his head. “Not quite. This pen was one of the most prized possessions of the one and only Mr. B.”
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      I should’ve known. That was the name of the game for Rico’s dozens of harrowing heists. Everything from museum robberies in broad daylight, to private jewelry shows bagging rocks worth millions, to… sentimental pens, I guess.

      “Maybe you don’t know this, Trigger, but Mr. B is a few years your senior, and unlike you he actually grew up on the mean streets of the Black District. You knew it when it was bad, but he knew it when it was worse. His father worked at the old recycling plant that used to be there. You know the one, right?” Max asked.

      I nodded. “There’s only one to know, but it’s been closed for a while now. Place was a death trap, I’ve been told. Dozens of workplace deaths a month and no one cared. I’m surprised they shut it down when there was a dime to be made. Not surprised a cat like Mr. B’s family had their paws in a place like that.”

      Max shook his head. “He was a nobody. His dad, I mean. Died in an accident and they tossed him in the incinerator just like garbage, like everyone else who died there. Mr. B bought the place with cash and shut it down many years later. There are a lot of stories to be told there, and I’m one of the few in this city who can tell it. But I’ll spare you the rest of the details… except one.

      “Along the way, Mr. B hit a snag in this climb to the top. A crime boss by the name of Rex. That dog owned Black District and every dog and cat in it. Close to literally with the cats. They were little better than slaves in the city, and nowhere did they have it worse than the Black District. In much less time than you might imagine, and what seemed like overnight to uninformed onlookers, Mr. B crushed him like an ant beneath his feet. No bloodshed, no fights in the street, no shuffles in power, or poison slipped in tea. They had a brief showdown, with only words exchanged, and that was the end of Rex. Mr. B kept two items from that day. One was an old metal chair that Rex made him sit in during their final ‘battle’, and the other was Rex’s pen.

      “That pen symbolized a major turning point in Mr. B’s criminal career, and even when he moved into the Adria District after that, he never seemed to slow down in his rise to the top. Not even a little. On his desk, observing every dirty business deal, every blackmailed politician, every phone call to the chief of police to deliver instructions, was this little pen. Until Rico stole it right out from under his nose. Mr. B had kept his growing displeasure with Rico mostly secret until that night. But once he saw the note he left, and saw his pen was missing, he flew into a rage that no one had seen before. Word got out, rumors spread, and well… that’s when a legend was born. Rico, the master thief, hero to the people, and the only one who dared stand up to Mr. B and lived to tell it. And he did it again, and again, and again.”

      Although I was on the edge of my seat hearing this story, I did my best to hide it, and let out a long sigh. “Yeah, yeah. That’s a great story and all, but you won’t be any closer to knowing identity of the most recent owner of that pen until I get a guarantee from you we’ll have a meeting with Saint’s backer. Tomorrow, and no funny business. And don’t tell them we’re the ones they’ll be meeting. I don’t want them to have the chance to go hide or beef up security. We’re just ‘associates’ of yours. Got it?”

      He smiled and rested his paw on the phone. “Well, detective, you drive a hard bargain. There was a time when I would’ve given you anything to know the identity of Rico. You’d need but name it, and it would be yours. I’d have given you Saint’s head in a gift-wrapped box by the next morning, before you could even decide what you were going to have for breakfast.”

      I rubbed my forehead. “I sense a ‘but’ coming…”

      “But,” he emphasized. “Thanks to a certain ace detective, the would-be prime buyer is in prison, and circumstances have changed. The information is still valuable, but not priceless.”

      “And?” Kerdy snapped. “Is it enough to get us what we want, or not?”

      Max smiled, picking up the phone and dialing, shushing us when he’d finished. “This is the broker. I’m sorry to bother you, but I have a favor to call in. I have two associates who need to have a meeting with you in the morning. Neutral location, no additional security necessary, all very low-key.” He paused, shaking his head at the two of us. “No, I’m afraid I’d prefer they not be named, even over this secure line. It’s unlikely you’d know them.” He stopped to listen again, frowning even deeper this time. “Top floor of the new office building? Well, if that’s what you need to feel secure, I suppose that’ll have to do. So, eight sharp? Thank you for not making this difficult for me. Please, enjoy the rest of your evening. Yes, you too.” He placed the phone back on the receiver, opening up his arms, waiting for us to speak first, a big grin across his lips.

      “So, guess it was still worth it, huh?” I asked.

      “Oh, I suspect I’ll be able to use the information as a bargaining chip very quickly. And, even if I couldn’t, it’s a great ace to hold in my back pocket, wouldn’t you agree?”

      I didn’t answer.

      “Well, don’t keep me in suspense. It’s time for you to honor your end of the bargain,” he said.

      I felt sick suddenly. I thought I was ready. I thought I could tell myself that this was for the greater good, that it’s what Rick wanted so he could save the city one last time. I thought I could tell myself that I was a real tough guy, a stone-hearted detective that could pay any price to take down Saint. Thing is, I could. I could pay that price without a second thought… but could I make someone else pay it? Could I sell out the dog that had become my best friend and my hero? An Arc City legend, and I was about to topple it like a cheap thug in some gangster’s office. My friend’s freedom for one meeting. He’d given everything, and he leaped at the chance to give more. What had I given? Asking that question did nothing to make me feel better. Very much the opposite.

      “Trigger…” Max leaned over, twisting his head to look at me, now doubled over in my chair, feeling like I was about to pass out. “Are you alright?”

      Kerdy put her paw on my shoulder. “Trigger?”

      “I… just need a minute. That’ll teach me to stop at the first street vendor I spot for a quick bite. Really hit me all of a sudden,” I lied.

      “Uh huh, right. If you need the restroom, use my personal one. We can wait,” Max said, pointing over his shoulder, clearly not buying it but polite enough not to speculate on the real reason.

      I nodded and quickly excused myself, locking the door behind me. I took my hat off and hung it on the door hanger, then leaned over the sink, turning the tap on full cold and splashing several pawfuls into my face. I looked in the mirror, letting the water drip from my chin, staring down the soon-to-be traitor where he stood. I didn’t like the look of myself at the moment, but what choice did I have? What other options were there? If it wasn’t too late already, it would be soon. Obviously, Rick thought so, or he wouldn’t be taking such drastic measures, but still… Could I have done something differently to avoid this getting to the point it had now? Can’t I do something now? Offer him a different secret, maybe?

      I took a deep breath, and let it go slowly, repeating it several times until I finally felt my vision clear again. No. There was nothing I could’ve done to avoid this. Nothing else I could do now, and nothing else I could offer Max in exchange for the information. Rick knew that, and so did I.

      I toweled off my face and stepped back out into the office, returning to my seat.

      “Feeling better?” Max asked.

      “Worse,” I replied. “But it’s not about to get any better, so let’s just move on.”

      He nodded. “The anticipation is killing me, detective.”

      “Rico is Rick, the reclusive millionaire.”

      Max stifled a laugh. Until a few seconds later when he couldn’t hold it back anymore. “Rick, your friend? Wow, if I’d known you wanted the information that badly I would’ve asked a higher price.”

      I didn’t answer him. There was nowhere in the world I wanted to be less than the chair I was sitting in at this moment.

      “We got what we came for. Let’s go,” Kerdy said, quickly rising from her chair and stepping toward the door. I wasn’t far behind.

      “Pleasure doing business with you,” Max said. “Here’s a freebie. Lily is the next target.”

      “I guessed as much, but thanks,” I said, closing the door behind me as I exited the office behind Kerdy, noting the distant expression on her face.

      I somehow thought she’d be happier having this part of the search out of the way. Tomorrow morning we’d have a meeting with Saint’s backer, who would lead us to Saint and his new hitman, Saul.

      “Trap?” I asked.

      “Almost a definite,” she said.

      “Got any other choice?”

      She turned to me, a hint of a smile on her lips. “I’m sure you’d have rather this gone down peacefully, but I wouldn’t have it any other way. Let’s talk more once we’re out of this place.”

      We continued walking, until we made it out of the building, and out of earshot of Max’s dogs and cats, if such a thing was even possible.

      “Well, you’re right. I’d prefer not dying to dying if I have my choice, and I’ve had my fair share of near-death experiences over the past year or two. What gave it away? The trap, I mean.”

      She sighed. “The one thing I wasn’t happy to hear. Top floor of the new office building. If there’s one thing that complicates an escape, it’s being twenty floors up. I know you’re the pacifist sort, but—”

      I laughed. “Pacifist? I don’t think I’d go that far.”

      She stared at me, unamused. “Fighting, sure, but you have a weak stomach. Opposed to killing, but we may not have a choice tomorrow. Are you prepared to fight your way out of that building with me if you have to? You have your objective, and I have mine. I have no problem leaving you behind, just so we’re clear.”

      I frowned. This cat really meant it, didn’t she? She’d leave me there in a second. With luck, the right amount of luck, and if we played all of our cards right, this might all be over tomorrow.
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      There was a time, not long ago, that I thought anywhere in Adria was better than my rundown apartment in Black. Now, after the second night in a row of sleeping next to a dumpster in some nameless back alley, I was seriously rethinking that assumption. What I wouldn’t give to be waking up right about now, dry and warm in my old bed, with only some holes in the wall to worry about and the occasional stuck window. Instead, I was damp from head to toe and hadn’t changed clothes in days. The only way I could sneak up on someone now is if they’d somehow lost their sense of smell. Thankfully, the time for sneaking was over. Today, we’d have Saint’s backer, and the war of information would tip in our favor. A war we desperately had to win, or there’d be no winning the others.

      “Finally deciding to stir, little dog?” Kerdy asked, poking me with her paw. “The sun’s been up for nearly an hour. I considered leaving you here.”

      “Yeah, right. Sure you did. You’re the one who hired me, remember?”

      “Yes, and today’s the big day, isn’t it? We walk into the trap I’m expecting, and I’ll bet Saul is there waiting. I’ll drag him out of this city one way or another, and we’ll go our separate ways,” she said.

      “And what about my payment? That big favor you offered.”

      “You’ll have it, but I have to get Saul out of the city first, unless you want him to keep blasting your friends.”

      “Alright,” I said, holding up my paws. “You’re going to have to fill me in on this weapon. You keep mentioning it, but I’m going to need the details if there’s a chance this thing’s going to be pointed at us today.”

      She sighed, leaning against the brick wall behind her. “It’s not appropriate for me to explain our technology to someone in this city, but… your request is reasonable. The weapon is a gun, but not the old, ignited powder, propel a metal projectile at thousands of feet per second type. This one is a lot more than that.”

      I held up my paws again. “Okay, wait. Stop. Gun what now? Ignited powder metal projectile? Think you can dumb it down a bit more than that, if you don’t mind? Not looking for the engineering class here. We’ve got places to be.”

      She clenched her teeth and looked for a moment like she wanted to claw me across the face. She probably did.

      “It’s a paw-held weapon. He flips a switch, it charges. He can shoot a blast in the direction he points it by pulling a trigger with his finger. He can do this quickly, to create small blasts, or let it charge for a couple of minutes for a blast to blow the wall out of a brick building, or worse. It’s powered by the sun,” she said, as though I could believe any of this. But I did. I had to believe it, unbelievable as the whole thing was from top to bottom.

      “So, indoors he won’t be able to shoot a follow up blast once he completely drains it. He’ll need to go out to recharge it.”

      Kerdy scratched her chin, nodding. “Yes, but he could fire as many as a dozen small blasts, and each one is more than enough to kill either of us with a direct hit.”

      I rubbed my forehead, thoroughly dreading the whole ordeal. “You sure Max will betray us?”

      She shook her head. “What are you, an optimist all of a sudden? No, he’ll get us the meeting just like he promised, but if he thinks he can get something valuable out of trading that information to other interested parties, he’ll jump at the chance. It’s not betrayal for him, just business. We’re not his pals. He’ll give us what he promised, and anything beyond that is anyone’s guess. Besides, I think I’ve explained to you why an ambush will benefit us. An ambush will mean Saul, if they know I’m coming.”

      “And you think Saul isn’t prepared for you? We’re going onto their turf.”

      “Let me worry about Saul, Trigger. You just worry about Saint’s backer. I should be asking you what your plan is. Far as I can tell, you don’t have one. Have you ever even made a plan in your life, or do you just wing everything?”

      “I wing everything, more or less. Make you feel any better?” I asked with a grin.

      She sighed, taking a step away from the wall. “I’m sorry I asked. Ready?”

      I nodded, and we began walking, stepping out of the alley and into the streets. And, unfortunately, into the already blistering sun. This had to be the worst summer I could remember, or maybe it was the fact that I’d been sweating like a faucet for the last couple of days without having access to a real faucet or a bar of soap. When this was all over, I was going to kiss the floor in my apartment. That, or I’d stop by Lily’s for a nice tall glass of ice-cold lemonade. Just thinking of Lily caused a twist in my stomach. I was putting all of my trust in Petey and the BDPD to keep her safe, but I knew they wouldn’t let her down. No way Saul would go into Black District now, with everything going on here in Adria.

      “Detective, do you think you could get your head out of the clouds?” Kerdy asked, with a sharp elbow to my ribs. “You realize that as we get closer to this building, they could just ambush us from some alley.”

      “Oh, right, getting ambushed from alleys. Not like I don’t have any experience with that. You got lots of dark city alleys where you’re from?”

      Kerdy’s glare was so intense, I felt for a moment that all this heat must be coming from her, and a cloud of smoke was going to billow from her ears. All business, this cat.

      “What I have is nearly a dozen blades hidden, and more tools in my bag. You’ve got that stun baton jutting out of your pant pocket like some kind of pup trying to look grown up to his oh-so-tough friends. I honestly have no idea how you’ve made it this far.”

      I stopped in my tracks. “I don’t know how I’ve made it this far either, with your constant jabs and insults. You ‘hire’ me, then you act like I’m the worst detective you’ve ever heard of. And folks complain that I’m such a cynic and always so negative. Well, now I see how they feel!”

      “Oh, boo hoo. Are those sweat stains on your shirt, or tears? I thought I hired a tough-as-nails private detective from the meanest streets in the city, not a puppy to babysit,” Kerdy said with a chuckle.

      I put up my paws, ready to fight. “Alright, cat, you want to find out how tough I am? We’re both about to find out. I’m sweatier than a fat cat’s armpits, and I smell even worse. One of my friends almost died and may yet, and I’m being recruited to take on the most dangerous cat in the city… again! Am I cut out for this kind of thing? No, I’m not, but I’m here anyway. You say one more word, and we’ll see how tough you are.”

      “Oh, now Trigger, you wouldn’t hit a dame, would you?” she asked, putting her paws under her chin and batting her eyes.

      “If you’re half as tough as you act, I think we can put aside manners,” I said, clenching my teeth.

      Kerdy stood there for a long moment, and appeared genuinely stunned, then burst out laughing. “Now there’s that famous temper I’ve heard so much about. Good, hold on to that feeling and save it for the bad guys,” she said, patting me on the shoulder, laughing again before continuing on her way.

      It wasn’t long before we reached the entrance to the office building, with no ambushes or suspicious characters loitering around outside. Everything was quiet. The entire construction crew was gone. I knew that whoever arranged this meeting covered their day’s salary just to clear this place out. Not that I should’ve been surprised.

      The building itself was a marvel of brick and stone. Solid black, with gleaming windows, towering… twenty floors.

      “Say… did you guess the number of floors, or did you already know?” I asked.

      “I passed by here not long ago.”

      “And you just so happened to remember the number of floors? I’ve trained myself to commit details to memory, but it’s rare to meet someone else who can do that.”

      She nodded. “I’ve trained myself to do it also, and I’ve had a little longer to do it than you might expect.”

      I wanted to ask her how old she was, but some dames were sensitive to that sort of thing, and I didn’t want to chance it with our already tense morning.

      “Cat in a suit on the top floor leaned over and saw us walking up,” I said.

      “Saw him nod to another on the opposite side. Can’t tell if anyone’s on the roof, but it’s not like we can do anything about it other than go home scared and let things keep going as they are. I’m going in. You coming with me?” she asked.

      “That’s my line,” I said, opening the front doors and walking inside. The building was nearly finished, with the finishing touches being made to the roof and the interior. A shot of cool air hit me as I stepped inside the front lobby. Nothing special, at least not by Adria standards. The front desk was made of stained black wood with a marble stone top, flecked with black throughout. A few black leather couches sat in the center of the room, still covered in plastic.

      “Look. Air conditioning. You happy?” Kerdy said, pointing to the vents above us blowing cool air into the lobby.

      “Happy is an understatement. Ready to climb nineteen flights of stairs?”

      Kerdy stepped over to the black wooden door with a stairs symbol, opening it up, and motioning inside. “After you.”

      Things were going well so far. Too well, in fact. I felt as though I was being welcomed by a friend. They could’ve shut off the air conditioning and made this stair climb a nightmare. Could’ve had cats ready to ambush us on every floor, or outside the building, or anywhere along the way. Something wasn’t right.

      When we arrived at the top, a solid black pair of double doors greeted us, with an intercom positioned to the right of them. Kerdy and I nodded to each other, and I pressed the button.

      “Here for a meeting, set up by the broker. Just the two of us coming, a cat and me.”

      A soft, feminine feline voice came from the other side.

      “One momen—” static cut out her voice, but it was strangely familiar. I let go of the button.

      “Trigger, are you alright?” Kerdy asked.

      “Yeah, something familiar about that voice is all. Doesn’t matter.”

      “Alright, we’re ready. Please come in,” the voice said over the intercom, clear as day that time.

      A clicking sound told us that they unlocked the door. I took a deep breath and closed my eyes, gently pushing open the door. I hesitated to open them, even knowing Saul’s blaster could be waiting for me on the other side. Opening my eyes felt like opening a sealed vault with my bare paws, but I managed it.

      Before me sat a beautiful black cat behind a desk on the opposite end of the room, a big cat in a suit standing to each side of her. Two more cats standing on the opposite wall in the center of the room. Two more waiting beside the door we walked in through. There was a door behind her that was hiding who knows what, or who.

      “It’s good to see you again, Trigger,” she said.

      “You too… Sugarplum.”
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      I should have seen this coming, but I didn’t. Saint’s backer could have been any of the many business tycoons here in the district. Why did it have to be her? Why? Was this some kind of sick joke, and I was finally getting the punchline delivered like a real punch, straight to the gut? I felt a paw on my shoulder, snapping me back to reality, and a whisper in my ear.

      “Focus. Don’t miss anything,” Kerdy said.

      Easier said than done.

      “Are you surprised to see me?” Sugarplum asked, leaning back in her chair.

      “Yes… that’s what I’d like to say, anyway. I always had a hunch, and I broke the one rule a detective should never break, and that’s ignoring my gut in favor of my feelings. When?”

      Get your head in the game, detective. Kerdy’s right. Focus. Don’t miss anything. Even a blink could be important.

      “When? You mean, when did I begin working with Saint? From the very beginning, before you and I even met. Do you remember the falling out I had with Daddy? That’s what it was about. I wanted Saint to pursue politics and right the wrongs done to the cats in this city. And Daddy, well…” she trailed off, playing with one of her bracelets.

      “Refused,” I said, completing her sentence. “Guess his pesky ideals of equality I’ve been hearing about weren’t exaggerated. He didn’t want species conflict to escalate again, so he was against the idea.”

      She nodded, still playing with her bracelet. Far less eye contact than usual. Too much playing with jewelry. She’s nervous. I guess that’s normal, but her body language doesn’t match her confident words.

      “Not just that, but he wanted to abandon his empire, something he built against all odds, and go legit. Can you believe that, here in Adria? Without the power to trample those around you, you’re just asking to be trampled yourself. What would that mean for me, and my future? A lifetime of everyone Daddy wronged going after me to get to him, and him not having the power to stop them anymore? Dogs and cats in this city don’t just forgive and forget, Trigger. You know that’s true as much as anyone.”

      “So, it was him who wanted to turn legit, and you who wanted to maintain the status quo. But he was still at the top of his game. Still too hard to trick. Too smart for everyone who came after him, you included. You needed help.”

      She smiled, and it almost looked genuine. “I must’ve been the luckiest of all cats. Still am, but we’ll get to that. An ace detective fell right into my trap, and all I had to do was bat these pretty green eyes at him and he never questioned a thing.”

      “It wasn’t your green eyes, Sugarplum…”

      She stopped smiling and wavered for a moment, playing with her bracelet again. She’d rehearsed this speech, and I just nudged her off script.

      “I’d have never done it without you and your oh-so-clever partner. What was his name? Rico? No… Rick.”

      I clenched my paw into a fist. “Rick’s out of the game. Leave him alone. He’s no threat to you anymore.”

      She tilted her head. “Do you think I’m stupid enough to believe that? He’s the only one in the whole city who is a bigger threat than you… well, and maybe that alley cat standing beside you. Like you, they’re slow learners. They can’t seem to understand when they’ve lost, and that makes them dangerous. No, Rico’s been dealt with already. I’m not having that sword hanging over my head.”

      “So help me, if Saint sent Saul after him—” I growled.

      “Oh, cool off Trigger. Killing him would draw too much attention. I tipped off the police, and he’s been sent to the deepest prison along with, you guessed it, Daddy! Pending a trial, of course, that he probably won’t live long enough to see. I thought Daddy must be getting bored down there, so why not send him a gift? What better gift than his old arch-nemesis? Unless you’d like to make a deal.”

      “So, Saint’s offering me one last deal, huh?”

      She took off her bracelet, spinning it in her paw. “Correct. Saint just used his power as Adria District representative to revoke your license as a private investigator. What you’re doing here is all sorts of illegal, and you’re going after a sitting representative. Turn yourself in, and we’ll stop going after your friends. You can be reunited with your friend Rick. Consider this final offer. Please…” Something in her eyes shifted. Looked genuine. Desperate.

      Just then, I heard a ping on the floor, and saw the bracelet come rolling toward me, stopping at my foot and falling flat. I reached down and picked it up, and held it back out toward her, when I noticed something, just barely, in the morning sun that came in just right through the floor to ceiling windows that lined one side of the room.

      An inscription?

      Inside the bracelet, there were three sentences. I’m so sorry. I can’t get out. We must stop Saul.

      Oh, Sugarplum…

      Kerdy’s voice startled me.

      “Enough big talk, and deals, and empty promises! Come out, Saul. I know you’re here!” she shouted.

      For a moment, no one moved, and the room fell silent. I used that opportunity to slide the bracelet into my pocket. Then, the door behind Sugarplum opened, and out walked Saul. There was no mistaking it. The cat stood out like a sore claw, just like Kerdy did. He wasn’t a giant, but much bigger than the average cat. His fur was a clean, but unkempt, dull gray. He wore a brown duster jacket, even in all this heat, and wore a black eye patch across his right eye. Blind in one eye. Likely the only thing we had in common.

      “At last, the coward finally shows himself,” Kerdy said, taking a step forward.

      Sugarplum raised a paw. “I asked you not to get involved unless I needed you, Saul. Please go back and wait for me to finish. They’re not a threat to me.”

      Kerdy shook her head, taking another step forward. “Oh, that’s not how this works, pretty kitty. Saul will leave with me, whether I have to go through these guards, or whether I need to goad him by hurting you. He’s coming, and he’s coming dead, or alive. That’s the only choice he has in the matter.”

      Saul spoke for the first time, in a slow, deep and scratchy voice matching his appearance.

      “You hate me that much, Kerdy? Why? For doing what you and the others are too afraid to?”

      “You know the rules. We can’t interfere. They have to make their own mistakes and grow on their own terms. We can’t force them.”

      “But it was our people they treated like their punching bags, their personal garbage. The dogs here have never paid for that crime. You feel so strongly about law and justice, but only when it suits you. We all know the stories. We trusted the dogs here to welcome our people to a new, safer life, and what did they get? They traded one nightmare for another. This city only existed because we protected it. Every cat should have had their eternal gratitude, not their contempt.”

      “Times have changed,” I said. “We’re getting along better now. It’s working. Mr. B was right. Taking this path is going to set us back generations and have us hating each other again.”

      Saul nodded, pacing behind Sugarplum. “I believe you… but does a murderer go free because he later regrets it? No, punishment cannot be escaped, and I am here to deliver that punishment on behalf of the only one in this city who has the vision and guts to ask it of me. It’s a miracle that Beagle survived, but you won’t be so lucky.”

      Saul quickly drew his weapon from under his coat. So much for talking our way out of here.

      A shot rang out, not nearly as loud as I expected, and sent splinters flying from impacting the floor in front of me. Sugarplum had grabbed his gun and was hanging from it.

      “You said you wouldn’t kill him!” she said.

      He kicked her, and she fell against the wall. “I’m changing the plan. I’m sure Saint won’t mind.”

      Kerdy ran by the two guards closest to her, knocking them out in one blinding punch each as she passed, standing in front of Saul before he could react. He pointed the gun at her, but she moved in close to him, ducking out of the radius, the blast shattering the window behind her. He tried to grab her with his other paw, but she grabbed his wrist first, stepping into an elbow to his throat. He staggered backward, catching himself on the wall and sucking in a desperate gasp for air.

      She took another step toward him, drawing one of her blades. But this time he aimed the gun at me. There was nothing to stop him, as the guards stood around looking just as stunned as I was, too afraid to take a step in any direction for fear of getting caught in an unintentional blast. No time to dodge. Nothing for cover. It was the end of the line for me. Instinctively, I held up my arms. Kerdy had him, at least. Aiming that gun at me, he’d have no way to defend against her. At the very least, my last case would be a success. Saul killed or captured. Case closed.

      Just as it looked like he was about to pull the trigger, Kerdy turned her attention to me, kicking the enormous desk Sugarplum had been sitting at when we walked in, sending pieces flying from the kick, and the deck scraping to a halt between Saul and I. In the same moment, Saul’s trick was revealed. He’d already turned the gun, the moment her kick landed, toward her. She was too fast for him to make the full motion to take a kill shot, but he was willing to settle for less. The blast took off her leg as she threw the knife into his shoulder. He cried out and fell back into the wall, gripping the handle of the blade.

      “Get them!” he shouted. The remaining four guards emerged from their stupor and rushed us. Not good. Even though I hadn’t seen a drop of blood, Kerdy wouldn’t survive a wound like that, and I couldn’t take on four bodyguards plus Saul in order to get us out of here. But I was certainly going to try.

      I pulled out my shock stick, and ran toward the one closest to me, but before I could get to him I saw Kerdy leap toward me, her paw buried in the sack still slung over her shoulder. She landed in front of me, wrapping one arm around me tightly.

      “Hold on!” she screamed. I heard another blast, and my body was suddenly pulled like it was the projectile, straight out the shattered window. Kerdy was gripping me tightly with her arm and dug her claws deep into my back, and I gripped her even tighter. She let go of something that looked similar to Saul’s gun, with a rope running from it all the way to the scaffolding that was hanging outside the window of the floor we were on.

      Now we were freefalling, as she reached quickly into her sack and pulled out another one, firing it toward the building next to it, causing us to swing in a wide arc which ended with us flying through the window of the first floor, spilling into the lobby to a symphony of screams and gasps. We slid through several tables and chairs before finally sliding to a stop on the other side of the room.

      I’d almost blacked out from the fall, and everything in me ached like I’d landed straight down. Blood was oozing from countless wounds caused by the pieces of glass we’d rolled through, but we were alive.

      I groaned, and it took me a moment to regain the ability to speak.

      “You did it, you crazy cat. I don’t know what it is, or how you did it, but we lived.”

      I looked around and found all the onlookers still too stunned to speak or approach us. Kerdy didn’t answer.

      “Hey, Kerdy. We need to get moving. Right now.”

      Still no answer. I crawled over to her and nudged her. She didn’t stir.

      “Oh no. Kerdy!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            15

          

        

      

    

    
      I grabbed her by the shirt, shook her, and she groaned. Still alive, at least! I looked closely at her leg for the first time. It was some kind of machine, artificial leg. Beyond anything I’d ever seen, but not exactly surprising, given everything I’d learned over the past few days.

      She opened her eyes and grabbed my arm. “What are you doing? Leave me and get out of here!”

      I looked to the door near where we landed, and for a moment I considered doing just that. I was really going to feel it in the morning, but for now I could move fine. Kerdy was missing a leg and looked a lot more beat up than me. She’d never make it out of here on her own.

      I wobbled to my feet, took a deep breath, and struggled for a moment trying to pick her up.

      “What? No, you fool!” she shouted. “Run. They’ll catch you carrying me around on your shoulder.”

      I ignored everything she said, balancing her on my shoulder, and running back through the broken glass and into the streets. Then the realization hit me harder than the fall.

      Any time I got into trouble in Adria, I always had three friends to count on. Rick, who would drop anything to help, and always knew what should happen next. Now he was arrested and there was no way for me to get to him. Sugarplum, who had connections everywhere and resources to spare. She’d gotten herself into something deep, and now that she wanted out, she was no better than a prisoner herself. Then there was Buddy, head of Adria’s police force, now demoted to desk duty. Even Kerdy couldn’t help me now, in the shape she was in. I was truly on my own this time. I had to think of a plan, but there wasn’t time for plans. All I could do was run.

      So that’s what I did, weaving through every random alley and side street I could find with no destination in mind, for what must’ve been half an hour. I didn’t stop when I was confident I’d lost them. I stopped when my legs finally gave out, in a dark alley like any other. Kerdy and I leaned against opposite ends of the wall, and sat silent, reflecting on what had happened.

      I could tell she was angry, and I understood why. I just got in her way. I’d never seen anyone fight like her, except for maybe Saul… and Lady, come to think of it.

      “Bad time, I know, but seeing as how we’re not going anywhere for a while, I gotta ask a question. Why do you fight like Lady?”

      She scowled at me, and for a moment I thought that look alone might singe the fur right off my face, but she looked away and sat quietly for another moment.

      “I don’t fight like her, Trigger,” she said.

      “I don’t know. Looked pretty similar to me, except I think you’re even better. I didn’t think that was possible.”

      “She fights like me. I trained her… and Saul, and many others. You really don’t miss anything, do you?”

      “Speaking of which...” I pulled the bracelet from my pocket.

      “So, she dropped it on purpose. What does it mean?” she asked.

      “The meaning is pretty clear, at least,” I said, tossing the bracelet to her.

      She caught it, and it didn’t take her long to find the inscription. She studied it for a moment, then sighed. “One day, Trigger, you’re going to find out the hard way that you can’t save everyone. Maybe you should put those who got themselves into their own messes at the bottom of your list.”

      “You think I don’t know that? Just because I can’t save everyone doesn’t mean I shouldn’t try.”

      Kerdy nodded but didn’t answer.

      “Wait, you’re here to save Saul, aren’t you?”

      Again, no answer. A few more minutes passed in silence before Kerdy finally spoke again.

      “I have a replacement machine leg here in the city, but I’ll need a safe place to attach it. Thankfully, the mounting system is undamaged, so it should only take a few minutes. Ideally, we’d have someone to retrieve it for us.”

      “Yeah, well, good luck with that. All my friends are unavailable at the moment.”

      Kerdy opened her mouth to speak, but the sound of distant voices stopped her. She put her paw in front of her lips to shush me, pointing to the end of the alley. She reached into her bag and pulled out a knife, sliding it over to me, nodding toward it. Not my favorite weapon, but if it’s either them or me…

      “Somebody said they came through here earlier,” one voice said.

      “Keep looking. Saint says he doesn’t want loose ends with these two,” said a second voice.

      I crawled over behind a small trash can, but there was nowhere for Kerdy to hide. Maybe she could work as bait and I could get behind them. Not sure we had any other option. We couldn’t fight in the open, and we couldn’t run. I peered through the tiny gap between the trash can and the wall, and waited.

      Two cats stepped into the alley.

      “Well well…” the white one said, clapping his paws together. “Look who we have here. The little monster they warned us about doesn’t look so dangerous anymore.”

      The gray one laughed. “I didn’t think she looked that dangerous in the first place, but Saint warned us not to give her any chances, so how about we follow orders?”

      The white cat shrugged. “What? Can’t even gloat a little anymore? Fine, grab her and let’s go. We’ll take care of her somewhere less… open air.”

      The gray one nodded, and took a step toward Kerdy, to which she responded with a loud, guttural hiss. He froze instinctively.

      “Umm… how about you come get her?” he said, keeping his eyes locked on Kerdy.

      “Oh, come on. Look at her. She’s half-dead and missing a leg. Just get her and let’s go,” said the white cat.

      “You didn’t bring enough soldiers, house cat…” Kerdy said, licking her lips. “Do what he said and come get me. I can’t wait for you to get within reach.”

      He took another step forward, and she growled. It was such a deep and resonant growl that even I felt afraid. I’d never heard a cat from the city make a sound like that before.

      “Okay, I’m not doing this by myself. Let’s both do it, alright?”

      There wasn’t an answer, and when I looked further down the alley to see why, I saw the white cat being dropped to the ground by a much larger figure who had just choked him out. The gray cat was too scared to take his eyes off Kerdy to even notice, and Kerdy’s growl had masked any noises he might’ve made. She must’ve seen what was happening before I did.

      Another large figure stepped around them and made his way toward the gray cat. This time, I could see him clearly. It was Brutus!

      He tapped on the gray cat’s shoulder, and when he turned, expecting to see his friend, he got a knuckle sandwich so hard it almost made me feel sorry for him. He crumbled into a neat pile on the ground without even knowing what hit him. Probably wouldn’t remember who his parents were when he woke up.

      The other dog dragged the white cat against the wall, and stepped toward us, and into better light.

      “Brutus, Buddy, am I ever glad to see you two,” I said, stepping out from behind the trash can.

      “Ah, I knew it!” Buddy said to Brutus. “I told you if we followed those cats long enough, they’d lead us straight to Trigger.”

      “You tried to tell me. You’re the former detective, of course. Suppose I should’ve listened,” Brutus said, grinning from ear to ear.

      “Wait, former?” I asked, looking to Buddy.

      Buddy held up his paw, reached down to drag one of the cats, then grabbed the other cat and disappeared out of the alley a moment before returning.

      “Sorry, didn’t want them maybe waking up and listening in. Yeah, I turned in my badge and baton yesterday as politely as I could manage. Officially retired. Playing the long game is for dogs like Patches and Petey, with a lot more patience than me. I don’t have the stomach for it,” he said, spitting on the ground.

      “Either way, I’m glad you’re here,” I said. “But we better get out of here. Got a place we can regroup for a day or two?”

      Brutus nodded. “You can use my old gym as your base for whatever you need here. Anything you need, and I’ll get it for you, but I must be careful. Saint’s new police stooges will watch everyone carefully. If they see me bring a lot of supplies into an old building, they’re going to go in.”

      “Thank you, Brutus, Buddy.”

      “Don’t thank me just yet, Trigger,” Buddy said. “It’s best I keep my involvement to a minimum. Remember, I was a colonel just recently, and I quit yesterday. They’re going to be watching me closely, but I’ve been boxing in Brutus’s gym lately, before any of this started, so me being out with him sometimes shouldn’t set off any alarm bells.”

      “Only one problem. How are you going to get us out of here without being noticed?” Kerdy asked.

      It was a good question that I’d been hesitating to ask.

      Buddy scratched his chin. “Believe it or not, Trigger will be the straightforward one. It’s getting late. A pair of three dog pals coming home looking a little worse for wear after and evening of partying isn’t an unusual sight in this part of the district. As for you…” He looked toward Kerdy.

      “Not leaving her behind, Buddy,” I said, shaking my head.

      “How about you let me finish, Trigger? Anyway, we’re going to be moving a few bags of equipment into the old gym tomorrow morning, just to make the whole thing look legit. We’ll hide Kerdy in one of the alleys here and swing by to pick her up in the morning. That is, if she doesn’t mind being stuffed into a bag and pretending to be gym equipment for a bit.”

      Kerdy grinned. “I’ve been through worse, believe me. Thank you.”

      Brutus looked down at his watch. “We can’t stay here for long. Buddy, hide Kerdy away, and meet Trigger and I over behind the Easy Three bar in five minutes. I’ll give Trigger a key to the gym’s back door. We’ll get him oriented and then split up. Buddy will only be able to stay a few minutes, but the three of us will reunite in the morning. There is a place to sleep in the upstairs office, Trigger, and a shower in the locker room.”

      Shower. Music to my ears.

      “Sounds great,” I said. “See you soon, Kerdy. Be safe.”

      Kerdy nodded with a hint of a smile. “You too, little dog. See you soon.”
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      After having the best shower of my entire life, and lying in an actual bed again, I wasn’t sure anything could wake me. I was wrong, of course, because the sounds coming from the gym below could probably wake the dead. I jumped to my feet, rushing over to the window that overlooked the boxing ring below, to find Kerdy and Brutus rolling around on the mat, Brutus flailing his arms wildly trying to hit Kerdy who had him in some kind of strange hold from behind. One of them must’ve insulted the other, and they handled it the way they both like to handle things. Great.

      I ran out of the office and down the stairs, shouting and flailing my arms as I did. “Knock it off! Stop fighting!”

      They stopped, looking up at me in surprise as I tripped on the last step, falling flat on my face. I scrambled to my feet, dusting off the gym shorts and tank top I was wearing.

      “What’s happened?” Brutus asked, his eyes wide.

      I almost answered, but Kerdy’s clenched teeth and glare were clearing everything up just fine. She wasn’t looking at Brutus that way. She was looking at me that way. A wave of embarrassment shot through me.

      “Ah, forget it,” I said, rubbing the back of my neck. “I thought…”

      Brutus burst out laughing. “Oh, you thought we were fighting! Sorry, Trigger. We’d have warned you, but as loud as you were snoring when we got started, we thought maybe you’d drown us out. Since you were sleeping in, we decided to pass the time. Kerdy is a warrior through and through. If I had a fighter like her, we’d sweep every title. I offered to let her name her price for just one week of training my fighters, and she refused.”

      “Gee, that’s too bad,” I said, glaring back at Kerdy. “She could use some of that money to actually pay me for this burning garbage pile of a case. I think I’m going to go the way of Buddy and retire after all of this is over. Maybe I can come pop the popcorn in your theater.”

      “Oh, you don’t mean that,” Brutus said, glancing between Kerdy and I.

      Kerdy grinned and shook her head, standing up with the help of her new leg. Just how long was I out, anyway?

      “No, of course he doesn’t mean it. He couldn’t retire if he died,” she said, holding her paw out to help Brutus up from the mat.

      He allowed her to help him up and then looked to me and shot his paw into the air. “Oh, that’s right! Speaking of Buddy, he apologized for not sticking around. He couldn’t be sure how closely he was being watched and wanted to stay away for now. He delivered something for you. He said it was from Rick. Something he’d had sent over to him the morning before they arrested him. Oh, and I put a copy of the paper up there too, along with a bowl of oats for breakfast. Coffee maker is on, so the coffee’s hot. Help yourself and just come down when you’re ready.”

      “Thanks,” I said, turning and walking back up the stairs into the office. Of course Rick left something. Seemed like there was nothing he didn’t plan for. He was the brains behind most of the few noteworthy accomplishments I had here in the city. Not sure how I’d manage all this without him. Not to mention how he’d be treated in prison. No doubt they’ll throw him right in with Mr. B, just so the two can go at each other. Sugarplum basically said as much.

      I picked up the first item on the stack lying on the table, which was the morning paper. I’d use this thing to wipe myself after a trip to the restroom so it could at least be useful for something, but there was too much crap on the pages already. Few things in this city did I hate more than this joke of a paper, and now that I knew more, I liked it even less. I held it up, reading the headline.

      

      The Legend’s Farewell

      

      Arc City legend and infamous master thief Rico was exposed and promptly arrested due to an anonymous tip to the ACPD, Adria Division. Authorities arrived at the business of reclusive millionaire mogul Rick and were shocked by what they found. Dozens of items, thought lost forever, sat comfortably in the Beagle’s enormous personal safe. Officers also found the notorious items associated with the fiend’s persona, namely his sword, mask, and cape. A judge issued a rare order for the offender to be held in the Arc City Prison sub levels awaiting trial, which could be many months or years away.

      

      Arc City’s mayor had this to say:

      

      I crumpled the paper up and flung it against the opposite wall. Arc City’s mayor could eat my dirty nail clippings! He could choke on them for all I care.

      I took a deep breath and let it out, trying to calm myself before picking up the next item. A package. I opened it carefully, to find that it was a suit, and not just any suit, but a really nice suit. Why would Rick buy this for me?

      I opened the letter attached to the box and read it over.

      

      Trigger,

      

      Always possible this letter gets stolen before you can read it, so you may have to figure out a few things by reading between the lines. I’m sure you’re up to the task. Didn’t think I’d make it easy, did you?

      

      We had a lot of fun, didn’t we, these last couple of years? I know I did. Nothing worth doing is ever easy, and I’m sure we made some mistakes along the way. Just remember, you’re never too old to admit when you’re wrong. Dogs and cats change, usually for the worse in this city, but occasionally for the better. I hope the people of the city remember me as a friend, rather than an enemy. If not today, then someday.

      

      Have little time to write, so this’ll be short. I hope you like the suit and hat I ordered for you. I picked a hat I saw that looked just like your regular one, minus all the stains and wear. I’m sure you realize it wasn’t cheap, but the city will seize most of my assets soon anyway, and goodness knows if you have any hope of looking good, you’re going to need all the help you can get. You’ll need to look good for your photo.

      

      My photo? Must be one of those reading between the lines things he hinted at, but it’s over my head at the moment. I’ve had my photo taken a lot by the press since the Mr. B case. Does he really think I’m going to wrap all of this up and wind up in the paper again? Seems a little too optimistic, even for Rick. I continued reading.

      

      Knowing you, you’re blaming yourself or feeling guilty about my situation. Now’s not the time for that. You’ve got some of the best friends a dog can have in this rotten city, so rely on them. Even though I can’t help you anymore, I know they’ll come through for you when you need them most. I know what a cynic you are and how you assume the worst with motivations, even from your friends, but just this once I’m asking you to look deeper into their reasons. Maybe you’ll realize something you missed before. Try being an optimist for a day and see if the different angle gives you some results.

      

      I hope we’ll see each other again someday. Knowing you and your tendency to get into trouble, maybe soon. Maybe that wouldn’t be such a bad thing, am I right? I hear the food’s not so bad in the sub-levels of Arc City Prison, and I always wanted a personal chef!

      

      Your friend,

      Rick

      

      A couple drops of moisture hit the page. I reached up with my paw and wiped my face, sneaking in a quick sniff to remedy my runny nose too. Glad no one was around at the moment. Leave it to Rick to end possibly the last thing he ever says to me with a dumb joke. Feeling guilty was an understatement. Of the few friends I’d ever had, Rick was the best. More than that, he was my personal hero. Arc City Legend. A title no one deserved more. I wish I’d told him that. Instead, last thing I said was agreeing to sell him out to the broker, and then to whoever else took the information after that. He’d forgiven me for it. It was his plan, after all. Too bad I couldn’t.

      I checked the other box, finding the hat he’d bought to go with the suit. Guessing he spent hundreds or thousands on this suit, but why? Just for photos? I guess it would be an occasion like no other if we put Saint away, but something didn’t sit well. This was going to bother me. A lot. This was definitely one of those read between the lines riddles, so the obvious answer was never the right one. I had to think.

      Having gone through everything, I made quick work of the oats and coffee, before pulling the letter out again and rereading it. Then rereading it again. And again.

      Maybe he’d known something about Sugarplum’s true situation, and he’s hinting at it here, with the message about seeing the best in my friends’ motivations. But if he knows about that, why didn’t he tell me? Did he learn about it after our meeting? It’s possible, given his connections. Maybe Sugarplum even slipped him a warning once she found out he was Rico. It’s plausible. That’s one mystery out of the way… maybe.

      Then there’s the thing about making mistakes. He never mentioned feeling like we’d made mistakes before. With everything I’ve learned about Mr. B lately that I didn’t know before, my guess is that’s what he’s referring to. Did we take the cat out, just as he was about to turn over a new leaf? Regardless, it’s hard for me to feel sorry for him, him trying to have me killed and all. Not exactly a diplomatic approach to changing someone’s mind. Then again, would I have believed him if he told me the truth? No… not a chance. I wouldn’t have believed even a single word of it. If Mr. B told me the sky was blue, I’d question it. No, maybe Rick feels guilty hearing all these stories, but it would take a lot more than that to convince me. Putting Mr. B away was the right thing to do, and the city’s been a much better place since he’s been gone. Well… until Saint came along, that is.

      Could he mean Patches? What good motivation could he possibly have by severing the Black District’s police force from the ACPD? It was going to destroy them. All city funding will be stripped, and they’ll have to rely on district funding. From the poorest district in the city? Bribes and blackmail will rule the Black District badges once again. Give me a break. If there’s some kind of silver lining to that, it requires a bigger brain than I have to see it. Unless…

      I held the coffee cup to my lips and took in the last gulp.

      Suddenly Brutus burst through the door, causing me to leak the remaining coffee I was about to finish onto my shirt.

      “Trigger!” he yelled, before he’d even stopped sliding through the door. “Trigger. Buddy just sent word over. He heard from Petey. Saint got to Lily!”
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      Dropping my mug on the floor, I ran over to Brutus, grabbing him by the collar of his shirt.

      “What? When? Where is she? I swear if he lays a paw on her I’ll kill that cat!”

      Brutus reached down and grabbed my wrists. “It’s alright, Trigger. We’ll figure it out. Saint will not kill her if he can use her to lure you in.”

      “No, doggone it, Brutus! It’s not alright. It keeps getting less alright with each passing minute in this rotting city. At least Mr. B had the decency to come straight for me, not my friends. For once I really wish he was still here to put that hairball in his place.”

      “Easy, Trigger. You don’t mean that. He tried to kill you. He put me through a lot too, as I’m sure you remember. We’ll deal with Saint. Buddy’s here and he can’t stay long. Please, pull yourself together and let’s discuss a plan.”

      I slowly let go of Brutus’s shirt, putting my paws on his shoulders. “Sorry, pal. I’m just… I…”

      Brutus put his big arm around my neck and guided me toward the door. “I know, Trigger. I know. That girl means a lot to you.”

      A lot. Yeah, right. I did everything I could to stay away from Lily. I wanted to visit her every day, but I didn’t want something like this to happen. I didn’t want her to be used someday as a weapon to get to me. I didn’t want her to ever be put in danger on my account. Yet here we are. All that carefully calculated interaction. All that pushing her away. All for nothing.

      As I came down the stairs with Brutus, neither Buddy nor Kerdy would look up to meet my eyes from where they were sitting at a small wooden table in the corner. They both stared quietly at the table’s surface, Buddy’s knee bouncing nervously. Kerdy looked as serene as always, but I knew she was ready to attack at a moment’s notice. She’d been through so much that nothing phased her anymore. I’ll bet even if Buddy came and told us Lily’d been killed, Kerdy would look exactly the same as she did now. Would I end up like that someday too?

      I sat down at the table.

      “Wasn’t Petey’s fault, Trigger. There was a plant. Slipped sleeping powder in the other officers’ coffees, then Saul showed up. It worried a couple of officers patrolling nearby when they didn’t answer the radio, so they rushed over, and Saul nearly killed them both with his bare paws. Saint replaced the old Rottweilers at the gate with his own security, and they just let them stroll right through. Petey’s pitching a fit, but the mayor says it’s an issue that the district representative will have to take up with the mayor. As you know, Black District doesn’t have a representative right now, so it leaves us with nothing. No one wants that job, especially now that Saint will paint a large target on them.”

      “Enough with the politics, Buddy. I know Petey did his best. Petey would’ve thrown himself in front of her if he was there. You would too. Let’s not even go there. Do we know where she is?”

      Buddy sighed, looking down at the table again. “Not yet, but every badge that isn’t on Saint’s payroll is keeping an eye out and secretly reporting to me.”

      “That you know of, Buddy. Most dogs and cats have a price, and Saint’s willing to pay it. He may be a lot different from Mr. B, but he’s employing most of the same tactics that worked for him.”

      Buddy slammed his paws onto the table. “We’re past Saint. Cat’s out of our reach. He’s a district representative now. Got around the clock security detail and a blanket of legal protection. Mayor’s kissing his rear end, so clearly they’re in cahoots. Saul is the real problem right now. That cat’s a monster. He’s moving freely, performing hits for Saint, and now kidnapping. No one that’s gone toe-to-toe with him can even touch him. He’s just like Lady. Some kind of super warrior.”

      Kerdy finally flinched. “Don’t dare bring up that dog’s name again.”

      We all looked at her, but as Lady wasn’t the focus of the conversation and we had more important things to talk about, we complied without pressing it further.

      “What about Saul, Kerdy? Any ideas for dealing with him?”

      Kerdy shook her head. “Oh, I have a lot of ideas for dealing with him. As far as I’m concerned, he’s forfeited his right to a trial. He will have to settle for a shallow grave. If this is the path he’s chosen, there is no convincing him to abandon it. He’s well trained, so he won’t be where Lily is. He’ll have secured her somewhere and moved on to his next assignment. We should focus on locating both of them and dealing with whichever opportunity presents itself first.”

      The way Kerdy’s eyebrows furrowed and her gaze lowered when she talked about killing Saul, I could see the pain she was feeling. She’d hoped to save Saul, whether or not she wanted to admit it. In her world, where comrades die in battles, how sad it must be to have to kill one of your own. Especially a student.

      We sat silently for a while. None of us were sure exactly how we should go about finding either of them. The last time Kerdy and I went up against them, we barely escaped. Barely? Who am I kidding? That was a doggone miracle.

      We continued sitting there, occasionally glancing up at one another, not quite knowing what to say. If only Rick was here. He always had a plan. Always knew what to do next. He’d already have a path forward laid out for me, ready to just step on and follow. He’d have made the calls, arranged the meetings, and provided the tools needed to carry out the job. City’s greatest hero, now rotting in the sub-levels of Arc City Prison. Leave it to Arc City. That’s the treatment the good guy can expect here. Bad guys sip their champagne from their high towers, sleeping on beds of money, laughing while they watch the little guys get beaten and bloodied in the streets below. I clenched my paws into fists, slamming them into the table, startling everyone.

      I glanced up, and sighed, and they all seemed to relax again after a moment. As relaxed as we could be, given the circumstances.

      I needed to stop thinking about Rick, and his cryptic letter for the time being. He wasn’t here. He wasn’t by the phone waiting for a call from a half-baked excuse for a private detective who couldn’t figure out anything on his own anymore without needing his paw held.

      Oh, and then there was Sugarplum. I hadn’t even had time to think about Sugarplum, but now I remembered a lot. I remembered when she distracted the mayor’s son for me, so we could save Rick. She said she had business to discuss with him. It wasn’t a show. She really did. No doubt she was laying the framework for Saint’s political move. Then, there was Mr. B’s real estate cat at the casino. Important cat. Access to properties all across the city, especially in Adria District. Mr. B counted on him to secure locations quickly and cover their tracks, and he just happened to be sweet on Sugarplum. That meeting in their office, that was supposed to be a distraction for me so I could escape without being seen. That was a ruse too. She was softening him up, convincing him to turn on her dear old dad.

      How could I have been so blind to ignore my gut like that? One thing was for sure, Saint and Saul didn’t have to worry one bit about someone trying to save Sugarplum. It doesn’t matter if she regretted it now or not. She got herself in this mess, and maybe she was to blame for this whole thing. There’s no chance anyone’s going to feel sorry enough for her to help her with the sour taste in her mouth from a bad case of buyer’s remorse. You back the wrong cat, you live with the consequences, good or bad. No. No one was going to rescue Sugarplum. She’s exactly where she deserves to be. Which is why…

      “We rescue Sugarplum,” I said.

      Buddy did a double take, as did Kerdy. Brutus had no idea what I was even talking about.

      “Has desperation driven you mad, little dog?” Kerdy asked. “Why in the world, with everything we have on our plate right now, would we rescue your city’s biggest traitor?”

      “Exactly!” I said, shooting my paw into the air.

      Buddy tilted his head. “Pal, you’ve lost me. Kerdy filled me in this morning on the whole thing. Sugarplum is Saint’s secret backer. She’s the reason he went from lackey to top cat. If you’re wanting to use her as a hostage exchange, that’s not a half bad idea, except for one problem. Saint doesn’t need her anymore. That’s why he’s only being as nice as he has to, and why he’s not respecting her orders anymore. She’s surrounded by Saint’s cats now, not her own, and Saint’s orders are taken above hers. If we kidnap Sugarplum, and ask for Lily in exchange, he’s going to laugh in our faces.”

      “Exactly,” I repeated.

      Buddy shrugged his shoulders and held out his paws, getting visibly frustrated now.

      “Then what are you going on about? You bring it up, even though you know it won’t work. What, as a conversation starter? We don’t have time for this, Trigger. I can’t stay here long. We can’t be wasting our time on thought experiments that lead nowhere. Sorry, but if you don’t have anything useful, just keep thinking.”

      I shook my head. “You’re missing the point, Buddy. You admit yourself that Sugarplum orchestrated all of this. She was Saint’s backer, and Saint didn’t have the power at the time to put all of this in motion. It must’ve been her. She built the structure of this entire plan. Her brain is the blueprint. Saint only just now became district representative, meaning Sugarplum was the authority all this time. With a cat like Saul at his disposal, why not just get her out of the way? No, he sent Saul to protect her, even knowing Kerdy was looking for him, and how dangerous she was. Why? Because she’s still critically important. Maybe he doesn’t actually need her. Maybe that’s true. The important part is that he can’t afford anyone else getting to her. That’s why Saul was there in the building. He couldn’t afford her escaping in the confusion. Now, with Lily kidnapped and Saul at large again, he knows we can’t afford to worry about Sugarplum.”

      Kerdy grinned, shaking her head. “And that’s exactly why it’s the perfect time to get her. Trigger, I always thought it was just dumb luck that followed you wherever you went, but now I’m seeing that there’s a bit of a brain in that ugly head of yours after all. Small, yes, but functional.”

      “I love you too, Kerdy,” I said, before looking around the table. “Problem is, how do we get to her?”

      Brutus leaned back in his chair. “Saint is still allowing her to run her business, and see to her daily tasks, correct? She must stay invisible, after all. He can’t draw attention to her.”

      I nodded. “Right, any ideas?”

      He continued. “For the past couple of weeks, I have been approaching some of our top business cats and dogs about sponsoring fighters on the next ticket for the upcoming title fights. Fire Claws still needs a sponsor. He’s had lots of offers, but I can’t let just anyone sponsor a talent like that. But Sugarplum, top cat of the district, well…”

      I smiled. “She’d be the ideal sponsor. Wouldn’t be suspicious at all.”

      “Wait,” he said, holding up his paw. “You can’t just barge in there and rescue her if we meet. That’ll give me away, and by extension Buddy, and even yourself. I won’t be able to help you anymore.”

      “One of my specialties is reconnaissance,” Kerdy said. “We’ll allow her to leave, unhindered, and we’ll follow her to where she’s being held. Then, we’ll observe and formulate a plan to extract her. That night would be ideal. Even if they realize we followed them, it won’t implicate you.”

      “So, we’re all in agreement?” Buddy asked.

      Kerdy and I nodded to one another.

      “Let’s do it,” I said.
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      The fact was that I wanted to rescue Sugarplum all along, whatever rescuing her meant. For all I knew, this was a trap, and Kerdy no doubt suspected the same possibility. If Sugarplum had done everything else she claims to have done, why back out now? It’s a viable strategy on their part to use my soft spot for Sugarplum to lure us in. Maybe Sugarplum herself came up with such a plan. She seemed to be a pretty amazing schemer, after all. She didn’t seem in any danger, and most likely she was still being included in all the operations and planning. However, now that Saint had his foothold on power, he was likely to keep her close to him, slowly replacing her people with his. In the end, he wants to be mayor, and as mayor he wants her to be his pawn and not the other way around.

      All that in mind, I was confident in this plan. Saint knows how much Lily means to me. He knows I’ll be desperate. He knows I’ll make mistakes. He knows I’ll put rescuing her before anything else. He isn’t wrong, but this strategy was likely outside his predictions. Saul, unlike Kerdy, seemed much more brawn than brain. He carried out missions with brutal force and surgical accuracy. Sugarplum was the wildcard.

      Brutus arranged the meeting with Sugarplum for the next day at his main gym, last appointment of the day, and all seemed to be going well.

      We kept our distance, lying low at a nearby diner while the meeting took place. She had four guards with her. We recognized them immediately as the same guards from the other day, Saint’s cats. As expected, there was no Saul in sight. Hopefully, no Saul out of sight, either.

      The meeting went for about half an hour before Sugarplum left with the guards, who waited outside. In hindsight, maybe we really should’ve nabbed her as she met with Brutus, so we wouldn’t have to deal with the guards. Brutus’s objection to that idea still held up. We could need long-term help here in the district and implicating him directly in a way he couldn’t explain just wasn’t an option. The guards would have to be dealt with.

      We followed the five of them through the city, hoping she’d be heading home instead of back to her office. If she went back to the office, we’d have several floors to deal with again. Kerdy and I had more than our fill of high-altitude escapes, but we were prepared for anything. If we had to scale floors, we’d scale floors. If we had to deal with building security, we’d deal with building security.

      Thankfully, it didn’t come to that, as they passed the office building by, likely making their way to her home. What a luxurious home it was, and I shouldn’t have been surprised. I’d never seen her home before, but with that much money, there’s only so many things to spend it on. A completely over-the-top living arrangement that could have easily sheltered a dozen families? Why not?

      A large fountain sat on the front lawn, with two beautiful feminine feline statues pouring never-ending buckets of water off either side of a small tower, landing in the larger pool at the bottom. Several lights jutted from the ground below, causing the moving water to sparkle in the rising moonlight. Hedges lined the walls of the house, flawlessly trimmed, surrounded by a multi-color stone path. This had to be the work of a full-time staff, but luckily they all seemed to have gone home by now.

      “Plan?” I quietly asked, looking to Kerdy.

      She glared at me. “Are you serious?” she whispered. “This was your plan, remember?”

      I shrugged. “This is as far as I got. Figured I had a master with me who could come up with something in ten seconds better than I could in days when it came to execution.”

      She grinned. “Well, for once you’re right. Here, I have a gift for you.”

      She reached into her shrinking bag and pulled out a vial and a dry cloth.

      “Want me to wash the windows?”

      She didn’t think that was funny, of course. Knowing she would never laugh at any of these jokes made them even funnier in my mind.

      She stared at me blankly. “I wouldn’t suggest breathing any of this in. You must hold your breath before opening the vial, drip only a few drops onto the cloth, and place the cloth over their mouth. On their very first breath, they will fall unconscious. You may think you know what this is, but you don’t, so don’t be an idiot. Discard the cloth and take several steps away before breathing again, or you’ll be sick.”

      “Can’t I just sneak up behind them and knock them on the head?”

      “Sure, if you want to alert the neighbors and deal with Adria’s new police force. Go right ahead,” she said.

      “Point taken. Alright, I’m ready when you are.”

      She nodded. “The neighbor’s home is out of the guards’ sight. I’m going to get onto their roof, then leap to Sugarplum’s. I’ll take out my guards at the back door by dropping onto them. You’ll see me disappear over the roof when I do. Count to five and get ready to move. The guards posted in the front will hear a noise and look up. That’s when you’ll sneak in and knock those two out, one by one. I’ll come to check on you once I hide the two of mine behind the hedges. We have to hurry. There’s nothing to stop someone from seeing us during any of this, so we need to make that window as small as possible.”

      She didn’t wait for me to answer, just slinked away, weaving through dark and obstructed areas, eventually going out of my sight entirely. The guards out front didn’t see her, or me, but they also didn’t seem to look very hard. They chatted and laughed and didn’t seem at all prepared for anything. I fought back the temptation to make my way closer, so I could hear what they were saying, but I doubted it was anything important. Instead, I thought about Lily. I knew they wouldn’t kill her, but how much were they willing to hurt her? She must be so scared right now. What was Patches doing during all this? Sitting on his paws?

      The thought truly burned me up. Was he really playing some kind of long game, like Buddy thought? Or was he just keeping his own nose clean so he could hold on to the position on some long shot hope he could do something useful on the inside someday? Even if that was what he was doing, it was better than having someone in that position who would be actively making moves to impress Saint, adding in his own ideas and schemes. A coward who sits on his paws to save his own skin would have to do, but I hoped he had something better up his sleeve.

      In minutes, Kerdy reappeared, jumping onto Sugarplum’s roof. I tensed up, waiting for them to hear her landing, but she made no noise at all. If I hadn’t seen her land, I wouldn’t have known she was there. Her dark, tortoiseshell tabby fur pattern made for excellent camouflage. I readied myself as she disappeared over the crest of the roof on the opposite end of the house. One. Two. Three. Four. Five. Placing my trust in her instructions, I took in a deep breath as quietly as I could and dripped a few drops from the vial onto the cloth. Like clockwork, I could hear a barely audible thud from the top of the roof, causing both the cats in front of me to look up.

      “You hear that?” one said, squinting as he looked up.

      “Probably just your imagination,” the other replied, shrugging his shoulders.

      Great. I can’t hold my breath forever.

      “No, I definitely heard it. Help me look,” the first insisted.

      After a sigh of protest, the two cats turned to face the house and took several steps back so they could see the roof.

      “See, nothing,” the second cat said, elbowing the other.

      Another thud came, louder this time.

      “No, see? Step over that way a bit,” he said, pointing further down the lawn. “It’s probably nothing, but we need eyes on whatever it is. We let something slip by us again and Saint’s not going to give us a third chance, you got me?”

      The second cat nodded, his expression grim. We were probably sending these cats to their doom, but what choice did we have?

      By the time the two separated from one another, I was already regretting my decision to hold my breath when I did. Should’ve waited. My lungs were already screaming at me to gasp for air, as I made my way to the first cat, closest to me, now behind the second cat. I placed the rag in front of his face, and he fell down onto the lawn without even a sound or movement. Wow, this stuff really worked, but I was going to pass out soon. Not from breathing it, but from not breathing at all.

      “I’m just not seeing it. Just forget it. No one’s crazy enough to come here anyway,” he said, turning toward me and spotting me just as I put the cloth against his face, his eyes wide. He opened his mouth to shout but was already unconscious. I threw the cloth down and turned away, taking several steps and gasping.

      Kerdy dropped from the roof and quickly dragged the cats into the hedges. She motioned me over, pulling out another vial from her bag, grabbing my paw and dripping a few drops onto each. “Rub your paws together. This one neutralizes the toxin.”

      “The toxin? Did we just kill these cats?” I asked, horrified at the idea I might have just done something like that without realizing it.

      “No, fool,” she whispered. “They’re paralyzed, and will be for a while, but they’ll live. I would at least tell you something like that in advance. Even I’m not that heartless.”

      “How did you even get something like this?”

      “An old formula refined from a rare falcon who produced the toxin naturally. We improved it after…” she hesitated. “Anyway, does this look like history class? I’m going to disable the lock and security system. I will whistle twice when it is safe to open the door. After another five seconds, I’ll re-enable the security system so no one notices it is offline. You must go in alone and convince her to come with you in whatever way you can. By force, if you have to. Do you understand?”

      I nodded. I didn’t consider that outcome, but if she really set us up, she might not go willingly. I pulled a handkerchief from the breast pocket of one of the cats, and stuffed it into my pocket along with the vial.

      Kerdy gave an approving nod, kneeling down for a moment and pulling a small box from her bag, opening it to reveal several small tools inside. A lock picking kit, but more advanced than the ones I’d confiscated as a police officer so many years ago. It took her less than a minute to work up the door, first to the handle lock, then a deadbolt above it.

      “That should be everything,” she said. “Remember, two quiet whistles, then you have five seconds to get inside and close the door. Do so quickly, and quietly. This system doesn’t trigger when opened from the inside, so leave as soon as you’re able.”

      Again, she didn’t wait for a response. She disappeared around the side of the house, and less than a minute later I heard the two whistles.

      Here goes nothing.
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      I opened the door as quietly and quickly as I could, shutting it behind me as I stepped inside. As far as prisons go, this one wasn’t half bad. Each room had the lights adjusted low, and everything looked perfect, like no one even lived here. Like every item was meant for display, and not for use. Come to think of it, with the hours Sugarplum seemed to put in, what good did it do to have a nice place and lots of money, if you had no time to enjoy it?

      The complete silence caught me first. No sound of the television or radio. No, wait… I could hear the distant sound of jazz piano, probably coming from upstairs. At this distance I couldn’t tell if someone was playing a piano, or if it was coming through the radio. I couldn’t wait to find out, so I followed the noise up the lacquered, hardwood spiral staircase. At the top of the stairs, a restroom stood open in front of me, unoccupied. The lights were turned low up here too, but the music became louder, letting me know I was heading in the right direction. To my left, an open area with visible bookcases lining all sides of the round room, a false fireplace crackling in the wall.

      To my right, the first closed door I’d seen. Must be a bedroom. As impolite as it would be to just walk into a lady’s bedroom unannounced, I’m afraid I’d have to ask for forgiveness later. After we escaped.

      I approached the door, letting my ear rest against it. This was definitely a real piano. I never knew Sugarplum played, but then again, I wouldn’t know something like that. If she had someone here playing for her… I looked down at my pocket, containing the paralysis toxin. As slowly, gently, and carefully as I could, I turned the handle on the door, easing it open. It was her playing, thankfully. She was wearing a sparkling purple dress, with long diamond earrings that dangled to her shoulders. A half-finished glass of wine sat on top of the piano.

      I stepped inside, and she stopped playing, turning her head partway around, hesitating for a moment, then turning her attention back to the piano, playing a slow tune.

      “Detective…” she said, casually acknowledging my presence, as though I had shown up right on time to a planned date. She’d seen me in the wine glass’s reflection. Clever, as always.

      “Sugarplum. You look… lovely, if you don’t mind me saying.”

      I stepped closer, moving alongside the piano to watch her play. I had to play it cool here, but I also had to rush this along. Say the wrong thing, and she may not agree to come. Regardless of what Kerdy said, force was not really an option for me.

      “Thank you, Trigger. You’re very sweet. Do you like the music? Can I get you something to drink?” she asked, while continuing to play, looking up at me with green eyes that almost seemed to glow in the hint of moonlight creeping through the mostly drawn curtains, and the dim candle whose flame danced nearby.

      “I’ve come to rescue you,” I said. “Grab a few things and let’s get moving.”

      She stopped, staring at the keys of the piano as though she’d suddenly forgotten how to play.

      “Sugarplum, did you hear me? I’m here to get you away from these cats. We have a hideout here in Adria. We can be there before anyone notices we were here. We can stay—”

      She giggled, then slowly began playing again. “You fool… I know why you’re really here.”

      Great. Here it comes.

      I cleared my throat, hoping we weren’t going down this road. “Sure, I just told you. Grab your things. Let’s go.”

      She slapped the keys on the piano, locking eyes with me again, this time with her eyes welling with tears.

      “You’re here to find out about where they took Lily, am I right? Your friend helped you because she knows I can expose Saul’s location, right?” she shouted her questions at me, as though she were the detective delivering an interrogation. “You don’t care about me at all…”

      She started playing again.

      “Sugarplum listen to me. I—”

      “And you shouldn’t!” she shouted again. “I sold you out. I earned your trust. The trust of a dog who trusted no one. Then, I betrayed it. I told Saint everything he needed to know about you, funded his operation, even gave him advice on things he might offer you.”

      “And you convinced him to spare me all those times he and his cats picked me up. I know it’s not in his nature to offer deals and let a threat walk free. Do you think I’m stupid? I know you must’ve saved my life, too. Yeah, you sold me out. You sold the entire city out. The mess you made might take generations to clean up. Might not clean it up at all. Going to take a long time before I can forgive you for this. After what happened to Harvey, and Rick, I’m not sure I can forgive you at all, but…”

      She stopped playing again. I seemed to get through. Choose your words carefully, Trigger. I continued.

      “We can try, right? There’s a lot you can do right now to make this right. You can help me save Lily. You can help Kerdy find Saint.”

      “I knew it. You—”

      I grabbed her wrist and pulled her close. “Doggone it, let me finish. If I just wanted those things, I could ask you and leave. I could’ve smuggled a message to you somehow. This was the hardest thing to pull off, and we pulled it off because we wanted to save you too. We all know what you did, so don’t let me hear the self-pity routine. It’s all in the open. No secrets anymore. Let’s undo these mistakes together.”

      She rested her paw on mine. “I believe you, but even if I wanted… I can’t, Trigger. Right now, I’m the only one keeping this whole thing from getting much worse, much faster. Saint still has to listen to me, even if it’s less than before. He knows he’s close to being independent, but he’s not there yet. If I pulled my funding, he worries it might leave him vulnerable.”

      I raised my brow. “Would it?”

      She shook her head. “No, it wouldn’t. He just doesn’t want to take the risk, is all. He doesn’t want the bad publicity that might come with our falling out. Mr. B’s loyalists are everywhere, waiting to surface. They’re in Saint’s organization at every level, at least one in every group, sometimes more. Any event might trigger their action, and he doesn’t want to deal with that right now. Appeasing me is the best way to hold them back.”

      “So, what, then? You’re not coming?”

      “No, Trigger. I’m not…”

      I let go of her wrist and stepped back. I took a deep breath, slipping my paw into my pocket, gripping the vial.

      “Sugarplum, we have to go.”

      She looked up at me again, her eyes showing a side of Sugarplum I’d never seen before, and I lost all will to fight her anymore. I let my paw slip from my pocket, empty.

      “Fine,” I said. I felt numb, like I’d just closed my eyes and climbed the tallest snowy mountain in the world, only to open my eyes and realize I’d slipped every step, and still stood at the bottom. The emotion hit me like nothing had ever hit me before. The feeling of complete and utter defeat. I couldn’t save her.

      “This fight is going to take longer than any of us want, but I promise I’ll do everything I can to hold him back from the inside,” she said.

      “Things are going to get a lot harder for you after tonight. If you tell me about Lily and Saint, he’s going to know it was you. He won’t treat you as well anymore.”

      She smiled, this time grabbing my paw in hers.

      “I’m tough. I learned from a wonderful teacher how to be a detective. I’ll leak information, find clues. He can’t muzzle me completely. Everything still has to look normal from the outside. Just trust me, alright? This time, I’ll earn it.”

      “Alright. I trust you,” I said, taking a deep breath and letting it out. “I’m sorry, we’re out of time.”

      She nodded, letting go of my paw and wiping her eyes. “I’m afraid what I have to tell you isn’t good news.”

      “Yeah, don’t worry about it. There’s not been any other kind of news lately. Just tell me.”

      “At around midnight, they’re moving Lily to a location I don’t know. Once she’s moved, I won’t have any way of finding out where she is. You must rescue her tonight.”

      “That’s not so bad,” I said. “Kerdy and I together should be able to handle it, and I can get more help if needed. What about Saul?”

      “Saul is heading for the opposite side of the district, near the wall. He’s planning to scale with a tool, like the one Kerdy had, and bring two of Saint’s best cats with him to smuggle in more weapons he hid away outside.” She leaned over and pulled a pen and paper from the desk beside her, scribbling two addresses down, stuffing the paper in my paw.

      “What?” I said, panicked. “Oh, no. No, no. That can’t happen, and we can’t go after both.”

      “I’m sorry, Trigger… I didn’t want you to have to choose.”

      “I have to go, Sugarplum. Thank you.” I spun around, but she grabbed my arm.

      “I know every second counts, but…” She stood to her feet, grabbing me and hugging me tightly. “Just a few seconds. We may not see each other again. Just a few seconds.”

      Everything in me wanted to shove her away and run, but I couldn’t bring myself to do it. I put my arms around her and pulled her closer. I held her there for a few seconds, just as she’d asked.

      “This isn’t ‘goodbye’, Sugarplum. This is ‘see you soon’,” I said, putting my paws on her shoulders and gently pushing her away.

      She smiled, wiping her eyes again. “You can do it, detective.”

      I nodded, sprinting back the way I came, now with no regard for what or who might wait for me around every corner. There wasn’t time. Midnight was just hours away, and I didn’t know how we were going to manage.

      I shot out the door to Kerdy’s shocked expression.

      “Where is Sugarplum?” she whispered aggressively.

      “She refused to come,” I said.

      “You weren’t supposed to let her do that! Even if she told you where Lily and Saul are, there will be other information we’ll need.”

      “She’s going to help from the inside, Kerdy,” I said, getting more impatient as the questions continued.

      “And you believe her? Hah! What a fool you are. Your soft heart will—”

      “Doggone it, Kerdy, shut your mouth! I know where Saul and Lily are. They’re moving Lily tonight, and Saul’s going to retrieve more weapons he’s hidden outside the city?”

      “He what?” Kerdy roared. “You’re on your own, Trigger. I have to stop him now. This is my last chance to stop him without escalating to a level that, trust me, you do not want.”

      I grabbed her shoulders. “Kerdy, if we run, we can circle around and enter our hiding spot safely. Brutus and Buddy are already there, waiting to meet us after we rescued Sugarplum. We’ll have a few minutes to come up with something, but I need you to trust me. Don’t run off. I need you. Please!”

      She smacked my arms away, and paced for a moment, putting her paws on her head and muttering something under her breath.

      “Okay, Trigger, but know that many more lives than Lily’s rides on what we do tonight. Let’s go.”
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      After taking the shortest detour we could justify to make sure we weren’t followed, we burst into the rear door of the gym, causing Buddy and Brutus to leap from their chairs. They’d added a fifth chair to the table, for Sugarplum.

      “Where’s Sugarplum?” Buddy asked.

      “No time, pal,” I said.

      “Gonna have to make time, Trigger. That was the plan,” he said, leaning on the table.

      “Buddy. No. Time,” I repeated, gritting my teeth.

      Buddy opened his mouth again to speak, but Kerdy interrupted.

      “He’s right. Every breath we waste right now is critical. Every minute wasted could be a life we fail to save.”

      Buddy’s face drooped, realizing the gravity of the situation. He sat back down in his chair, motioning for us to continue. Brutus sat quietly, watching us.

      “At midnight, Saul is leaving the city to smuggle in more super weapons, like the one he used to blow the wall of that brick building out and nearly killed Harvey with. At midnight, on the opposite end of the district, they’re moving Lily to a more secure location only Saint and his closest cats know. Once she’s gone, we’ll no longer have any way to find her. She’ll be his permanent hostage.”

      Buddy scratched the back of his head, as if suddenly fighting an infestation of biting fleas, growling as he did.

      “But… we can’t be at both places and only Kerdy could take on Saul.”

      We all sat looking at the table, bad plan after bad plan manifesting in our minds and being discarded before they could make it into words.

      “Will we really have to choose?” Buddy asked, looking up at me. “You know the choice we have to make, Trigger… I know you have to go after Lily, but—”

      “I know, Buddy, but I have a better idea.”

      Everyone snapped their gazes to me, for once without argument. I had their full attention. No one said a word.

      “Kerdy will save Lily. We dogs will go after Saul.”

      Kerdy leaped to her feet, ready to object, but her half-open mouth didn’t produce words.

      Buddy looked angry, but likewise had nothing to say.

      Brutus only sat quietly, as he’d been doing, scratching his chin in deep contemplation.

      “Do you really think the three of us can stop Saul, Trigger?” Brutus asked, trying to hide his skepticism.

      “The real question is…” I turned to Kerdy. “Kerdy, I’m willing to trust you to save Lily. I’m going against every fiber of my body and every piece of my heart not going after her myself. I believe if anyone in the world can pull off something like that alone, it’s you. I’ve seen what you can do when there’s no one there to slow you down. Can you trust us to stop Saul?”

      Kerdy stood, walking toward the opposite wall, placing her paws on her hips. “So much rides on this, Trigger. More than you can know.”

      “Then we’ll put our lives on the line, if we have to. I know these dogs, and I know they’ll gladly do the same. These are my friends. So are you,” I said, pleading, betting everything on this one request.

      She put her paw on the wall, allowing her head to drop against it. “Fine. But, know that if you fail, the river through Arc City will run red, and that blood will be on our paws.”

      “No time to lose,” I said, slamming the paper Sugarplum handed me down on the table. “Kerdy, Lily is being held at that same office building we were in before. Third floor. She wrote that ‘all floors heavy guard’ on the note.” I slid the note closer to Brutus and Buddy. “This is our target, opposite side. We can’t let him over that wall, and we can’t let him escape with the weapon he already has.”

      “All the planning we need, Trigger. Let’s move!” Buddy said, jumping to his feet, followed quickly by Brutus.

      I followed them, stopping only briefly to look back to Kerdy. “I’m counting on you, too. Good luck.”

      Kerdy said nothing, just nodded. As hard as it was for me to believe, it was much harder for Kerdy to allow the three of us to go after Saul, than it was for me to let her go after Lily. Kerdy was in a league of her own. Brutus and Buddy were no slouches, but against Saul? I just didn’t know how we’d pull it off. All I knew was that we had to.

      We sprinted out the rear door. I glanced over my shoulder to see Kerdy not far behind, gracefully gliding in the opposite direction.

      “How’d she get that new leg so quick, Buddy?” I asked.

      “Convinced me to take a detour for her when I picked her up from the alley the next morning. I put up a fight, but she’s… well, I’m embarrassed to say it, being twice her size, and her only having one leg at the time, but I think ‘intimidating’ is the right word.”

      I nodded, understanding very well.

      “Don’t talk. It will damage your endurance. We can’t afford a rest, and we’ll be cutting closer on time than Kerdy,” Brutus scolded.

      Buddy and I didn’t answer. Just obeyed. Brutus knew what he was talking about, having trained champion after champion since his retirement, and being among the most famous himself in his time. Thank goodness he decided to get back into fighting shape. I still remember clearly his flabby, sweat-covered face just from walking to the Black District to hire me to investigate the reel swapping incident at his theater. Only wishing I’d taken my condition as seriously, as the pain in my ribs was already hitting from lack of training. I’d have to bear it.

      Without warning, Brutus shot down another alley, prompting us to follow him.

      “Brutus,” I said, choking on my gasps. “This is out of the way. We’ll be too late.”

      “I remembered something. Bear with me. We must pick up the pace to make up for the time we’ll lose, but it’ll be worth it. Now, stop talking,” he scolded again.

      This path led us in front of a fine restaurant with outdoor seating. Very upscale place I’d only heard of, never been to. It was a hangout for movie stars, business moguls, and politicians. We ran through the middle of the tables, and I finally realized why we had. Sitting there, at one of the tables with one of the prettiest cat dames I’d ever seen, was Fire Claws, newest heavyweight champion of Arc City. My heart surged with excitement, propelling my limbs forward with renewed power. Yes!

      “Sorry to interrupt your date, boy, but I think I can meet your previous request. Join us on our run. I’ll fill you in on the way.”

      For a moment, I thought no one would be crazy enough to join three running dogs on the shortest possible notice, leaving the date of a lifetime, but he did just that. Smiling, he jumped up from his table, and began running hard to catch up to us. “Call you later,” he yelled to the dame he’d been sitting with, who was understandably stunned into silence.

      “Good, my boy. You remember how you asked me to find the toughest dog or cat in all the city for your next fight. Well, we’ve found them. He’s an outsider. A cat. Advanced military training. Much better than you, if I had to guess, and he has a dangerous weapon we’ll need to disarm him of,” Brutus continued, sucking in quiet, deep breaths between sentences, going against all the advice he’d just given us. Buddy and I listened quietly, knowing we had much less energy than these two. Me, most of all.

      “What a joke, old dog. You better not be wasting my time. I’ve dreamed of fighting someone like that after that title fight letdown. If this cat’s everything you say he is, I’ll sign with your gym for the next ten years, no questions asked.”

      Brutus laughed, patting him hard on the back as they ran side-by-side. “Be careful what you wish for, my boy. Just don’t let him point the weapon at you. It sends a blast at range. Remember, we must disarm him. Then, fists will prevail.”

      “Yeah! Way better than any old date!” Fire Claws cheered, slapping his paws together and pumping his fist.

      One lunatic to battle another, I suppose. Beggars couldn’t be choosers, and I’d have kissed his feet if it would’ve convinced him to help us. I’d say that makes me a beggar.

      “Thanks,” Buddy said, half gasping the word.

      “Oh, I knew it was legit when I saw this little dog running with you. That’s Trigger. He was there that night when all the craziness went down during my title fight. And that business with Mr. B, and that stolen statue case. Boy, oh, I’ve got all the newspaper clippings, my dog!” he said, looking to me. “You’re like an honest-to-goodness comic book hero. I’m a big fan.”

      I was dumbfounded. Me? The heavyweight champion of Arc City, and he was my fan? I’d have laughed hard, but I was afraid I’d pass out or vomit if I did. All I could manage was a sappy smile.

      Finally, we reached the wall, precisely where Sugarplum had written. I dropped to my knees, panting hard, checking my watch. Ten minutes early. It’s a wonder I hadn’t died at this pace.

      Brutus and Fire Claws looked at one another, looking like they’d just got up off a couch after a leisurely rest. “See, boys, time to spare. We should hide and be ready. No chances, now. We ambush if we can. Allow me the first blow. You know my haymaker hits harder than yours.”

      Fire Claws scoffed. “Hah, you wish old dog. I came for the fun, not to kick around your scraps.”

      Brutus nodded. “Alright, on my signal. Remember, get his weapon away first, then duke it out with him to your heart’s content.”

      Fire Claws pumped his fist again, like a child who was just promised his favorite treat.

      Brutus looked to Buddy and I, concern wrinkling his face. “Let’s get out of sight. The two of you use this time to catch your breath. We’ll need you for the other cats. They’ll be no slouches either. Probably the best Saint can spare him.”

      We moved to the alley across and waited patiently. As hard as I tried to quiet my breathing, it took several minutes before I could. I still felt like I’d been breathing hot coals. Even though it was near midnight, the streets still radiated heat stored from the sun’s rays. My head was swimming, and my shirt was drenched like I’d just taken a dip in the river. Tempting as the idea was, the last thing I needed was to go for a swim in this river, where dead cats and dogs go to their final rest, concrete shoes fitted tightly. We just so happened to be right next to it. No doubt Saul used the river to make the weapons easier to find when he went back for them.

      Right on time, the three cats approached from the main street, moving at a steady pace. Brutus brought down his arm, signaling Fire Claws to pounce. He shot out of the alley, paws clenched into tight fists, a perfect boxer’s stance, tucking his elbows. He pivoted on his leading foot, and with breathtaking speed and power landed his fist into Saul’s face before he had the chance to react.

      No cat or dog in this city could stay standing after a punch like that. It would be a miracle if he didn’t die from the impact, if his skull was still holding together, if his brains weren’t pounded into paste. In my wildest imagination, I couldn’t even force an image of the cat, or dog, who could take a hit like that.

      Unfortunately for me, imagination wasn’t necessary. After only two small steps backward to catch his balance, despite blood pouring from his nose, Saul stood steady, leaning into a counterattack.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            21

          

        

      

    

    
      Fire Claws was quick to adjust, not allowing his opponent’s toughness to surprise him. After all, this was what he was counting on, what he’d hoped for. The smile on his face made that clear. He pulled back his punch, but Saul nearly doubled his speed, grabbing his paw before he could withdraw it, flying forward with a knee to Fire Claws’ stomach, lifting him completely off the ground. Fire Claws was no pushover either when it came to taking a shot, steadying himself when his feet touched the ground again, pulling Saul forward into a headbutt. Saul hardly flinched, pulling him forward again, this time tucking his hips against Fire Claws, and flipping his opponent over his shoulder, slamming him hard enough into the hard street below that it made a sickening slap.

      This all happened so quickly that the rest of us had only just now spilled into the street. I extended my shock stick, clocking the distracted cat closest to me in the back of the head, sending him down to one knee. A kick from Buddy finished the job, dropping him to the ground unconscious.

      Brutus ran toward Saul, in an attempt to help Fire Claws, but was tackled to the ground by the other cat. Saul didn’t let go of Fire Claws’ arm when he’d slammed him onto the ground, leaving him lying stomach down. Saul kneeled down on his shoulder, bending his arm straight back, giving it a hard pull. Fire Claws gasped in pain. I ran behind Saul, leaped through the air, and brought down my shock stick toward the back of his skull. With lightning reflexes, he snapped his head around, catching my arm as I came down, extending it high above me, preventing me from doing anything other than trying to land a weak kick. Which, of course, he shrugged off as though it hadn’t happened. Still holding my arm, he punched me several times in the ribs. I felt them snap like dry twigs beneath my hide. An answer to a question I’d had in the back of my mind came forward. I was certain Lady hit harder between the two of them, though not by much, and I really wish I’d found out some other way.

      He lifted me off the ground, as I choked on attempts to suck air back into my empty lungs. He carried me over to the edge of the river and threw me over the rail.

      Desperately, I grabbed for anything I might use to keep from plummeting to my death. With all the luck I didn’t deserve, but always seemed to find at just the right time, a stone stuck out from the wall enough for me to grab on to, near to the top. I heard him unholster his blaster, and the familiar hum of the charge. He quickly leaned over, intending to shoot me as I hit the water, an extra precaution to be sure I wouldn’t be back this time.

      What he caught instead was my baton, which I’d somehow held on to against all odds, across his knuckles. He dropped the blaster, and I watched it plummet at near slow motion toward the rapid flow of water, splashing when it landed.

      He shrieked and nearly fell over the railing trying to catch it. His eyes wild, he reached for me, looking to exact a quick revenge. Brutus must have broken free from the other cat, because he was now hanging from Saul’s neck behind him, his massive arms trying to choke him out. Saul seemed to sag for a moment, but his discipline kept him thinking clearly. He didn’t panic. He turned, slammed Brutus into the railing, then dropped onto his back. I couldn’t see what happened, but Brutus must’ve let go. I hit the tip of my shock stick against the wall, collapsing it, then stuffed it into my pocket, using the free arm to grab on to the edge of the wall above. I pulled with everything I had, before feeling a heavy foot stomp on my paw.

      Saul was still focused on me, gasping as he pulled in precious air Brutus had kept him from taking.

      “Goodbye, Trigger,” he said, stomping hard on my paw. I cried out in pain, losing my grip with that paw, still clinging onto the stone with my other paw, my grip slowly slipping. Saul leaned over the rail, reaching toward me. This time, Buddy stopped him, pinning his arms behind his head, growling with all his strength. Saul’s face contorted as he tried to withstand the pain of his arms being torn from their sockets and his neck bent forward. His eyes bulged as he again sagged toward the ground. But again he stayed calm, waited for his opening, and found it.

      He stomped down hard twice on Buddy’s foot, causing his grip to loosen just enough for Saul to slip from it, throwing an elbow into Buddy’s face, sending him tumbling backward out of my sight.

      Saul stumbled this time, struggling to steady himself on the rail. He surveyed the area behind him before turning his attention to me, not allowing himself to be careless again. Gravity would kill me soon, anyway. I barely had any grip left on this rock at all.

      Had we failed? Even with Fire Claws helping, Saul had proven too much. What a lousy way to die.

      Saul didn’t turn to face me, instead leaning on the rail and watching the other direction. Had Buddy stayed in the fight after all?

      A red-furred arm swung fast toward Saul’s face, but he dodged it, landing a punch of his own against Fire Claws’ jaw. He stayed standing, his right arm hanging limp by his side.

      “Hold on, detective! About to wrap this—” he shouted, before Saul landed another punch to his face, cutting him off. Saul’s confident smile shined across his face. Fire Claws must have been the last one standing of all of us, and in awful shape.

      “Go on, take your best shot,” Saul said, motioning for Fire Claws to swing. Without hesitation, he threw a brilliant left hook, catching Saul, fatigue finally making him too slow to dodge such a fast strike. Saul stood rigid, stared for a moment in stunned disbelief, stumbled and tried to steady himself against the rail before sliding down onto the ground.

      Fire Claws dove under the rails, as my nails slipped away, the last of their grip on the stone. Just as I felt myself let go completely, searing pain shot up my entire arm, Fire Claws having buried the length of his claws through my paw, and I hung limp.

      “Sorry, can only use one arm. Bear with it,” he said. He took a deep breath and pulled me up as far as the bottom rail before his strength gave out. It was close enough. My fingers were broken, but I could still wrap my arm around the rail.

      Brutus struggled to his knees, and crawled to the rails, pulling me the rest of the way over. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Saul stirring, reaching for something on his belt. I dipped my bloody paw into my pocket, retrieving my shock stick, making one hard swing to extend it, and falling into a second swing that caught him in the head. He finally flattened onto the hard street, out cold.

      I fell back onto the ground, looking up at the sky. We did it. We actually did it!

      We looked like a bunch of dogs… and a cat, that had fallen off the roof of a building about ten times each, but we did it.

      Buddy sat up a bit, propping himself on his elbow. “Trigger, there something you’re not telling me? That cat fought just like Lady.”

      “It’s a long story, Buddy. For another time. We need to go back to the gym.”

      Fire Claws stood to his feet and screamed to the top of his lungs. “Woo hoo! Whatever that cat’s been eating, I’m adding it to my diet tomorrow. I feel awful,” he said, his last three words contradicting the enormous smile across his face.

      “Quiet boy,” Brutus whispered. “Since you have so much energy, pick him up and put him over your shoulder. We’re going to my old gym.”

      “Oh! Secret hero hideout? This was an official Detective Trigger case, wasn’t it? Oh boy, what a night. How’d I do, detective?”

      “You did good, kid. Going to give you five out of five stars. Ace detective level,” I said, intending it as a joke, but his smile only grew wider.

      We all struggled to our feet, leaning on one another for most of the way, nursing our wounds as much as possible as we walked.

      I could tell Fire Claws’ adrenaline had finally run dry, and he was feeling the pain now, because he shut up for the rest of the trip.

      When we got in sight of the gym, I ran ahead, nearly falling as I flung open the back door. Lily’s eyes met mine, and I ran toward her just as she ran toward me. I grabbed her in my arms and spun her around, hugging her so tightly I was afraid I might hurt her, and really, really hurt myself. But I couldn’t resist.

      Kerdy looked awful, covered in fresh bandages, most already bloody, sitting on the ground with her eyes closed. I wasn’t sure she was even breathing.

      “Is Kerdy…” I asked, my voice cracking.

      “I’m alright, you puppy,” Kerdy said, keeping her eyes closed, taking in slow and deep breaths. “I was meditating. Until you interrupted.”

      “You’re covered in blood,” I said, pointing to her bandages.

      “Most of it isn’t mine,” she said, with a vicious grin, opening her eyes just in time to see Fire Claws step through the door with the others, holding Saul on his shoulder.

      “We had some last-minute help,” I said, nodding to Fire Claws.

      “How do you do, mam? Name’s Simon,” he said, nodding to Kerdy.

      “Simon?” I asked, tilting my head.

      “Fire Claws is just my boxing name. You didn’t think that was my actual name, did you?”

      I choked back my embarrassment. “What? No! Of course not.”

      “You didn’t kill him,” Kerdy said, watching Saul take shallow breaths as Simon dropped him not-so-gently onto the hard floor.

      I shook my head, smiling. “No, we didn’t kill him. The weapon he was carrying was swept away in Arc River.”

      Kerdy nodded. “I have means of recovering it later. That weapon is too valuable to lose and should be used for the right cause. I’ll find out from Saul where his scavenged weapons are hidden. I suspect old world technology.”

      “Old world what?” Brutus asked.

      Kerdy shook her head. “Never mind. My problem to deal with later. A much smaller problem that I can handle on my own. Thank you, Trigger, and… thank you for taking him alive.”

      I reached out my paw. She smiled, taking it and shaking it firmly.

      “Case closed,” I said.
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      My eyes slowly opened against the late morning sun, and I tried to sit up. A bolt of pain surged across my side, and I bent forward, wincing. Two paws grabbed my shoulders.

      “Oh no you don’t, Trigger. You are under my care, and I’m afraid I simply cannot allow you out of this bed today,” Lily said.

      I pouted my lip at her. “Pretty please?”

      “No! You pretend you’re only joking, but the moment I turn my back you’ll be running out the door trying to tackle this or that hooligan to help Chief Petey out.”

      “Come on,” I pleaded. “I’ve already been stuffed in this tiny room for a week. I’m feeling a lot better, honest. What if the entire district is on fire out there and I’m the only one who can put out the flames?”

      “Oh, in your dreams. Petey has things well in paw, you should know. They transferred Harvey back to Black District hospital. Did you hear Rick signed his business over to Harvey just before being arrested? Harvey’s not even been released yet, and already he’s meeting with associates from his hospital room, despite the protest of the nurses.”

      I laughed.

      Lily picked up a wet cloth sitting on a table beside her, chucking it at my face. A direct hit.

      “Oh, you think that’s funny, don’t you? Think of how his wife must feel, trying to make a stubborn dog like that take his much-needed rest. I think I must know how she feels!” Lily shouted with mock rage. At least I really, really hoped it was mock rage.

      “Sorry,” I said, easing back down on the bed.

      “You should be, Trigger. By the way, Kerdy has been waiting to see you all morning. I’ll send her in to keep you company while I make you tea.”

      Lily left the room, and Kerdy stepped inside. Despite her wounds looking much worse than mine just days ago, she now looked as though she’d never been wounded at all.

      “How…” I started, pointing at her.

      “I swear, if you tell anyone what I just did, I will drown you in Arc River myself,” she said.

      “What you just di—ouch!” I grunted as a needle plunged into my arm, Kerdy squeezing the plunger and emptying the contents into my body.

      “No questions. No comments. Not one word. I’m serious. Do you understand?”

      “Not even a—” I smiled, but her scowl only intensified.

      “I’m serious,” she repeated.

      She really was serious. “Yeah, sure thing, Kerdy. Don’t even know what you’re talking about.” I winked.

      “Saul is secure with my people. I will return soon to interrogate him, and we’ll determine his fate.”

      “Good,” I said, unsure of what else I could really say to bring her any comfort.

      “You asked me once about Lady. I think you deserve an answer after all you did to help me. My people are just about all cats. Lady is one of the few dogs to see the outside, and I raised her as my student… as a mother, in a way. As I did with Saul, and so many others. Lady was crippled and weak at birth. Her parents were cruel and threw her over the wall to dispose of her. Her body was broken even further when she landed on the other side, but she still breathed, dragging herself along the ground. I found her. I couldn’t believe that pup’s will to survive. I was so impressed, that I took her with me. We healed her. First her injuries, then her abnormalities given to her by birth. She always felt she had something to prove, and she was always bitter. I thought she had abandoned her feelings about Arc City. That was my mistake… I sent her after the Grand Gobbler, but when she saw her chance to stand above those who live here as one of them, she took it. Others believe she failed me, but…”

      “You think you failed her,” I said.

      She sniffed, wiping at one of her eyes, nodding.

      “I wish I could tell her I miss her. I think I would say ‘the ninth commander releases you from your oath’ and let her go.”

      I perked up my ears. “Ninth commander? So, you are a leader.”

      “Something like that. So long, Trigger. We may not see each other again for a while, so I’ll be direct and not hide my feelings. I think of you as a friend. That thing I didn’t just do, that was not your payment. That was a bonus. The favor you’re entitled to, take your time to think about it. When we see one another again, I’ll settle my account with you.”

      “So long, Kerdy. Thank you for everything, and good luck.”

      Kerdy stood and walked out. Not long ago I said I’d be happy to see her walk out the door and now seeing it made me feel deeply sad.

      The feeling didn’t go away, only intensified as I sat quietly in the room by myself, going over the events of the last few days in my mind. I had dealt with Saul, and Lily was safe. Petey had used his new power as Black District Chief to push back against Saint’s influence on the police. Patches had planned this brilliantly. Because Black District was now independent of the ACPD, Saint’s reach as an Adria District representative, and even the mayor’s own orders to the police, stopped at the Black District gate. Petey’s Black District police could act as they saw fit.

      Lucky for me, because the warrant out for my arrest rivaled the one that had been out for Rico all those years. I’m told the wanted posters were going up everywhere, offering a handsome reward to anyone who would risk crossing into Black District to retrieve me. Petey dared them to, and, at least for now, there were no takers. Considering what we’d just done, and Fire Claw — oops, I mean Simon’s passion for telling the story like I was a comic book hero deterred the typical for-hire street thug from wanting to get involved with anything that had my name on it.

      The press, now pandering to Saint more than ever, did not come by to take my photo. Not least of all because someone with a pile of warrants out for their arrest for such charges as… well, being a traitor, did not make for good press unless it was about their capture.

      My mind lingered on the thought for a moment.

      Why didn’t Rick go into hiding when he sent me to reveal his identity to the broker?

      He had advanced knowledge of what was about to happen and had many hiding places. No one had better contacts in both the business world and the less savory side of the district than Rick. He was all too happy.

      

      I hope we’ll see each other again someday. Knowing you and your tendency to get into trouble, maybe soon. Maybe that wouldn’t be such a bad thing, am I right?

      

      That part of the letter stood out.

      He’d gotten arrested on purpose and…

      I looked to the box that was lying on the floor beside my bed, containing the suit.

      

      You’ll need to look good for your photo.

      

      Well, I’ll be. That photo he was talking about… it was a mug shot!

      Sorry, Rick. I appreciate the fancy suit, but I prefer a different look.

      I scribbled a note for Lily on the back of the letter Rick had written for me, using a tiny pencil I had fortunately neglected to throw away. No way she’d let me leave if she knew where I was going.

      I opened the window as quietly as I could and slipped out. When I landed on the ground, the sharp pain I’d been expecting never came. Had Kerdy given me some kind of advanced painkiller?

      I made my way out of Rose Garden Estate, and visited my apartment, grabbing my hat and trench coat. With lining removed, of course. I wanted to match up with the photos the Arc Daily Tribune had taken of me when I was in the papers over there. Wanted maximum recognition.

      I left my apartment and continued walking down the empty streets. It’s a shame I couldn’t go see Harvey or Petey before I did this, but all of them would just say I was crazy.

      All of them would be right, of course.

      A sense of calm washed over me as I approached the Blue District gate. Both dogs on duty there looked at one another, questioning if what they were seeing was real.

      “Trigger?” one dog asked. “Is that really you?”

      I nodded, holding out my paws. “Take me to the chief. Ready to turn myself in. Tired of putting everyone else in danger on my account. This is the easiest way.”

      Reluctantly, the second dog pulled out cuffs, whistling for an officer to come and escort me.

      Patches seemed neither surprised to see me, nor expecting me.

      Instead, he twitched one of his paws twice toward the phone, twice toward the bookshelf to his right, and twice toward his desk. Bugged from top to bottom. No wonder he hadn’t been able to talk straight with us from the beginning.

      “You’re doing the right thing by coming here, Trigger. It shows that despite all you’ve done, you still have a bit of integrity left in you from your time wearing the badge. As you know, the charges against you are quite serious. They put you in the same league as your friend, Rick. Or, should I say, Rico? How does it feel to be in the same class as a legendary criminal who had to work for years to achieve it? Oh, how the mighty have fallen.”

      “Shove it, Patches!” I said. “I’m ready for my glamor shots. Just make sure they get the lighting right. I want to look real pretty for the papers tomorrow.”

      He made his first and only slip, allowing a small smile to escape his lips. Only for a moment, and it was gone, so quickly most would question whether it was ever there in the first place. Whatever the plan was, Patches was clearly in on it. Somehow Rick had informed him. Too bad Patches couldn’t pass the message on to me in less cryptic terms. Though, I had a feeling I knew what it was, despite any reasonable thought disagreeing with the conclusion.

      He led me down the hall in front of the camera. They handed me the card with a chain to hang it from my neck.

      “Don’t smile,” the officer said. “I know you’re going to.”

      He was right. As soon as I heard the click, I grinned like a bandit from ear to ear.

      “Aw man, he smiled!” the officer said, looking to Patches. “Please don’t make me retake this photo over and over. Work with me here.”

      Patches raised his paw. “Doesn’t matter. He’s never getting out anyway. They’ll chew him up and spit him out down in the sub-levels long before his trial rolls around. It’s unlikely he’ll last the week. Look at it as us capturing probably the last smile he’ll ever make. Just book him and get him changed into his new uniform. An officer will be by shortly to escort him the long way down.”

      Patches nodded at me, and I was confident he was secretly wishing me luck.

      I got changed, and an officer arrived a few minutes later, escorting me as promised.

      “I’m getting a nice little tip to switch around your cell assignment, Mr. Trigger,” he said, giving me a wink as we descended the heavily armored lift elevator, nearly sending me toppling over as we moved.

      “Oh, from who?” I asked.

      “You’ll find out soon enough,” he said. “This way.”

      He motioned me to follow him as we exited the lift. This must be the sub-levels, in a world of its own. Prisoners screamed and shook their bars as I walked by.

      “Look who it is,” one shouted.

      “Oh, wait until this gets around,” added another.

      Someone else spat on me as we passed. What a friendly bunch.

      “Your new cell, Mr. Trigger. Hope you don’t mind sharing. It’s a group cell.”

      “Great…” I said, stepping inside, hearing the door slam and lock behind me.

      “The switch,” a voice said. “To your left, next to the door you just went through. Turn it on if you’d be so kind.”

      That voice was familiar, but it wasn’t Rick’s like I was expecting. No, I knew exactly whose voice it was.

      I flipped the switch, revealing a familiar orange cat sitting at a table at the opposite end of the room, flashing me a smile.

      “You should have chosen a different career, Trigger. Once again, you and I find ourselves on the same path,” he said.

      “Thank you for your advice, Mr. B, but looking back I think I’d have to disagree. Maybe this job wasn’t so bad after all.”
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      After placing a bottle and two empty glasses on his desk, Saint handed the cat sitting across from him a cigar, leaning back into his new leather chair and lighting one of his own. The cat across from him cut the end of his before doing the same.

      Saint smiled, “What’s the matter, Rosco? You seem troubled. Is the cigar not to your liking?”

      Rosco adjusted the collar of his fancy suit, leaning forward in his chair.

      “Forgive me for saying so, but I’m not sure I see the cause to celebrate. We just lost Saul.”

      Saint puffed on his cigar, and blew a smoke ring toward Rosco, smiling again.

      “You think too much in the short-term, Colonel. Where’s your sense of vision?”

      Rosco continued. “And we put thirty of our best cats…” He paused, holding his arms out wide. “Thirty of our best cats guarded that little white Chihuahua, and one cat somehow comes in, nearly kills all of them, yet somehow doesn’t kill any of them. She didn’t sneak, Saint. She kicked in the front door, pulled out two swords, and beat the tar out of all the meanest, toughest cats we could find in the entire city. It wasn’t close. If she walked into the ground floor of this building right now, we’d be done.”

      “She won’t,” Saint said. “She got what she came for. We won’t be seeing her again.”

      Rosco choked out a sigh, shaking his head. “Well, that’s a relief, but Saul could have done the same thing she did, but to our enemies. Is it worth losing our secret weapon to remove theirs?”

      Saint shrugged. “Saul wasn’t on her level. At worst, removing these two pieces changes nothing. At best, it’s a slight advantage to us. Again, small things.”

      Rosco forced a smile, finally taking a puff of his own cigar. “Right. You’re right. But what about that private detective?”

      “What about him?” Saint asked, tilting his head.

      “We don’t have an ideal hostage anymore, and without Saul it will be hard for us to grab up anyone we want, whenever we want, wherever we want.”

      “Rosco, I really am disappointed in you. I expected you to have more imagination. Don’t you see the hostage threat worked?”

      Rosco squinted, letting the cigar hang loosely from his lips. “I’m sorry. I don’t follow.”

      Saint sighed. “Of course you don’t. Haven’t you heard? The little detective turned himself in. Walked straight into the Blue District, held out his paws, and didn’t even put up a fight. See, I put the fear in him. He knows that his friends and loved ones aren’t off limits. He knows that if he causes me trouble, I’ll hurt everyone he ever cared about if I can’t hurt him directly. When that finally sank in, he turned himself in. I’ll honor his wish and leave his friends alone, so long as they don’t bother me… for now.”

      “Yeah, but…” Rosco hesitated, seeing Saint’s irritation deepen.

      Saint stared at him, then sighed, motioning for him to continue. “But what?”

      “Don’t you find it a little strange? That he’d just give up like that.”

      Saint placed his cigar in the ashtray sitting on his desk. “Rosco, all of our primary threats are out of the way. No more Kerdy. Rico is in prison. Trigger is in prison. Mr. B is in prison. Sugarplum is on a tight leash, only a paper tiger now. We’ve basically won already.”

      “What if Rico, Trigger, and Mr. B team up in there, with you as their common enemy?”

      Saint leaned forward and plucked the cigar from Rosco’s lips, placing it carefully in the ashtray.

      “And do what? Shout obscenities at me from the depths of Arc City Prison? Draw my face on a pillow and take turns punching it?”

      “Sir, if Mr. B ever escapes, he—”

      Saint shot to his feet, grabbing Rosco by his shirt, pulling him nose-to-nose. “Mr. B will… I’ll…” Saint tried to put his thoughts into words, but even now he was still afraid to insult his former boss aloud. He sighed, easing Rosco back into his chair. “I’m sorry. You’re right. Tell the chief I’m requesting—”

      “You mean Trigger’s old friend? He’s doing well but shouldn’t be fully trusted just yet.” Rosco interrupted.

      Saint nodded. “Spread a rumor among the prisoners occupying the sub-levels of Arc City Prison, the meanest and toughest criminals alive in the city, that the one to kill any of them will receive a full pardon and government position with salary the first day after I take office as mayor. Dog or cat, doesn’t matter.”

      Rosco nodded softly, pleased with the idea. “I’ll be visiting next week. I know some prisoners there, so we don’t have to risk passing the message along.”

      “Good. Now can we celebrate?”

      Rosco picked up the bottle on the desk, pouring a glass for each of them, offering one to Saint. “To you, Saint. May cats take their rightful place soon.”

      Saint laughed, mirroring Rosco’s gesture. “No, my dear friend. To Mr. B, Rico, and Trigger. Don’t they at least deserve one last toast before they die?”

      The two laughed, and laughed, and laughed.
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      If you made it this far, I hope that means you enjoyed the story! If you can spare a couple of minutes, it would mean the world to me if you could leave a review over on Amazon and/or goodreads. A review may not seem like much, but for a small, self-published author like me, each and every review makes a massive difference. Reviews mean reaching new readers who would otherwise never know this book exists. Trigger doesn’t have a huge marketing team behind him. All he has is you.
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