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      Arc City. Home to countless flea-bitten scoundrels willing to do just about anything for a quick dime. As for the rest of us, we were lucky to get the scraps. I was just a small-timer, and in more ways than one. Being a little brown Chihuahua put me at a big disadvantage to even the cats around here. And me being a one-eyed private eye didn’t do me any favors either. I was the private detective you’d expect to hire at a discount.

      Along with the propaganda-filled morning newspaper, I had the pleasure of reading yet another “Your Bill is Overdue” love letter from my dear old landlord. As I was sitting at my desk contemplating my financial burdens, a sudden knock at my office door startled me.

      I cleared my throat. “Come in.”

      Let me tell you, this dame practically radiated class. She had a white coat with a few spots here and there. A Chihuahua like me, but with a long, thin face and a tail that curled just a little on the end. She had large black eyes that matched her pricey black dress. She was the kind of dog you’d see in the papers, in one of those big-dollar ads trying to sell me expensive junk.

      “Are you Trigger?”

      I guess the sign on the door wouldn’t necessarily give me away, especially after taking a good look at this dump I called an office.

      “I am. What seems to be the trouble, ma’am?” I asked, motioning to the empty chair in front of me.

      She fumbled with her kerchief, dabbing her eyes as she sat.

      “Oh, sir, it’s just awful.” She stopped to sob, sniffing loudly and wiping her eyes again. “Dreadful. You see, someone has stolen my most valuable possession.”

      I slid a box of tissues to the edge of my desk. “What did the cops say?”

      She took one of the tissues and blew her nose, tossing it into the bin next to my desk. “I came to you first. You have a reputation for getting a job done quickly and with results.”

      I looked around the office. What a mess. Things knocked over and never picked up again. Dust so thick it looked like a coat of paint. This dame stuck out in here like a sore paw, and I had a hunch she wasn’t giving it to me straight.

      “Didn’t go to the cops, eh?” I grunted.

      “No, sir. See, this isn’t just any collar. It’s covered with fine red rubies and what’s more, you see… well, there just isn’t another like it in all the world. It was my mother’s. And it was all she left to me.”

      I looked down at the bill on my desk for a long while as I thought about the countless ways this kind of case could go south. Ritzy dame. Expensive heirloom. Goodness knows who she’s going to say stole—

      “Mr. Trigger? Are you interested in taking this case?”

      “Haven’t said I’m not.”

      “I’m prepared to offer you five hundred dollars for—”

      I shot up from my chair as if someone just set fire to one of the old newspapers on the floor. After all, if they did, the whole place would go up in about a minute flat.

      “That’s a month’s salary for a lot of dogs. No one offers that kind of dough on a small job unless the pooch they’re offering it to is about a week away from turning up in the Arc River with a fresh pair of concrete slippers sized just for him. Either that, or we’re talking about more than just missing jewelry.”

      “Mr. Trigger, I assure you you’re in no significant danger. The criminal I believe stole it is very elusive, but I have never heard of him being violent.”

      I sat back down in my chair, producing a shrill squeak from wheels that went too long without a good oiling. Truth is, I was just putting on a show and would take the case no matter what. Half a grand would keep the lights on for months. My options were either get killed on the job or starve to death. Some cases are lousy enough to make even that choice a tough one. Makes it easier for a dog to gamble big when he’s got nothing to lose.

      “So, who do you think has it?”

      “Rico, the master thief. I’m sure you’ve seen all the stories about him in the newspaper. Who else could find out about such a precious piece of jewelry, and snatch it without a trace?”

      Now there’s a name I hadn’t heard in a while. “Rico, eh? Look, no one’s laid eyes on that pooch in years. Almost every cop from one side of this city to the other would give his left paw to be the one that brings him in.”

      “You don’t think you’re capable of finding him?” she asked.

      I laughed, surprised and impressed by the jab. “Maybe, but it’ll cost. How much are you paying up front?”

      “Fifty,” she offered, her voice steady with confidence. Seemed the tears were all dried up now that it was time to talk cash.

      “Ha! Lady, I’ll take two hundred up front. And that’s only because I’m such a nice guy.”

      “I’ll give you a hundred.”

      “Let’s hope the hundred is enough to cover the initial expenses, or we’ll be staring at a dead end. But hey, if you want to take the gamble, that’s your call.” I stood and held out my paw. “You’ve hired yourself a private detective, Miss…?”

      She offered her paw in return. “Lily. My name is Lily.”
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      I snooped around the usual places. Museums. “High-dollar” jewelry shops. Wherever I could think of with merchandise worth a lot of dough, at least by Black District standards. I also spent the day interviewing some of Rico’s previous victims. I was just going through the motions. Nobody figured out a way to predict Rico’s next heist, so it all came down to luck. He didn’t make the usual mistakes. He left no obvious clues. He never got carried away on sprees, nor did he taunt the police. He went long periods of time stealing nothing, and he hurt no one while doing it. A real professional. At least the easy hundred would keep food on the table for a while.

      Everybody’s always afraid to talk in this city, worried they’re being sized up by one of Mr. B’s goons with some kind of trick question. Can’t blame them for thinking that. That’s usually what it is. He sends lackeys around and they play like they’re some kind of a private eye like me - just to see what they know about this or that crime. Next thing they know they’re getting roughed up, or worse. Can’t say I’d do a lot of talking either if I was in their shoes.

      I kept up this routine for about a week. Friday morning, I put the key in my office door and realized it was already unlocked. I pushed it open to find a dog that wasn’t me sitting in my chair. He was a beagle with a black mask and a silly bandit costume you'd expect to see in a low budget film. I knew who it was the moment I laid eyes on him.

      “You looking to hire a private detective?” he said.

      “A real wise guy, aren’t you?”

      “Oh, lighten up, Trigger. Learn to laugh a little. Smile.” He put on a bright one of his own, as if to show me how.

      “You come all the way here to give me tips on my smile?”

      “Well, it looks like you could use it. But no, I didn’t. Word gets around fast in this city when a dog goes asking questions.”

      “Never heard of words causing anyone harm, Rico. You could’ve just stayed in that hole you were hiding in. We both know I would never find you.”

      “Well, that may be, but I’m taking an interest in this case of yours.”

      “You should find it interesting. You’re the one who stole the collar I’m supposed to find, or so I’m told.”

      His eyes brightened up, and that smile stretched even further.

      “Sure, I’ve got it. I’m thinking I might even give it to you. What do you think? That got your attention?”

      “I think you have an angle. There’s something in it for you. So just get on with it and spit it out, Rico.”

      “What if I said I was looking to hire a private detective myself?”

      “I’d say you probably give the best comedy advice around, a guy as funny as you.”

      “Comedy routine’s over, Trigger. I can go get that necklace for you. You just can’t tell that dame how you got it. As for what I want, there’ll be five grand for you when we’re done. Interested?”

      “That’s the kind of cash you get offered for a suicide mission, if you’re fool enough to take it. Get out,” I demanded.

      “Come on, you don’t even want to—”

      “I said get out!”

      He frowned a big fake frown when I pointed to the door. But just as he stood up to leave, there was a knock.

      “If you change your mind and want to hear more, tie a black ribbon to your trash can out front,” he whispered. “I know you’ll come to your senses.” Without another sound, he escaped through the back door.

      “Come in,” I called out.

      It was Lily again. Who else? If only she’d come a few minutes later or earlier, things might have been a lot more interesting.

      “Mr. Trigger. I don’t mean to trouble you, but have you any news of my mother’s collar?”

      “Not yet, ma’am. I’ve still got a few leads so don’t go giving up hope just yet.”

      She reached into her purse and pulled out a hundred-dollar bill, handing it over.

      “I’m sure this has taken up a dreadful amount of your time, detective. I want to make sure all of your expenses are being taken care of, so consider this advance a token of my gratitude.”

      I took the bill and nodded.

      “You’re being awfully generous, Ms. Lily. Bit of a contrast from before. Any occasion for such a thing?”

      “No occasion, detective. I’ll leave you to your work.”

      She turned and walked out. Now things were getting interesting, but interesting is just the thing a dog wants to avoid if he wants to live a long life. Do-good types didn’t exactly have a lot to look forward to in Arc City.

      I reasoned through it in my head. Rico figuring out I was looking for him; that was easy. Rico coming to me and floating a five-thousand-dollar job… that’s a little tougher. Lily coming to me and wanting me to find a valuable ruby collar; sure, I get that. But why did the dame come back and offer another hundred after holding out on me the other day? I had a feeling I would regret it, but I only knew one way to put it all together.

      That night, I tied a piece of black silk to the handle on my trash can out front.
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      Monday morning came and I headed into my office early. Sure enough, the scoundrel was sitting right there in my chair again.

      “Looking to hire a private detective, sir?” he asked.

      “This routine again?”

      “Eventually you’ll find it funny, detective. You just need to relax a little. Have a nice strip of bacon sometime. Tastes even better when someone else paid for it.”

      “I didn’t think you were the type to steal anything that wasn’t top-shelf merchandise. Have jobs gotten slow enough for the master thief these days that he’s resorted to stealing breakfast?”

      “I was just suggesting you could be a better host next time, detective. You invited me over, remember? Not even so much as a coffee for my trouble.”

      “You sure like small talk, don’t you?”

      “Don’t you?” he said.

      “Small talk is for dogs who don’t have cases to solve. I invited you back because curiosity got the better of me. By the way, why did you come back? I could’ve had the cops stake this place out and pick you up. Make a big name for myself.”

      “No cops were staking the place out.”

      “I said I could have done it.”

      “You wouldn’t,” he said, without a shred of doubt.

      “You seem awfully certain of that.”

      “Certainty is my trade,” he said with a wink.

      The big grin on that smug face of his really bristled the hair on my neck. He was right. I didn’t have much tolerance for criminals, but in this city, sometimes you had to choose the lesser of two evils, and that’s precisely what I did with Rico.

      I knew it was bait, but I bit. “You know me well by the sound of it. Humor me. Why wouldn’t I do it?”

      “You don’t get along so well with the cops in this city from what I hear. I heard you were a police detective some time back.”

      “Easy now.” I pointed my paw at him, the hair down my back standing on end.

      “From what I also hear, that didn’t end so well for you. Do I have it right so far?”

      I slapped the papers off the desk in front of him. They scattered around the room and further littered the already cluttered floor.

      He grinned as big as he could manage, unphased. “You need to do something about that temper of yours. You asked, remember? Maybe you wouldn’t be so sensitive about your past if you did a few more things you could be proud of in the present.” He crossed his arms and leaned forward on my desk, a serious expression washing his grin away. He motioned for me to lean in, so I did. “How would you like to take down Mr. B and his gang? That ought to help you sleep at night.”

      I felt my stomach twist at the mere thought. I stood back up, slowly.

      “See, now you’re back in your comedy routine. The only ones who get a good night of sleep in this city are the dead, and the fastest way to join them is to go stepping on Mr. B’s toes. You must have lost your mind, or do you have a death wish? What kind of fool messes around with Mr. B, huh? And why?”

      “You’re talkative all of a sudden.”

      “Well, you know how to liven up a conversation. Done kidding around now? Ready to tell me what you really want?”

      “No more jokes, detective. You’re a smart dog. Tell me what all my thefts have had in common. I have a hunch you’ve figured it out by now.”

      “Yeah, I figured it out a long time ago. So what?”

      “Out with it then,” he said.

      “Everything you swiped was from an establishment either owned by Mr. B’s gang or working with it. I assume Mr. B was always quiet about it to avoid the embarrassment, so nobody ever pieced it together. They ought to give you a medal instead of cuffs, if you ask me. So what?”

      “You know what,” Rico said. “Aren’t you tired of living in a city run by thugs? A city where dogs and cats just trying to get by can never stop looking over their shoulder? A city where crime pays and no good deed goes unpunished?”

      “I manage fine. I keep my nose clean and help just enough not to get noticed by any big players, at least until now.”

      “You’ve not done much if you haven’t made enemies.”

      Rico really knew how to kick a dog where it hurt. I couldn’t argue with a thing he said. Here I was getting lectured about having guts and doing “the right thing” by none other than a wanted criminal. It used to be me giving that speech, but time had turned me into a coward.

      “Sleep on it,” he said. “All I’m asking is for you to hear me out. I’ll be back to see you soon.”
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      I picked up the paper the next morning. There were the usual crime sprees, most of which were in the Black District where I called home; the poorest part of the city. One story caught my attention. It was about a grocer who got his store smashed up. His whole life savings gone in a single night. Poor cat’s got a family too. Comes with the territory here in Black District, I guess. I’m not even sure why I read the paper anymore. Mr. B owns that too. I took a deep breath and read the interview.

      “Mr. Clive, can you tell us what happened?”

      “You can see what happened. Everything in the whole place is destroyed.”

      “Sounds like you upset the wrong people, Mr. Clive.”

      “Yeah, I upset the wrong people. This is retaliation because I quit the gang.”

      “While we don’t condone crime here at the Arc Daily, it sounds like you knew what you were getting yourself into.”

      “You’re right. This was my fault.”

      What a load of garbage! There’s no way he said that. I balled that paper up in a fit of rage and hurled it against the wall. Crooked cops, crooked newspapers, and crooked journalists. Rico was right. What’s it all for if you sit around day after day and do the same thing you’ve always done, drinking the same morning coffee while sitting down and reading the same so-called paper? They print the same hooey on it every day. For me, I sit in this chair and wait for somebody to come in with something easy - something that won’t upset anybody. Some dame misplaces her earrings and thinks someone robbed her. Some dog wants to check up on his pup who didn’t come home last night. Easy money.

      I go home, sit down, and eat dinner. I watch the same stupid shows on the picture box, and used to listen to that made-up detective show on the radio. The one about a real detective who solved big cases. That was before they had it taken off the air. Then I go to bed and toss and turn half the night, barely getting a wink of sleep. Then, I do the same doggone thing over again the next day.

      All while the city gets turned upside down and pockets get turned inside out. I watch like it’s all just another show on the picture box. Occasionally, I’d get a little glimmer of courage in my heart and I’d lie to myself, “Tomorrow. Tomorrow I’ll change things.” Only tomorrow never came, because tomorrow always turned into today.

      I grabbed my hat off the rack and flipped the sign to “Out to Lunch.” I headed straight down to that grocer’s place. It was not all that far away. I started asking questions of the neighbors and other business owners. Folks were afraid to answer, like always, but I finally loosened enough lips to find out where the grocer lived. It was late, but I headed there to have a chat. His house was just a few minutes’ walk away from his store.

      I knocked, and a kitten answered the door.

      I tipped my hat. “Your mom or dad home, missy?”

      A feline dame came running toward the door. “Clive, you’re finally home!”

      She stopped and looked at me with disappointment as she got close enough to realize I wasn’t who she thought I was.

      “Your husband out, ma’am?”

      “Who are you?”

      “Trigger, ma’am. I’m a private detective,” I said, tipping my hat.

      “Why do you want to see my husband?”

      “I’ve taken an interest in your family’s troubles. I read about it in the paper, and I didn’t buy that phony interview for a second.”

      “When’s the last time they didn’t lie? I warned him not to talk to them, but he wanted to get the truth out. Wanted to let everyone know what he thought of that cutthroat Mr. B. I heard him too. Let them have it. The fool.”

      “Your husband. He out?”

      “He went out to survey the store and see what he could salvage. He wants to start it back up again. Got more guts than brains, I tell ya.”

      “Thank you for your time, ma’am. I’ll head back that way and see if I run into him.” I tipped my hat again before turning to leave.

      “You don’t think he’s in danger, do you?” she asked.

      I shook my head. “I’m sure he has a lot to look over. I wouldn’t worry too much.”

      I smiled, turned around, and kept walking. My pace quickened after I made it out of sight of the house. You work in the business long enough and you get an intuition for this sort of thing. He was definitely in danger.
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      I was about to round the corner at the grocer when I heard a commotion. Glass breaking. Hollering and hissing. I peeked around the corner. Several big cats, nearly twice my size. They were rough characters to boot, surely Mr. B’s goons. Looks like they came back to finish the job.

      No doubt Mr. Clive was inside. He probably hid out when he saw them walking up. I had to think of something quick. I walked a few buildings over and yelled, “Mr. Clive, where are you running off to in such a hurry!?” I darted down an alleyway and hid behind a dumpster, peeking out to watch the street. Sure enough, the guys I saw took off down the road after the imaginary Mr. Clive. Too easy.

      I circled back around and ran into the store, looking in every possible hiding place I could think of. I had to be quiet. If I yelled out again, they might hear me and come back. I opened one cabinet behind the cash register, and then out hopped a scared cat swinging a piece of broken glass at me as he went for the kill.

      “Easy, Clive. I’m not one of Mr. B’s goons.”

      I dodged the first strike, and then he stopped dead in his tracks.

      “Mister, I don’t know who you are, but I’m glad you came when you did. Sorry about swingin’ at you.”

      “Don’t worry about it. I sent those thugs on a wild goose chase, but they’ll be back soon enough. We gotta move it.”

      We ran out the back and hoofed it back to his house. The cover of night made the whole thing a lot easier. Few people to see and ask questions and go ratting us out. Lucy met us at the door, running out and hugging Clive as we ran in. The little kitten ran out and clutched onto his leg.

      “Oh, Clive, you made it. I’ve been up waiting, worried sick! Little Darla, too,” she said.

      “It’s alright, Lucy. I’m fine now. Go wait inside and let me talk to my friend here,” Clive said.

      She placed her paws onto the kitten’s shoulders, leading her back inside. Then she turned to me. “Thank you, detective. I won’t forget it. What do we owe you? I’ll fetch my purse.”

      “No charge, ma’am. This one’s on the house.”

      She took the kitten into the house and closed the door.

      Clive turned to me and put on a tired face.

      “You think they’ll give up, detective? You think they’ll let me be?”

      “You want the straight answer, kid, or the one that’ll let you sleep good tonight?”

      “That’s all the answer I need. I thought as much,” he said.

      “Can you leave the district in the next few days? Take your family and get out of here? You can lie low in the Capitol District for a while.”

      He frowned. “No can do, detective. For one, I’m not running… and even if I wanted to, everything I had was tied up into the store. I bet it all. Insurance in this city won’t cover Mr. B and his gang no more. I won’t see a dime from them.”

      “You call the cops?”

      “Yeah, they said they’d look into it.”

      Just hearing those words made me grind my teeth. “Oh, yeah. I’m sure they’ll look into it. Looking is probably about all they’ll do. They do a lot of just looking, so I’m sure they’ll do a fine job at it. Best to have a report on file though, just in case we ever get a chief that’s not bought and paid for.”

      “Are you…” He looked at the ground, going quiet.

      “Am I what?”

      “Are you going to get in Mr. B’s way, detective?”

      “You don’t need to concern yourself with my job, kid. But let’s say a dog would make trouble for Mr. B. Would you help that dog out?”

      “I would.”

      “You’ve got it bad enough already. Think it over. Carefully. Things are bound to get a lot worse for you as time goes on. Talk it over with the wife.”

      “I got a family to take care of, detective. I want Darla to grow up in a city where she doesn’t have to look over her shoulder everywhere she goes, where she don’t get dragged into a life of crime like I did. Crime’s been in my family for years, Detective. I want to get it out. I want to get it out of the whole rotten city.”

      I smiled. It was looking more and more like I wasn’t the only one feeling that way. “Better lock those doors tonight. Come by to see me tomorrow and make sure you’re not followed. My office is just twenty minutes down the street. You know the place?”

      “You’re Trigger, aren’t you?”

      “That’s right. You heard of me?”

      “Yeah, but I didn’t really know who you were. I sure know who you are now.”

      That moment I felt like I could relate to that big-shot detective that used to be on the radio. It felt good.
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      I opened another letter the next morning. “Final Notice” was stamped across the top. I frowned and tossed it on the desk when a knock came at the door.

      “Come in.”

      It was Clive.

      “Were you followed?” I asked.

      “No, sir. I left early and took the long way around. Made several stops along the way, just like you told me.”

      “Have a seat.” I pointed my paw to the chair in front of me. “So, tell me what it was like on Mr. B’s crew? How did that start?”

      “Well, my mom and dad died when I was just a kitten. I never found out how. They just never came home one day. So I lived in the alleys and went digging around in the trash for scraps. Eventually I found a few other kittens do the same and we sort of formed our own little crew, you know?”

      I nodded. “Sorry about your parents, kid. Go on.”

      “We didn’t really make much trouble. We’d steal sometimes, sure, but we only stole food. If we had something we didn’t need, we’d try to leave something in its place, you know? We weren’t bad kids. Not really. But we all gotta eat, know what I mean?”

      There was a time more than a few generations ago where dogs had the run of the city. Cats weren’t allowed to own businesses, vote in elections, or even be cops. They mainly lived outside the city walls, but I’d never been outside the city. I couldn’t say what it was like. Few knew what it looked like outside the city, much less what it was like to live there.

      I’d lived in the Black District long enough that I’d seen kittens like Clive running around looking for scraps, fighting just to get the next meal. I’ve met a few pups like that, too. Dames would have more pups and kittens than they could take care of by themselves, then mommy and daddy get desperate trying to bring home the bacon. They’d get mixed up with the wrong folks, then, sure as the summer rains, something would happen to your dear old parents and… Boom! You get strays like Clive. I’d probably seen Clive at some point, too. Wish now I’d paid more attention to some of their faces since most of them end up getting recruited by Mr. B.

      He noticed me getting lost in thought and stopped talking, tilting his head in concern. I motioned for him to continue.

      “One day, when we were a little older, I was out with my boys. We messed up bad. There was two cats talking outside a restaurant we liked to hang around. Big shots in suits. We could tell they were scoping somebody. They were trying to blend in, but we could tell they weren’t from our hood. They didn’t really know how to blend in. They were too focused on this one table outside. Probably had a meeting scheduled. Say, detective…”

      “Yeah?”

      “You gonna write any of this down?”

      I pointed to my head. “Yeah, in here.”

      “This seems like an awful lot for you to keep straight in your head.”

      “Let’s say someone followed you and you didn’t know it. Let’s say I get Mr. B’s attention some other way. You believe they should come in here and find written testimony from you?”

      “You must have a good memory.”

      “A little too good. There’s plenty I wish I could forget,” I said, dropping the matter.  “Anyway, the big shots.”

      “Oh, right. So, this one big shot had his wallet bulging right out of his coat pocket. The thing was so full of cash it was about to burst. See, we’d never stolen money before, but money buys food. So, well, we came up with a little plan to nab the wallet. One of the boys came over and said he was the son of the restaurant owner. He wanted to know why they were snooping around. Another one came down the street about that time and threatened the one pretending to be the owner’s son. Saying he had beef with him. They made it real convincing. Scrapped right in front of these guys. Claws out, that kind of stuff. Blood and all.”

      “You really went all out on the distraction,” I commented.

      He nodded. “These guys didn’t want the attention and tried to break up the fight. I was hiding nearby. When they were good and caught up in what was happening, I snuck right up behind them and pulled the wallet right out of his pocket. Then I took off. I ran all the way back to our usual meeting spot. The other boys didn’t break character either. They were calling names and making threats all the way down the street. Could’ve been actors on the television.

      “So, we finally get back to the meeting place and this wallet… well, sir, it really was full to bursting. We’re talking about a grand or more. We should’ve been terrified to see that much money, but all we could think about was all the food that money could buy. We rented ourselves a nice little apartment to stay in, we went out and bought some nice clothes, went to some nice restaurants.

      “That’s when everything changed.”
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      “Dramatic. How did everything change?”

      “That’s where I met Lucy,” he said, with the first hint of a smile.

      “Lucy. The mother of that little kitten I saw last night?” I asked. His face lit up brightly.

      “That’s right. That’s Lucy. She was working at one of the fancier joints in town, waiting tables. I never had the confidence to talk to a dame like her before, no sir, but it became a lot easier now that I had some nice clothes and some money in my pocket. I asked her to go to the movies with me and she agreed. Me and Lucy dated for months. Got to be inseparable.

      “One day, we were all at the apartment having a meeting when a knock came at the door. Several big cats greeted us when we opened it. All dressed sharp, like the two we lifted the wallet from at the restaurant. There was no helping it. You don’t turn down cats like that. They ask to come in, we let them in.

      “These weren’t just the muscle types, detective. A couple of these were cats used to handling a lot of dough. Bean counters. They talked smooth. One says he liked what we did with the money we stole. Could’ve heard a pin drop in that room. We thought for sure we were done for, but they stayed cool. The muscle too. The other bean counter asked when we’d be able to pay them back in full, and what kind of interest we thought was fair. We were just some dumb kids. We didn’t know how to talk money. We just knew how to spend it.

      “Finally, one of our guys spoke up and laid it out for them. Said we would’ve loved to pay all that money back with interest, and that’s the stone-cold truth. We weren’t just saying that because we were scared. Well, it was because we were scared, but what I mean is we weren’t lying. We meant it. Only we didn’t have that money. They offered us a payment plan, saying we were lucky because their boss needed cats just like us to work for him. And he paid well.

      “We all agreed to work for them. To take whatever jobs he needed us to do. Only he didn’t pay so well like they claimed, and these jobs weren’t the kind to make for a good night’s sleep. We beat folks up, we robbed, we muscled cats and threatened dogs. We collected debts. Sometimes people ran. Sometimes they had the means to fight back and gave us a sound thrashing.” He pointed to his leg. “Got this leg busted up bad when we went to this one Doberman’s place. Charles was his name. Gave us all the beating we probably had coming. Two of the boys were pushing up daisies after that tango. He got a visit from the real muscle the next day, but that didn’t bring our boys back, you know?

      “Anywho, Lucy kept waiting those tables. Worked real hard. I kept doing any job I got asked to do. I didn’t buy nothing I didn’t need to live. Stashed it all back. After a couple years of that, we finally had enough between the two of us to pay my share of the debt. I asked for a meeting with the bean counters and they agreed. I got invited over to one of the nicer locations. I put on my suit I’d got a couple years back. We treated it almost like a holiday, detective. All the other boys got sucked into the life, but all I ever thought about was getting out of it. It was all thanks to Lucy, you know? She kept me on the straight and narrow. She supported me. She knew I had to do some bad stuff, but she forgave me for it.

      “So, I show up at this place, and everybody’s real cordial. Real polite like. I get asked to come in and sit down. This older cat’s sitting at a big desk in the back. Slickest dressed cat I ever seen. His watch probably cost more than the money I’d ever see in two lifetimes. I handed him the money, and he had one of his boys count it for him. They gave it back. Said there was a problem. He opened this big black book and ran his paw along the pages. Said I was way short. Most of the other boys didn’t pay, and that meant I had to pay their share. I told him where he could stick that money I owed. I lost my cool and messed up, detective, but I was so mad. I worked hard and paid my whole share back. Plus the interest. On time. The other boys worked out their own deal and liked their new work.

      “He warned me that nobody ever crossed Mr. B and lived peaceful afterward. I thought I was a dead cat for sure. For a while, we kept our heads low, nothing happened. That bean counter must’ve been trying to pocket money on the side by asking for more because if that came down from the top, I wouldn’t have made it home that day. Talk about a stroke of luck.

      “Me and Lucy started over. She got promoted to assistant manager at the restaurant and got me hired as a waiter. I worked hard. Always showed up on time. Always did my best. Finally, we saved up enough that I bought the old grocery store down the street. Mr. B’s boys would come by occasionally to ask for more money. You know, for ‘protection’ and whatnot. I finally got to see what it was like to be on the other side of the baseball bat. I told them to get lost, and the interest grew more and more. Nobody could pay what they were asking. It was a real scam. You know the rest, detective. They stopped just asking, stopped threatening.”

      I nodded. “Does two hundred get you and your family out of this district for a while? Long enough for things to blow over.”

      “I don’t take charity,” he said, firmly.

      “I don’t take advice on how to run my business from grocers, kid. I’m paying you for the information you gave me, and not even a good rate at that, considering how valuable it is, but that’s all I got to pay. Take it or leave it.”

      He looked down at his feet. After all that’s happened, his pride must’ve shrunk to almost nothing.

      “Okay, detective. I’ll take it.”

      I handed it to him, and he rose from his chair.

      “Thanks for everything. I won’t forget it.” He didn’t wait for me to answer. He hung his head and walked out of the room in a hurry.

      I looked down at the “Final Notice” letter again and shook my head. There went my rent money right out the door. I couldn’t seem to help myself. This big heart will be the death of me one day. I’d have to figure something else out or that day would come sooner than I’d like.

      I tied a strand of black ribbon to the trash can.
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      The next day I headed to my office. It was unlocked, but it wasn’t Rico in the chair this time. Instead, I had the building owner looking up at me. He was a pug named Charlie. Charlie used to be an architect some ways back. Wanted to go back to his neighborhood and design beautiful buildings. He was good at it, too. Seen some of his work when I first rented the building, plans hanging on the walls and a few sketches here and there. Too bad he didn’t design this hole. Ended up getting no clients in this part of town and had to resort to renting his old office to bums like me.

      “Mr. Trigger, I believe you know why I’m here,” he said. I could hear the irritation in his voice.

      “Good to see you, Charlie. Can I get you something to drink?”

      “Just water, please.”

      I poured us each a glass and sat down on the other side of the desk.

      “Mr. Trigger, have you been getting your notices in the mail?”

      “I have,” I admitted. A rhetorical question.

      “You realize that you’re now two months behind on your rent?”

      “I do.”

      “Trigger, when I rented this building out to you, I thought it would be easy money. I knew you had troubles in the past when you were a police detective, but you had a strong reputation. I believed you would solve big cases, one right after another, while having clients lined up out the door. But what I really believed even more was that you were an upstanding pooch who knew what terms like ‘late’ and ‘past due’ meant, and that you understood the fact that when you stop paying your bills, you reap the consequences. So, what happened?”

      “I think you’d make a good private detective yourself, Charlie, with the way you sneak up on a dog like that and go right in with the tough questions.”

      “It’s my building. One can hardly sneak into a place they own, with a key.”

      “Maybe I'm not the big-shot detective you thought I would be. Maybe you messed up renting me this place from the start. Maybe you’re not a great judge of character, Charlie,” I said, flatly.

      “You’ve got until the end of the month. Then, you must pack up your things and go elsewhere. I’m going to be finding another tenant as soon as possible. But, if by some miracle, you get the money, you can pay me by the end of the week. There’ll be no hard feelings, either way.”

      “You never know what could happen in a week.”

      Charlie nodded and frowned, then he got up and walked out the door. I always felt bad for Charlie, but he felt bad for me too. Guess we both fell a little short on expectations. He didn’t become a great architect after getting saddled with the debt of his first building that never sold, and it looked like I might not be a private detective for much longer. I got up and moved to my chair. I sat there looking at the notice for another couple of minutes, trying to convince myself it would all work out when I heard the door pop open on a small supply closet in the room's corner.

      “Looking to hire a private detective?” Rico asked.

      “That’s real funny,” I said, using the most sarcastic voice I could muster.

      “You didn’t tell me you would have a guest this morning.”

      “Wasn’t expecting one.”

      “I gathered. So, you thought things over?”

      “I have. I’ll hear the rest of what you had to say about the case.”

      “Very generous of you, detective. May I have a seat?”

      I nodded toward the seat in front of me. He smiled graciously and sat.

      “What made you reconsider?”

      “The grocer incident. You read about it in the paper?”

      “I don’t believe most of what I read in the paper, but yes, I heard.”

      “I helped the cat escape a good thrashing at the hands of Mr. B’s goons. I sent him on his way yesterday with a couple hundred bucks to get him and his family out of the district. I got testimony on how he recruits too.”

      “It doesn’t seem like you have cash to give out, detective.”

      “I had it. Then I gave it out. Going to tell me the plan, Rico? Or we going to gab the whole morning away?”

      “I need you to find out who Mr. B’s biggest cat, or dog, is in Adria District and get close to them,” Rico explained.

      “Adria District? You mean the upscale place with all the museums and fancy restaurants? A lot of dough moves through there.”

      “That’s right. You might remember, but a year back I picked off a couple of nice pieces from that art museum.”

      “I remember. I also remember the pieces just so happened to be owned by Mr. B. So, what do you need me for if you already know all the ins and outs?”

      “I’m not in a position to go asking questions around the place. Those in the know are a little more difficult to buy off or win over,” Rico said with a smirk.

      “Think they’re going to talk?” I asked.

      “I think they will.”

      “I’m all ears.”

      “There will be a bit of a mishap soon. Some expensive items will go missing, or something to that effect.”

      “I bet I can guess who the saboteur will be.”

      “Bet you can’t, detective.” There was that sly grin of his again.

      I nodded. “Glad you considered the problem in advance.”

      “They will have themselves a real genuine mystery on their hands. There’ll be rumors going around about a certain private detective. With any luck, someone will come to see you. You’ll be taking the case, getting in close, and doing your digging on the boss while solving it. Shouldn’t be too hard for a hardened pooch like you.”

      “Sounds hazardous. Requiring a sizable advance.”

      “That’ll be taken care of, detective. I’m prepared to give you a thousand up front, cash. Pay your rent and get this place cleaned up, would you? It’s disgusting. I don’t want these big shots walking into a dump, holding their nose, and walking right back out.”

      “You don’t think it adds charm?” I laughed.

      “Oh, it adds something. ‘Charm’ isn’t it.”

      He retrieved an envelope from his vest pocket, tossing it onto the table in front of me. I took the money out and counted it. I paused and gave him a suspicious glance.

      He gestured to the envelope and feigned distress. “You think I would cheat you, Trigger? You wound me.”

      “Where’s the collar?”

      “Oh, that thing? I didn’t steal it. I knew you wouldn’t believe me at the time if I said so.”

      I clenched my teeth. It was frustrating, but it was what I suspected from the start.

      “What? Believe it or not, I don’t steal everything that gets stolen.”

      “Alright, so now I have two cases to work on then. Guess I better get busy.”

      “Need a suit?”

      “I got a couple of nice suits from when I was at the department.”

      He grinned. “But do they… suit you?”

      “Hilarious,” I scoffed, “but not really.”

      He reached out his paw, I reached out mine, and we shook.

      “It’s a deal, then?” he asked.

      “It’s a deal,” I said.
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      He mentioned a mishap soon. That gave me some time to regroup about this collar business. While I waited for Lily to come back, there was the matter of shaping this place up.

      I walked down to Charlie’s place, letting him know I took on a new case and got a small advance. I paid the two months behind and for the current month. You should’ve seen the look on his face. Probably thought I was pulling his leg about not having the money when he came by.

      I spent the next several hours cleaning up the office. Bag after bag of trash. Old papers. Food wrappers. You name it. I did some sweeping. Wiping down the walls. Moving furniture. Even did a little mopping.

      The front lobby looked lonely now. I had a secretary a while back I had to let go when things got slow. I called her and asked her if she could come back. She was happy to oblige. Zelda was her name. A fine gal, and as old as the hills. She mostly did the job to stave off the boredom of retirement after her husband passed.

      She showed up within the hour.

      “Good to see you again, Trigger,” she said.

      “You too, Zelda. Hope you didn’t get too bored at home.”

      “I must have read about a hundred books, so it wasn’t too bad.”

      “Must’ve spent a fortune on a hundred books,” I replied with a sly grin.

      “I reread the hundred books I already own.”

      I couldn’t help but laugh. “Sounds like I called you just in time. You were losing your marbles.”

      She chuckled and went about setting up her desk.

      The next morning Zelda buzzed into my office. Scared the daylights right out of me.

      “There’s a Ms. Lily here to see you, detective.”

      I pressed the button on the intercom. “Send her in.”

      She opened the door and walked inside, looking surprised, if not downright impressed.

      “Mr. Trigger, I like what you’ve done with the place.”

      “Thanks.” I motioned to the seat in front of me. “Please.”

      “I wanted to check in with you to see if perhaps you’ve discovered any new leads about my stolen collar.”

      “Hit a snag with that, ma’am. See, when I was on the force, I spent a lot of time studying Rico’s markers. I went over all that in my head. This just doesn’t fit the profile.”

      “What do you mean, detective?”

      “I mean that I don’t think Rico lifted your collar. A collar is an easy thing to pocket. When was the last time you saw it?”

      “It had been in the armoire for years. I would look at it every few months, just to clean and care for it. I rarely wore it.” She paused. “I suppose I saw it about a month ago.”

      “Lot can happen in a month,” I muttered. “Who had access to the room during that time?”

      “My maid, but she’s a darling. She’d never steal a thing. Not a thing.”

      Yeah, sure. “Anyone else?”

      “Some members of my family and a few friends, but they don’t really have a reason to enter the room.”

      “Does the room stay locked?” I asked.

      “No, it doesn’t.”

      “What’s the maid’s address?”

      I slid her a pen and a pad of paper across the desk. She picked it up and wrote down the address.

      “Afraid I will need to talk to her about it, ma’am. It’s the best lead we’ve got at the moment.”

      She frowned. “If you must, detective, but please clarify that I don’t suspect her. She’s just such a dear. I’d hate ever so much for her to believe I think ill of her.”

      “Stop by whenever you want and check in, but I’ll ring you up when I find out anything new,” I said.

      “Thank you.”

      “Have a good day, Ms. Lily.”

      She stood and walked toward the door. “Take care, Mr. Trigger.”
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      Grabbing my coat and hat from the hanger, I was ready to make my way toward the maid’s place. She lived in one of the shadier parts of the district; that’s a low bar already. She was a young cat, but I still gave the precinct a ring to check on any priors. Sure enough, she had a record. A domestic with a boyfriend about a year back, and a petty theft charge about a year before that. Lo and behold, I had myself a prime suspect. Could’ve turned out to be a straightforward case.

      I walked down the street where she lived, taking in the surroundings. Everyone I passed gave me a nasty look. This was a cat neighborhood. They apparently didn’t take kindly to a dog sniffing around where he didn’t belong. Come to think of it, cats really used to get the short end of the stick. That’s why Mr. B’s somewhat of a folk hero to a lot of these kids, at least until they realize he’ll use them and throw them away just as quick as he would any dog.

      Once upon a time it was the dogs who ran this city. Cats had their own city, if you could call it that, not far away; but it was always getting attacked. That led to an agreement of free movement between them and us. A few dogs went there. A lot of cats came here. It really threw things out of balance in the city. The skills the cats brought with them weren’t much good here. A lot of dogs resented having a bunch of freeloaders coming in who only seemed to be interested in causing trouble. After just a few months, the free movement was limited to just those leaving the city, and no one was allowed in anymore. By then, though, the damage was done.

      Most of these unfortunate travelers were easy targets for criminals looking to hire cheap muscle to get their point across. The dogs here didn’t trust the new residents, so cats weren’t allowed to join the police force, vote in elections, hold office, or own businesses. A lot of the cats did just fine. They found work and climbed their way up the ladder at some existing companies. The opposite type of cat settled in Black District. Things have changed a lot these days, but there’s still a lot of resentment among the cats here. And that same resentment has been passed down through the generations. They just don’t take kindly to dogs coming around.

      I finally arrived at my destination: a small, cramped apartment. One of the nicer ones in the area, actually.

      I knocked on the door.

      A young male cat answered, looking me up and down. He poked his head out, looked side to side, and then behind me. His eyes darted about, looking out for who knows what.

      “You a cop?”

      “No, I’m not a cop. Is Molly here?”

      “She in some kind of trouble?”

      “No, she’s not. I just need to ask her some questions.”

      He narrowed his eyes. “You sure you’re not a cop?”

      “Wouldn’t I know it if I was a cop, kid?”

      “You’d know it, but maybe you wouldn’t want me to know it, Mister…”

      “Name’s Trigger. Going to get my name and not give me yours?”

      “That’s right,” he said. “Besides, Molly ain’t home.”

      A voice shrieked out from inside. “Robby, who’s that at the door?”

      Robby sighed and looked at me with a hateful scowl.

      “Some dog here looking for you and asking a lot of questions. I was just about to give him what for.”

      “It’s okay, Robby,” she interrupted as she came to the door. “I’ll talk to him.”

      Robby gave me one more heartfelt glare before disappearing into the apartment.

      “Am I in some kind of trouble?” she asked.

      “Should you be?”

      “What do you want?”

      “Lily hired me to look into something that’s gone missing from her house. And—”

      She looked at me like I just stepped on her tail. “And she thinks I stole it!”

      “No, ma’am, she doesn’t think you’d actually ever steal anything.”

      “And you?”

      “Mind if I come in?”

      She motioned for me to come inside. I took off my hat and coat, handing it to her. She looked uncomfortable by my doing so and showed reluctance in hanging it up for me, but she did anyways.

      “Have a seat,” she said.

      I sat on the couch.

      “What did you say your name was again?”

      “Trigger, ma’am. I’m a private detective.”

      “Sorry I shouted at you. I was just surprised is all. Ask your questions.”

      “You ever been in trouble with the law, ma’am?”

      “Not really,” she said, shifting uncomfortably.

      “Can you be more specific?”

      “Can you, sir?”

      “No, ma’am. I mean just that. I’m asking if you’ve ever been in trouble with the law. A straight answer will make this go quicker and smoother for the both of us.”

      “Sure, I’ve been in trouble with the law, detective. Aren’t all cats in some trouble at some point in their life?”

      “What sort of trouble were you in?”

      “I got jealous of my boyfriend talking to another feline and I didn’t handle it very well.”

      “How did you handle it, ma’am?”

      She sighed, becoming increasingly frustrated. “I gave him a claw across the face. He called the cops.”

      “How long they put you up for that?”

      “I just got slapped with community service.”

      I nodded, impressed. Our justice system at work. “Got off lucky, then. No more trouble with the law before or after that?”

      “No, sir.”

      “You’re sure about that?”

      “I’m sure.”

      I looked down at my watch. “Are you sure, Molly? Maybe if I give you a minute or two to think about it you’ll remember.”

      Her eyes go wide. “No, Robby!”
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      I turned around in time to see a broom handle coming square at me. I got careless, wasn't watching my six. I took a lick to the back of the head, and it staggered me for a not-so-brief moment. When I finally came to, I grabbed the handle on the next swing. I wrestled with Robby on the hardwood floor while Molly screamed like a maniac. It was enough to make the kid lose his nerve and let go of the handle. I gave him a quick jab to the gut with the broom handle for good measure.

      “Still think I’m a cop?”

      He struggled to catch his breath. Not sure he would have said anything even if he could. He got to his feet after a moment, taking off out the door. Molly looked on, her paws covering her gaping mouth.

      “You ready to give it to me straight now, ma'am?”

      “I took some jewelry, alright? I took it. I have it all right here! Come and look!”

      I cautiously followed her into her bedroom, awaiting another feeble ambush. She pulled out a brown box from underneath her bed. Finally, we’re getting somewhere. I would be glad to get this case over with sooner than later. She took the lid off the box and I peered inside. There were two pairs of earrings and one small ring, but no collar.

      “You sure this is all of it? You don't have more stashed away elsewhere?” I inquired.

      “No, sir. This is all if it. You’ve gotta believe me. I want rid of it. Call the cops if you want.”

      I sighed, waving my paw dismissively. “I believe you, but I'll be taking this back with me. Hope you'll forgive the intrusion, ma’am.” I turned and walked out the door with the box in tow after pulling my hat and coat off the rack.

      I had only just stepped out the door when a sharp left hook caught me right in the jaw, forcing me to drop the box. On instinct, I countered with a left hook of my own that hit home, bringing this strange cat to his knees. I felt a sharp pain in my side as I took a kick to the ribs. This scrap got serious; I was in some real trouble. I snuck a quick glance over my shoulder. It was Robby behind me. Must’ve grabbed a pal.

      I sank my teeth into Robby’s shoulder, and he let out a terrible squall and swiped me good in the face with those claws out. Thankfully, on the already blind side. I knocked him to the floor and gave him a swift kick to the kisser. I snatched the jewelry quick as I could and sped off.

      I ran as fast as my feet could carry me. Wobbled and staggered about like I was running in a strong wind. Just a couple of alley cats roughed me up good. Talk about a blow to the ego. Maybe Rico was wrong. Maybe I’d listened to too many detective shows on the radio. Maybe I was only cut out for the small times after all.

      I finally made it back to the office, stumbling inside.

      “Mr. Trigger!” Zelda jumped up from her desk.

      “I’m alright. Tell anyone who calls or comes in that I’ll be back tomorrow.”

      I retreated into my office and locked the door. I had to get my head together. Man, this blow to the head would make for one whale of a bump. Seemed this one was a little worse than something I would normally sleep off. I looked down at the intercom, but my vision went blurry. I pressed the button, then blacked out.
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      I woke up to the sound of machines beeping. Zelda was sitting in the corner, while a dog in a white coat stood over me.

      “Mr. Trigger? Mr. Trigger? I think he’s waking up,” a voice declared.

      I squinted and tried to sit up, only to have a pair of paws gently, yet forcefully push me back down.

      “Mr. Trigger, you’re in a hospital. You need to relax. Lie back.”

      “What’s the damage, doc?” I asked.

      “A slight concussion which caused some swelling. That’s why you passed out. You’ve got lacerations—”

      “Am I going to make it, doc?” I asked, only managing a weak chuckle before the pain set in.

      He sighed. “You'll make it, Mr. Trigger, but you need to take your injuries more seriously. The swelling isn’t too bad and is going down nicely, but you’d be doing a favor for your life expectancy if you stay out of brawls. For a couple of weeks at the very least.”

      “Good, fetch my papers so I can get going. I’m sure this’ll cost an arm and a leg. I’m already down to one eye, so I’d rather keep the other along with all my limbs, if you don’t mind.”

      “Alright, but there’s an officer waiting outside. He said he needs to speak to you before you leave.”

      “Great. I can feel that headache coming back already,” I muttered.

      The doctor walked out of the room, closing the door behind him.

      “Sorry, Mr. Trigger. I panicked. I—”

      “That’s enough of that, Zelda. You did what you had to do. I’m not cross with you. Don’t worry.”

      A knock came at the door.

      “Come in,” I said.

      The door opened and a familiar face walked inside. A medium-sized dog, mostly white with brown and black patches on his fur.

      “Sergeant.” I nodded.

      He pointed to the rank on his uniform to silently correct me.

      “Oh, Colonel now, huh? My mistake. I didn’t know I’d be getting a visit from a celebrity.”

      Me and Patches never really got along, but he was one of the precious few straight clean cops on the force. I heard he defended me when the whole incident at the department went down. I hadn’t seen him since just before that.

      “Trigger. Good to see you still have a knack for getting yourself into bad situations… and you still have that same smart mouth, too. You still don’t know when to hold and when to fold. Sometimes it’s a good idea not to run that mouth of yours, you know?”

      “Thanks for the advice, mom. You come in here to bring me flowers and gab all day, or you got something you need to ask?”

      “I overheard dispatch sending the rescue dogs over to your place. I thought I’d check in.”

      “They send a colonel to do that now?”

      “Look, we had our differences, but you were a good cop. You should come by the station sometime. I’ve got a little more weight to throw around these days, so I might just be able to get your badge back.”

      I couldn’t help but laugh. It looked like he has always had the same opinion of me as I did of him. Not a lot of love, but certainly plenty of respect.

      “No thanks, Colonel. I appreciate you still thinking about me though. I really do. But why don’t we just get that statement out of the way.”

      “Give it some thought.”

      He handed me a clipboard and a pen. I filled out all the information I had on Robby and Molly, and the stranger at the door. As well as I could remember, at least. I handed it back.

      “This doesn’t say anything about why you were there.”

      “Client confidentiality. My lips are sealed,” I said, making the motion to zip up my mouth.

      “Alright, I can’t make you give it up. What do you want to do about pressing charges?”

      “Pick them up and have a good talk. They seemed like decent enough kids, just scared to death of cops. We both know why.”

      He nodded. “Alright. So, no charges?”

      “No charges.”

      “Take care of yourself, Trigger. Call us next time. We’ll back you up.”

      “Give me your card, Colonel. I might call you, but just you and those you trust.”

      He handed me his card and left the room. The nurse came in a few minutes later, giving me my discharge papers complete with instructions on caring for my injuries. She said to take it easy for a couple of weeks. Yeah, right. I tossed those doctor’s orders in the bin on my way out. I didn’t have time to take it easy. I had work to do.
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      The next morning, I had Zelda ring up Lily, asking her to stop by the office. She showed up a short while later and Zelda buzzed her on in.

      “Oh, detective, you look terrible! Are you alright?” Lily asked, seeming genuinely concerned.

      “I’m alright now. Cost me a visit to the hospital. I think it warrants a renegotiation of the agreement, but we’ll get to that in a minute. I got all this, believe it or not, courtesy of that maid of yours. Well, her boyfriend anyways,” I explained.

      “Oh, no! She didn’t show up for work this morning. What happened?”

      “Turns out she’d nabbed something from your stash—”

      “My collar!”

      I frowned and shook my head.

      “No, ma’am. I’m afraid not.” I reached into my desk, pulled out an envelope, and handed it to her. She opened it, pulling out the earrings and ring.

      “Yes. Yes, these are mine. I hadn’t noticed them missing. I just-”

      “Yeah?”

      “I just can’t believe she stole them. It saddens me to think I may have to be more guarded.”

      “The kid don’t have it easy. The harder somebody’s got it, the harder it is not to resort to unsavory means to getting a full stomach. It shows you the true colors of a cat or dog. You see how they are when things are rough. If it’s any consolation, she seemed to be remorseful. Whether it was because she got caught or because she realized it was the wrong thing to do, I couldn’t say.”

      “Yes, that’s true… but as far as payment goes, I’m afraid that I can’t spare more than what I’ve already advanced you.”

      “You know, for such a good girl, Lily, you sure attract a lot of trouble. That two hundred you gave me will probably barely cover the hospital bill. Then I’m in the hole for my time after that. I’m afraid I’m out if we’re not talking seven hundred for the deal, and another two hundred up front.”

      “You can’t do that, detective. We had a deal and—”

      “And what, Lily,” I barked. “Riddle me this, if you would. Suppose you go to your favorite burger joint and order a burger. You pay at the register, right? Suppose you get home and discover the burger looks like it saw the oven this time last year. And the bread’s moldy too. Do you say, ‘Oh well, I guess we had a deal?’”

      “Well, no, I—”

      “Well, I got news for you, sister. That same principle applies here. I got my melon cracked on account of this case, and I rent this building. So, I can’t work for peanuts, but that’s not even the issue here, since I don’t need to explain my expenses to you. All I need to do is do the job you hired me for, and all you need to do is pay me for it.”

      “Alright. I understand. Another one hundred up front and I’ll owe you three hundred more when the job is done.” She reluctantly reached into her purse and pulled out another one-hundred-dollar bill, handing it across.

      “I said two hundred.”

      Why keep making a show of holding back on the cash? Even a blind dog could see that she was loaded.

      She dug into her purse and pulled out another bill. “Oh, yes. My apologies.”

      I took the bills and placed them in my pocket. “So, who else did you say had access to the room?”

      “Just some members of my family. No one who would take anything that didn’t belong to them.”

      This dame was way too trusting for her own good. “Do you remember what you said about the maid just the other day?”

      “Yes. I suppose you’re right, detective. Just my brother and my aunt.” She hung her head and her voice got quieter.

      “Either of them have cause for taking the collar?”

      “No cause that comes to mind. No. Wait. Now that I think about it, my aunt Agatha wanted the collar when my mother passed!”

      I tilted my head. “Why’s that?”

      “I think they shared the collar when they were children, so she thought it best that the collar goes to her.”

      “Bad enough to steal it?”

      “Oh, goodness no. Oh… Well… Oh, I just don’t know anymore! Perhaps? I don’t even want to think about it.” She cried and tried rubbing the tears away with her paws.

      I took a tissue out of the box that sat on my desk, handing it to her. “I’ll stop by to see her tomorrow.”

      “Should I let her know to expect you?”

      “No, it would be best if you didn’t. Just leave her address with Zelda on your way out. Let’s hope your aunt doesn’t give me a beating. Not sure I can take another one so soon.”

      To my surprise, she laughed. “Let’s hope not. I’m not sure I could afford it.”
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      The next morning I skimmed the paper to look for particular “mishaps.” There was nothing out of the ordinary, but plenty of mishaps. Oh, and there was Robby. “Assault with a deadly weapon. Charges likely to be dropped.” Enough of that drivel.

      I collected my coat and hat, setting out for the Rose Garden Estates to see Agatha.

      As I made my way closer, the reality hit me that I was severely underdressed for this place. I'd heard of this neck of the woods, but I never went to visit it in person. It was one of those high-class neighborhoods you had to pay to visit if you didn’t live there. The was a hulking hound at a booth who had to open a gate and let you inside for five dollars. What a rip-off, but hopefully an investment that paid off. Too bad Lily didn’t mention that up front. Was probably afraid I would ask for more of an advance to cover it. I would have.

      After taking a few turns down the winding streets I finally arrived at my destination. What a place. Somehow, I expected Lily’s place probably wasn’t too much different. Could’ve been in this same neighborhood, for all I knew. Most likely. Funny how these rich types hold on to a dime tighter than a mother holds onto a newborn pup.

      This looked like a house you’d see on those checkout line magazine covers. The ones for dames to get and then show their husbands. It let him know what kind of home she’d like to move into someday. Just a lot of big dreams. I never was a fan of selling people on the big dreams like that. Some people get a house like that, but the vast majority of people in this city will never lay eyes on one in person.

      I knocked on the door.

      A Doberman in a black uniform answered. “Yes?”

      “I’m here to see Agatha. She in?”

      “Yes.”

      I stared at her for a moment, waiting for an invitation inside. All she did was stare back. After a few seconds, I gave up on the uncomfortable silence.

      “Can I see her? I need to ask her some questions.”

      “Are you soliciting?”

      “No, I’m a private detective.”

      This dame’s stare was like getting a cold bucket of ice water dumped on your head. It chilled you to the bone.

      “You should know the Madam has very little patience for uninvited guests, sir.”

      “Could you let her know Trigger is here to see her? I’ll keep it brief.”

      “One moment.”

      She stepped inside, and I waited at the door for a few minutes. I sat on the steps and looked around to amuse myself. Never saw the appeal in a place like this. Seemed like a great place for folks who thoroughly enjoyed being bored out of their minds. No pups or kittens playing in the yard, no bars or movie theaters nearby. Just other elderly dogs who also don’t like visitors. When I get old, I want to keep doing what I was doing, just maybe a little slower and with more notes. If I managed to get old, that is.

      “Mr. Trigger, please come in.”

      I walked in, and she took my coat and hat. After hanging them up, she motioned for me to follow her into the next room. It was like you’d imagine the living room of a wealthy old dog to look. Fancy paintings, rugs, glass tables. Nothing was out of place. Not a speck of dust to be seen anywhere. The silverware was probably real silver. Fine china was on display in dark wood cabinets. It was like no one actually lived here, this was just a model house for those magazine covers.

      “Have you had your coffee this morning, sir?” The voice of an elderly dog coming from a chair on the other side of the room startled me. The back of the chair was facing me.

      “I have, ma’am, thank you. I’d be happy to have another,” I replied.

      “Lady, please pour our guest a cup of coffee,” the elderly dog said.

      “Cream or sugar, sir?” Lady asked.

      “Black. I like it black.”

      “As do I, sir. Now, I assume you are here to take care of my little problem?” Agatha asked.

      I walked past the table, sitting in the chair across from her. She was an old Chihuahua, who was white and looked strikingly similar to Lily. They were definitely family.

      “Ma’am?”

      “The ad in the paper which referred to the break-ins that have been happening around here recently.”

      A dog should never think or speak too quickly when faced with such an opportunity. On the one hand, this would give me an easy excuse to come back here. I could talk to the neighbors and tally a list of the things the thief had taken. If the collar was here, the thief might've encountered it. If they knew what they were doing, they swiped the collar too. If it’s just some kid angry at the world and wanting to make trouble for the wealthy residents here, then it’s just some easy money. And a dog could always use easy money.

      On the other hand, if this was all unrelated, it would bog me down, making it so I couldn’t get directly to the point or bring up the collar for a while. Unless…

      “Yes, ma’am. I saw the ad this morning as a matter of fact. I’ve got a lot of experience with this sort of thing. Investigated several burglaries when I was on the force. Had an excellent track record too, if I may say so.”

      The Doberman stared at me with an uncomfortable amount of skepticism. Or maybe she didn’t like me and it had nothing to do with skepticism. Or perhaps this is just how she looked at everyone all the time. She’s lucky she had such a pretty face, otherwise that kind of staring could make a dog real uncomfortable. On second thought, maybe it makes it worse.

      “Yes, I remember seeing an advertisement for your services some time ago. Why did you stop advertising?”

      “Had to, as a measure to reduce the volume of clients, ma’am.” I smiled my most convincing smile. I even showed a few teeth. Lady wasn’t impressed.

      “If you’ve such a volume of clients, then why did you make your way here?”

      “I’ll be frank with you, ma’am. Not all work is worth the same if you catch my meaning? I prefer to limit myself to cases where my caliber of services is required, and where the compensation aligns with that. We all got bills to pay, we all got to eat.”

      “Ha, isn’t that the truth. I appreciate your candor, Mr…”

      “Call me Trigger.”

      “Alright, Mr. Trigger. Let me get you up to speed on what happened. Then we’ll talk about your fee.”
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      “It started about a week ago at Ms. Autumn’s house down the street. She was out for a walk on Sunday afternoon and came home to a dreadful mess. Many of her valuables were missing. You’ll want to talk to her to get a complete list. The next day it was Mr. Rover’s house. It was a mess again and the valuables were once again missing.

      “Then, just two days ago, they burglarized my house while Lady and I were out shopping. They left a mess and valuables were missing. The neighbors and I are prepared to pool together a small fund for you, sir. Perhaps five hundred?”

      These dogs probably blow five hundred on a fancy tea set, but with me they keep their wallets sealed up so tight you couldn’t blow it open with a stick of dynamite.

      “I don’t know, ma’am. As you can see, I’m already roughed up from handling a similar case. This occupation can get hazardous. A cornered thief will often use deadly force to escape. I’m sorry, ma’am, but about twice that amount would be more appropriate.”

      “Mr. Trigger, that seems excessive. All of our stolen valuables scarcely total that amount.”

      Yeah, right.

      “I’m afraid that it would have to be at least seven-fifty, but good work requires fair pay.”

      She sighed, as though experiencing a significant defeat.

      “I think I can convince the neighbors to increase their contributions. What do you require of an advance?”

      “Three hundred, ma’am. I will also need a precise list from everyone so I can take an inventory of all the items missing. Your insurance will also ask for this, so you may already have one prepared.”

      “I’ll prepare you a separate one. There are a few belongings I’d prefer to keep… private.”

      “Fair enough, ma’am, but do make sure I have the complete list. It’s critically important that I have a complete inventory. The more confirmations I have of the thief’s identity, the more likely we are to get an arrest and a conviction in court.”

      She paused, somewhat nervously, and looked at Lady.

      “I understand.”

      She went into another room of the house and came back with a piece of paper. She handed it over and I scanned its contents eagerly. It wasn’t an unusually long list; the sign of a somewhat slick burglar.

      One pair of diamond earrings, one carat diamond set in fourteen karat white gold

      One silver teapot

      Eight hundred dollars in cash

      About twenty pieces of silver cutlery

      One diamond ring, one and one half carat diamond set in fourteen karat white gold

      One ruby-encrusted collar

      Three fourteen karat yellow gold necklaces

      One electric radio

      One golden turkey statue, one-of-a-kind

      There it was, right before my very eyes. It was almost too easy. Except now, the problem was still finding the thing. Still, it’s probably better it worked out this way since the dame wouldn’t have let me have the collar even if I caught her red-handed. Lady, the muscle here, would’ve prevented me from getting it if I’d tried to swipe it myself.

      “I bet that turkey statue fetches a high price, ma’am. And it’s a unique piece?”

      “Yes sir, you would be correct. It’s by far the most expensive item on the list.”

      “It’ll also be the easiest to identify. We catch someone carrying around a turkey statue, then we know we have our thief.”

      “So, when can you start?” Agatha asked.

      “I intend to start right now.”

      “Splendid. Lady, show our detective to the door and pay him the advance.”

      “Thank you for the hospitality and the coffee, ma’am,” I said as I reached out to shake her hand.

      I followed Lady to the door where she collected my coat, hat, and my fee after disappearing briefly. This case was becoming a lot more of a tangled mess than I'd hoped for, but at least the money was turning out to be good. Can’t complain about the good old two-for-one. Wasn't sure if it would thrill Lily or make her furious, but I wasn’t eager to find out just yet. It’s a shame the dame can’t trust her aunt any more than she could trust her maid. Sometimes a dog’s family ain’t what it should be. You can choose your friends and your maid, but you can’t choose your family.
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      After leaving Agatha’s house, I made my way down the street to the first victim’s home. This place was as high-class as any other house on the block. I walked up to the door and knocked. No answer. I waited for a moment before turning to walk away, then I heard the door open behind me.

      “Can I help you?”

      Wow, this lady was even older than Agatha. She looked like she was ready to kick the bucket at any moment, real frail looking. She was a Dachshund with a sagging back, a slow step, and a muzzle of snow white against her reddish coat. Not sure why she would even worry about getting her stuff back. Grandkids, maybe.

      “Yes, ma’am. Agatha hired me to look into the burglaries recently,” I said.

      “Oh! Oh, please come in.”

      I followed her inside and hung my hat up on the hanger. What a mess. Unlike Agatha’s house, her house was still littered with overturned furniture and items scattered all over the floor.

      “Looks like you got hit pretty hard, ma’am.”

      “Oh yes, detective. It was just awful. I was out last Sunday afternoon and returned to find this terrible mess here in my very own home. What a shame you can’t feel safe even in a neighborhood like this.”

      “Yes ma’am, I completely agree. Say, have any of you contacted the police yet?”

      “Oh, yes. They say they’ll be here in about a week.” She grinned, but it was one of those grins someone gives you when they don’t really want to grin. They want to ball up their fist and punch something. “You know, to fill out a report and refer me to the insurance company.”

      “Yes ma’am, I know how that show goes. Can you show me where the break-in happened?”

      “Sure thing, detective. Right this way. What was your name?”

      “Trigger, ma’am.”

      She took me around to the back of her house, and it was immediately obvious where the break-in happened. There was still a large open area where the glass was broken on her large sliding glass door. She had taken plastic and covered it. Poor dame. Did she not have anyone to help her clean this mess up?

      “I see. That's some real nasty work on your door. Do you have a list made of what they took?”

      “Yes. I’ve already made one for the insurance company. Please wait in the living room while I go fetch it for you. Oh, I apologize for being a poor host. Have you had your coffee yet today?” she asked.

      “Yes, ma’am. I’m afraid if I had more it wouldn’t be good for me. Thank you. You’ve been a perfectly fine host under the circumstances.”

      I walked back into the living room and sat on the couch. It wasn’t long before she returned with the list. She handed it over and I scanned it with haste. Nothing particularly eye-catching, just a few pieces of assorted jewelry here and there. Since this was the perp’s first haul out of the neighborhood, he must’ve been a little nervous and in a hurry. Only nabbed what he could grab fast and make it out quick with.

      “And you never laid eyes on the perp. Is that right?”

      “That’s right. The fiend was in and out before I made it back home. I wish he’d taken some time to set the place back up before he left,” she said, with that same I-want-to-punch-something grin. She might be feistier than I gave her credit for.

      “Alright, that should be about all I need. I’ll be back in touch when I find something. Say, Ms. Autumn. Before I go, would you like some help putting this place back together?”

      “Oh, I couldn’t bother you with something like that. I’m sure someone will come by in the next few days to take care of it.”

      “Do you have any kids or grandkids coming by, Ms. Autumn?”

      “No, all of them have moved out of Black District. Thankfully.”

      “So it’s just you here?”

      “You make it sound something awful. I quite like it though. I have this nice place in this nice neighborhood where I can just relax.”

      “You put it that way, and it actually sounds pretty nice. Alright, I’m not due to meet Mr. Rover for at least another couple of hours. I may as well help you straighten this place up. Better than just walking around with my hands in my pockets waiting.”

      I had no appointments. I just didn’t want to admit that I was putting off my paycheck to help an old lady clean her house. That kind of thing might damage my reputation as a tough-as-nails private detective. Couldn’t let that get out.
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      I knocked on the door. A dog that didn’t look a lot older than me answered. I assumed it was one of his employees.

      “Is Mr. Rover in?”

      “You’re looking at him.”

      “You’re Mr. Rover?” I asked, squinting.

      “Did I stutter?”

      “You look a little younger than what I was expecting. Wasn’t expecting to see a young pup like yourself already in a big fancy neighborhood like this. Anyway, I’ve been hired to investigate the burglaries that have taken place here recently. I’ve already been to Agatha’s house and Autumn’s. I wondered if I might come in and ask you a few questions.”

      “No, you may not. This is my only day off. I’d rather not spend it gabbing with some rent-a-cop. Not everyone in this neighborhood is retired, you know. Some of us still owe the bank money for the roof over our head.”

      I shook off the cop comment with ease. Real original. Not like it was the first time I’d heard that one.

      “Sure, I understand. Could you at least give me a list of what they stole from your place? Or do you want to play hardball about that too?”

      His eyes lit up a little. “There’s some fire in you after all. Sure. Let me go get it.”

      He went back inside the house, then came out a few moments later with a piece of paper. He handed it to me, wished me luck, and slammed the door in my face. A real piece of work, this guy. I looked the list over. I was correct that the perp improved with his second hit. He got some cash from Mr. Rover, and a small safe he found in one of his closets. Looked like he also got some of the wife’s jewelry. Nothing particularly noteworthy though. Seemed the turkey statue and the collar would be my best lead.

      I made my way back to the office. I greeted Zelda when I came into the door. I asked her to ring up Lily to come by for an update. While I waited, I went back into my office to make notes and review the evidence of the burglary case. The intercom buzzed on my desk a couple of hours later.

      “Trigger, Lily’s here to see you.”

      “Send her in.”

      She walked in and sat down, a lot more calmly than I was expecting.

      “I’ve heard you’ve been busy, detective.”

      “You heard, huh? I was in your neck of the woods today.”

      “I also found out that my aunt has hired you to look into the burglaries there.”

      “She has. You kept your mouth shut about me working for you when she mentioned it, I’d hope.”

      “Yes. I’m not quite that foolish. I trust you enough that I assumed you had your reasons.”

      I nodded.

      “Well…” She stared at me blankly.

      “Yes?”

      “What are your reasons?”

      “Just that. My reasons.”

      “Not if I’m paying you,” she snapped back.

      “Promise you can keep your head about you if I explain?”

      “I’m not one to lose my temper.”

      “Alright.” I slid the missing item list across the table to her. “Have a look.”

      She held it up in front of her and glanced over it before putting it back down on the table. She sighed and closed her eyes, rubbing her forehead with her paw.

      “Good thinking. Except now we’re back to square one.”

      “We’re back to square one, that’s true. But at least this extra work won't cost you any extra money. Your aunt will pay me to take it from here.”

      “I’m now afraid that I may never see it again.”

      “I won’t lie to you. That’s a real possibility. The collar may have already changed hands three times by now. It may already be out of Black District. It could still be in the thief's possession and they're too nervous to sell easily identifiable items. Just no way to know how it’ll play out. I’ll tell you, though, that I do still have hope in finding it.”

      “Good, that makes me feel better. If you think there’s a chance, I’ll accept that. Thank you, detective. Anything else?”

      “Not at the moment. I’ll keep you updated. Do your best to make sure your aunt doesn’t find out I’m working for you.”

      “I should be able to manage that. So long.”

      “Leave your address with Zelda on the way out in case I need to stop by. Keep your doors and windows locked, and be careful.”

      “You should consider staking out the neighborhood.”

      “I don’t like to give up the sleep. Makes me cranky.”

      She gave me a scowl.

      “Detective…”

      I held up my hands as if to stop the force of her look from knocking me out of my chair.

      “Alright. Alright. I’m just foolin’. It’s not a bad idea. Maybe I'll do just that.”
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      I had Zelda ring up Agatha. I needed a security pass so I could come and go as I pleased without having to pay that hound five bucks each time. Within a few hours, we got a ring back from the dog who was out front when I last visited. He let me know they’d agreed to issue me a resident’s pass that I could pick up whenever I wanted. I’d have to frame that thing in my office when all of this was over, telling folks that’s where I lived. Talk about the big times.

      I headed on over there and the security dog met me at the gate.

      “Mr. Trigger, welcome back. I was about to make the rounds to inform the residents of your plans to stake the place out.”

      “Now why would you do a thing like that?”

      “We don’t want it to alarm the residents if they see you out.”

      “And if one of the residents is the burglar?”

      He paused for a moment, looking down in deep thought.

      “Well, yes, Mr. Trigger. I hadn’t thought about that. Yes, you’re right.” And that’s why I get paid the big bucks.

      He handed me the resident’s pass, and I pocketed it.

      “I’ll be around then, but probably not until tomorrow night,” I said. “Do me a favor and don’t send out a memo about it.”

      It would be tonight. Only I didn’t really trust any dog or cat all that much in this whole situation. What if the perp knew the security dog, and that dog tipped him off? Not a risk I was willing to take just now.

      I walked on up to Agatha’s place to make sure she didn’t rat the plan out to anybody else. According to her, she had told no one apart from the security guard. I made sure she knew to keep it that way. Once that was sorted, I scouted out the proper hiding spot. I then went home to my apartment to sneak in a quick nap, coming back when it was good and dark.

      It was one of those misty moonlit nights that felt cold even though it was summer. It was the kind of night that makes a dog want to howl at the moon, only he can’t because he’ll blow his cover. It was also one of those instincts one was expected to suppress in modern, polite society. I had a full view of the whole place, from the hill on the edge of the neighborhood. I got behind a bush to make sure no one could see me from below. If anything happened, I would see it from here.

      I sat there quietly for several hours. You could hear a pin drop on a night like this, even on dirt. It seemed like this would be a reasonably peaceful, uneventful night. That was until I felt something pointy jamming into the small of my back, and a dame’s voice coming from behind me. She was disguising it. A cat? Must’ve been to sneak up on me like that.

      “Beautiful night, isn’t it, detective?”

      I wasn’t sure what she had jammed into my back, so I didn’t turn around to find out. Things were piecing themselves together a little better now. What I was dealing with here was a real professional. Made everything look like real sloppy work, even though she could’ve left the place spotless. Smart. Fooled me good.

      “So, who was it that tipped you off that I’d be here? Was it the security dog?” I asked.

      “You’re a little duller than I was expecting.”

      “Was it Agatha? Come on, don’t keep me here in suspense all night.”

      “Oh, I wouldn’t do that. What’s the hurry? Got somewhere else you need to be?”

      “Yeah, since I won't be sneaking up on you, at home, asleep in my bed.”

      “Well, it’s a little late for that, isn’t it? Look, detective, I really don’t want to kill you, but I will. So, why don’t you walk away and pretend you never heard anything? I’ll come back another night, no harm no foul.”

      “You know I can’t do that,” I said.

      “I thought you might say as much. Good night.”

      She put a precise paw chop to the side of my neck. An expert move. I was out before I hit the ground. By the time I came to, it was breaking daylight. At least the dame had the courtesy not to whack me in the head. My guess is this cat must’ve been after that statue, and everything else was an elaborate cover up with a lot of collateral damage. What a night…
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      After I collected my bearings and my hat, I headed down the hill to speak to the on-duty security guard. He was a Jack Russell Terrier, bright in the eyes and big in the mouth.

      “Who are you?”

      “Trigger, private detective.”

      “Right, thought you wouldn't be here until tonight.”

      “I changed my mind. Didn’t want anybody tipping off the perp,” I said.

      “Well, you don’t have to worry about me, detective. Not at all. I’m on the straight and narrow. Live strictly inside the law.”

      “If you were a criminal would you tell me?” I smirked. “To tell you the truth, I didn’t think anyone tipped her—”

      “You mean the robber’s a dame!?”

      “That’s right. I could tell by—”

      “Get a glimpse of her? She good looking? Single?” He winked.

      “You into cats, Mr…?”

      “Danny, detective. Name’s Danny, and no sir.”

      “Cut the wisecracks then, will you? I need to use your phone.”

      I pulled out Patches’ number from my pocket and dialed his direct line.

      “ACPD. How may I direct your call?”

      “Need to speak to Colonel Patches. Isn’t this his direct line?”

      “Colonel Patches is out looking into a case. This is dispatch. Shall I take a message or transfer you to an available officer?”

      “No. No message. I’ll call back.”

      I hung up the phone.

      “Hey, Danny, anyone report a break in last night?”

      “Not yet, and I didn’t hear any commotion,” he replied.

      Just then I spotted a few dogs in uniform coming down the road toward the gate. I recognized one of them. So this was the case Patches was working.

      “Nice of you to show up, Colonel.”

      “Trigger.” He nodded. “I heard the residents here had hired a private detective to take care of the burglary problem, so I thought I’d come by and see for myself.”

      “Looks like it’s more the other way around. Believe it or not, I just tried to call you.”

      “Oh, you did, did you? Finally growing out of some of that stubbornness?”

      “I guess you can say that.”

      “Let me introduce you to the officers I’ve assigned to this case. This is Lieutenant Petey and Lieutenant Buddy.”

      “Alright. Here’s what I know. Last Sunday there was a break in down the street here. Lady named Autumn’s house. It was while she was out Sunday afternoon running errands. Looked like a real amateur job. Real sloppy, but that was just a ruse. No, now don’t look at me like that. It’ll make sense in a minute. So, the second one was the next day at this other dog’s, Rover’s, house. Also made to look real amateur. Now, here’s the kicker. The third day our burglar visits Agatha’s house, the one who hired me. When she gave me her insurance list for the items that were missing, there were a couple of unique items on the list. One, in particular, was this statue. A golden turkey.

      “Now, I was thinking at first that this must’ve been a small statue. Either way, it’s made of gold, right? Well, now I’m thinking maybe it’s a little bigger than that. See, I met our burglar last night when I was staking the place out. The broad snuck up right behind me when I hid in some bushes on the hill up there. It was quiet last night. I’m a real cautious dog to boot, and I’ve got good ears. Stuck something in my back and told me not to turn around. She gabbed at me for a couple of minutes, put a clean shot with her paw to my neck and knocked me full out. She also had the sense to not go through with what she was planning last night. This fit the profile of any current suspects?”

      Patches looked puzzled. “To tell you the truth, we suspected Rico might be a possibility when we first heard it was this neighborhood. Then we heard they made a mess, so we thought it was just some punk kid fooling around. Now you’re telling us it’s likely a professional after all, but someone new. That really throws a spin on it.”

      “So, I take it you boys don’t have any leads on a lady cat burglar around these parts?” I asked.

      Patches shook his head. “The problem isn’t that we don’t have one. The problem is that we have too many.”

      I scratched my head when a thought crossed my mind. “Say, Colonel, what if this dame didn’t abandon her target last night? What if she wasn’t here to rob a place? What if she was here to meet someone and just happened to notice me?”

      Lieutenant Buddy nodded and spoke up before Patches had the chance. “You know, I was actually just thinking the same thing. Otherwise, how would this dame know about that statue you were talking about in the first place?”

      I pointed at him, a grin on my face. “Exactly! Alright boys, if you’ll be so kind as to humor me, here’s what I think we should do. You boys just stick to the routine for now. Interview, document, report, etc. I’ll do a little more digging into the value of this statue, and where it might've come from. That’ll give us a better idea of who we're dealing with. Oh, and let me give you my card. Call me if you hear anything, and I’ll do the same.”

      I headed back to the office for the day without telling anyone else what happened. Best if I let them do their job without getting in the way. Besides, I had plenty on my plate already.
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      I went back to my apartment to snag a quick nap before heading back to the office. As usual, Zelda greeted me with cheer when I walked inside, but this time she had a letter in her paw.

      “Someone left this in our mailbox this morning. It has your name on it. No return address. I thought it was strange, so I didn’t open it.”

      Was this what I thought it was? “Thanks. You were right not to open it. At least, if it’s what I think it is.” I took it to my office and put on a pair of gloves. I opened it as carefully as I could, slid the letter out of the envelope, and read the handwritten note aloud.

      

      Trigger,

      

      You’re a smart dog, so no doubt you already knew who this letter was from the moment you saw it. I noticed you had a head injury when we last met, so consider that my one good deed, targeting your neck instead. You’re welcome.

      

      I wanted to do you the courtesy of informing you that I won’t be hitting anything else in that neighborhood since I already got what I came for. But I’m sure you’ve figured that part out.

      

      Stop by and see me in the Adria District. Let’s make a game of it, detective. See if you can catch me.

      

      Bad Kitty

      

      Bad Kitty, eh? Bad Kitty suits her; though, I think she gave me a little more credit than I deserved. Based on what I knew, I wasn’t even close to having enough to find her. Or did I? She seemed to think I might. Maybe I missed something, or maybe she’s just making wisecracks. At any rate, now the collar was probably long gone. I wasn’t surprised that the statue would wind up somewhere in Adria District, but what about all the common jewelry, the radio - things like that? They’d laugh at all that in Adria. Maybe even toss it in a dumpster. No, she probably got rid of the small stuff quick here before leaving. Low risk and no chance of identifying it. The collar was different, though. It wasn’t as expensive as the statue. Not by a long shot. Maybe just enough to make it into Adria.

      I rang up Lieutenant Buddy and had him come by to pick up the letter to lift any prints and check it for any hidden clues. I remembered one case where the type of paper used ended up busting the guy. You never know with this kind of stuff. I didn’t have my hopes up.

      After that, I rang Lily up to give her the bad news about the collar. I could hear the heartbreak in her voice, but she took it pretty well. I told her I had business that might soon come up in Adria, so I’d keep my eye out for it there. She didn’t exactly sound hopeful. She thanked me for all the work I’d put into finding it. It’s a shame I wouldn’t have an excuse to see her again soon. I was getting used to seeing her face here in the office from time to time. It was a face that was pretty easy to get used to.

      I went back down to Rose Garden and talked to Agatha. I only got another hundred bucks out of her for the job, on account of not being able to recover any of the stolen items. Was a real shame, although I did find out more about that turkey statue. She called it the Grand Gobbler. Should’ve named it the Twenty-Grand Gobbler, cause that’s about what it was worth according to her. She said she’d kept it a secret on account of it standing out, even in a luxurious place like this. She joked that it was hard to afford the insurance premium on it, but she was glad she paid it. I bet.

      I left my card for her to pass on to the insurance investigator who would come by. I figured they would send a real mean one. You don’t pay out a policy like that without trying to discover any foul play.
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      I really enjoyed the peace and quiet that filled the next few weeks. I did a lot of sitting back with my feet on my desk, listening to the radio. Gave my skull a chance to heal too. I got that Rose Garden Estates residential pass framed like I planned. Stuck it right up on the wall in my office. Made for a good icebreaker.

      Nothing ever came back on Bad Kitty’s letter. They kept it on file in case they compared handwriting down the road. Bad Kitty wasn’t the only master thief I’d met in my career, or recently, who liked to play these games. But her game would have to wait. I would once again be tangled up with another master thief by the name of Rico.

      I picked up the paper and didn’t even have to open it up. I knew immediately I was looking at the one I’d been waiting for, right there on the front-page headline. The largest movie theater in Adria had been temporarily closed to investigate a major incident. The article said a whole lot of nothing about what happened with the incident, which, as I’ve learned, means that what happened was probably very inconvenient for Mr. B. I took the story as my cue to hit the road.

      Sure enough, I received a visitor the next day.

      “Mr. Trigger, there’s a gentleman here to see you,” Zelda said.

      “Send him in.”

      A well-fed-looking pooch walked into my office. I feared for the safety of my chair but asked him to take a seat anyway. He was a bulldog, broad as he was tall, but had a look of health and strength about him. Perhaps it was the expensive three-piece suit he was wearing; still, he managed to look both nervous and confident at the same time. He had his head held high with his chest out but also clenched his teeth fiercely. Where had I seen him before?

      “What can I do for you?” I asked.

      “You read the papers, detective?”

      “I do.”

      “Then you have no doubt read about what transpired in my theater in Adria,” he blubbered.

      “Your theater?”

      “Yes, the Starlight Theater. I’m the owner.”

      I knew a big shot like this had to be playing ball with Mr. B. Like everyone else in this city, he’s in it for himself.

      “So you’re looking to hire a private detective to look into it?”

      “That’s right.”

      “Someone recommend me to you?”

      “Not in particular. Your name just kept coming up, and you see, this is a very sensitive matter of which I would rather not involve the police.”

      “I think I know what you mean, Mr...”

      “Brutus. Name’s Brutus. Sorry for not introducing myself when I came in, but you understand I have a lot on my mind.”

      “Yes, I would imagine you do. How can I fit into all this?”

      “As I said, I would like to hire you. I’d be willing to pay you double your usual rate,” Brutus offered.

      “Well, there really is no usual rate, Brutus. That all depends on the nature of the case - how convoluted, and how hazardous for my health the case happens to be. So how about you start by telling me what actually happened?”

      “Alright, but I need your word this conversation will remain confidential. I don’t want any of this getting to the police or the independent press.”

      “We always keep things confidential here. You don’t need to worry about that,” I said.

      “I’ll start with the main event and tell you what I know from there. As we discussed, what you saw in the paper is only a half-truth at best. See, we had planned to play a movie we had produced ourselves. It painted Mr. B in a very positive light. We hoped it would keep things running smoothly, keep business good for everybody. It’s not that Mr. B is my favorite kind of character, detective, rather it’s that you can’t be on his bad side if you want to do business in Adria. However, a different movie played when we ran the reels on Thursday. Now keep in mind that, while all this was going on, we had filled the seats with some of Mr. B’s top cats and dogs. All watching with bated breath.”

      He wiped the sweat from his brow with a handkerchief from his jacket pocket.

      “You alright, Mr. Brutus?”

      He nodded, taking a deep breath before continuing.

      “What emerged from the speakers was a voice that identified Mr. B as a scourge to both the district and the city. It didn’t pull any punches. I tried to signal to the employee standing at the reel to shut it off, but he couldn’t hear in that room. I ended up having to run upstairs myself and turn it off, but by then everyone was good and riled. We hadn’t disclosed what our film would be about or what the message would be. Of course, they thought we were trying to make some kind of stand, some kind of big statement. Only we weren’t!”

      “I get it. You’re innocent and someone framed you. What else?”

      He pulled out his handkerchief and starting wiping away the accumulated sweat. “Now I’m in serious hot water. I told one of Mr. B’s cats I would stake my business and reputation on this being a setup. He said he would give me the opportunity to prove it, but they closed my theater until I could do just that. Nobody’s happy when the theater is closed, detective. Least of all, me. Folks might go to a new theater, and I’m losing buckets of money every day we're not open.”

      “Then I suppose you wouldn’t mind sharing a bucket or two with me then?”

      “Now that you’ve heard what I’ve had to say, how does two thousand dollars sound? One thousand up front.”

      “Been a while since I’ve been to Adria, Brutus, but from what I remember, a thousand dollars won’t take a dog very far.”

      He was sweating even more now. You could almost see the gears turning in his mind. Trying to get money out of these rich types really was like trying to pull teeth from a turnip.

      He scowled. “I suppose you can’t be expected to travel all around Adria on your own dime. Here’s what I'll do for you. My company has a charge account at nearly every major establishment in the district. I’ll give you one of those cards. All your expenses. Entertainment, food, drinks, a place to stay - whatever you can think of. I’ll cover it and write it off as a company expense. Though, I hope you won’t get too carried away. This way you keep every dime you make and have yourself a good time along the way I hope. Sound fair?”

      This dog was desperate. In reality, he probably just multiplied his offer by five or ten. Day-to-day expenses in Adria were huge. Talk about going outside of your comfort zone…

      “That’ll be sufficient, Mr. Brutus. You just hired yourself a detective.”

      He all but jumped to his feet and extended his paw. “When can you start?”

      I took it with a firm grasp. “Tomorrow.”

      Odds were good that some of Agatha’s stolen items, along with their thief, made their way to Adria too. It might also include one ruby collar. This was my chance to find out, and maybe change my luck in the process.
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      After Mr. Brutus gave me my advance and left, I advanced Zelda a month of pay too. She was happy, until I let her know we’d be shutting down for a while. I wanted to make sure I paid her all the way through, and I could afford to with the advance I got. After that, I went about finding a suit in my closet. Just one suit. Brutus could pay for the other two when I got there.

      It was a long walk to Adria. Took most of the day to get there. Talk about a sight to behold. High walls surrounded the district. It looked a lot more like a fortress than a city district. Cats were loitering outside the gate, probably hoping to pickpocket one of the work passes into the district. Brutus told me to guard mine like a firstborn pup. At the gate, a sharply dressed pooch asked to see my pass. He slid it through some kind of machine and the gate opened automatically. Two Rottweilers holding some type of long weapon I’d never seen before stood on either side of the gate. The things looked like metal poles with two prongs coming off the end. Probably those new shock sticks I’ve been hearing about. I wasn’t keen to find out, though.

      You could hear music playing the moment you walked in; it was coming out of the various establishments that lined the streets near the gate. Everybody looked loaded. Seemed to be having a great time while stumbling out of these places. It became a calmer, more serious place as I got farther away from the gate. The party joints gave way to clothing stores, radio shops, jewelry stores, and more. After stopping several times to ask for directions, I finally made my way to the Starlight Theater to see Brutus.

      This place really looked like it belonged. It was at least ten times bigger than the biggest movie theater we had back home. A big Rottweiler greeted me at the door and told me that Brutus was expecting me. When I stepped inside, an expansive purple carpet greeted me. There wasn't a stain to be seen. All the furniture looked to be made of hardwood with a beautiful lacquer finish, and every print painstakingly wiped away. Along the top of all the counters was gold trimming, which I suspected wasn’t imitation. Once we made it into Brutus’s office, he appeared to be in much better spirits than he was the last time I saw him.

      “Mr. Trigger, so very glad you made it. What’s your impression of the district so far?”

      “It’s quite an upscale place, Mr. Brutus. However, probably best I not elaborate on my overall impression.”

      He laughed. “I think I know exactly what you mean, detective. So, are you ready to get started?”

      “Let’s start by interviewing your boy who was in charge of changing the reel. Do you have a private office I can use while I’m investigating? I prefer these interviews to be one-on-one.”

      “I’m a little hesitant to let you do that, but if that’s what it takes for you to do your best work, then I’ll have a private office prepared for you.” He looked to the big dog that had escorted me inside and said, “Show Mr. Trigger to the office down the hall.”

      I figured out what was going on with the big dog when he escorted me to an office that was only a few doors down. One I might’ve easily shown myself to. I suppose it’s understandable. I’m not sure I’d fully trust me either, given the circumstances.

      “Hey big guy, got a name?”

      “The name’s Marty, detective, but keep in mind Mr. Brutus isn’t paying me for small talk. You probably figured out by now I’m being paid to keep an eye on you. So, don’t try anything funny while you’re here.”

      “Wouldn’t dream of it, Marty. Also, you never know. You and I might be good friends by the time this is over.”

      He laughed out loud, breaking the stoic demeanor he had been carrying. “The moon just might come crashing down and smash right into this theater, Mr. Trigger. You just never know about these kinds of things. Let me go fetch the gentleman.”

      I looked around the office trying to imagine what this manager’s life might have been like. Did he have a family? Evidently, he had a nice place to live. I wonder what the residential area in a place like this might look like. Side-by-side mansions spanning for miles into the horizon? No, probably nothing so extreme. I bet they looked a little better than my apartment though. A lot of the people who worked in Adria didn’t live in the district. They come here and worked their day, then leave the district and go home if they live close enough. Still, even some dogs who were big shots outside the district were fighting tooth and nail for a chance to come to a place like this and sweep the floors. That’s why the closer you got to Adria’s gates, the nicer the homes were in the Black District.

      I once knew an accountant in my neck of the woods who tried for six months only to finally get a job waiting tables at a restaurant here. Worked there for a year, chatting people up on his lunch break, meeting people. Then he landed the biggest client of his career. Said he paid more than the next thirty clients below him combined. After that, he had all but retired. He worked with the one guy from Adria when he needed him. That’s one of those rare feel-good stories though. Most of the time, kids came here with big eyes and big hearts, getting promptly used up by the city and thrown away when they’re done. Most of those who live here will only do business with the people they grew up with. So there’s not much room for the outsider to come in. Guess you could say that with almost everybody. I’d like to think I gave everyone a fair shake.
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      “Alright, Trigger, here’s your dog. His name’s Tuffy. He’s the one Mr. Brutus told you about.”

      Tuffy was a Pomeranian who was allergic to eye contact and sitting still. That didn’t mean much in this kind of situation, though. I was a little nervous myself. Besides, Tuffy had that distinct “fall guy” look. Young pup and tense; he was in the right place at the right time.

      “Have a seat, Tuffy. I’d like to ask you a few questions.” I pointed to the chair across from me. Marty gave him an impolite shove, and he went over to have a seat.

      “You gotta believe me, mister. I didn’t do it. I didn’t have nothing to do with that reel. Either of ‘em, swear it.”

      “My name’s Trigger, private detective. I only want to ask you a few questions. Maybe take it easy.”

      He took a deep breath and put on his best fake calm face. “Alright.”

      “Sometimes going in order is a little boring, Tuffy, so let’s take these questions as they pop into my head. Let’s start with why you didn’t change the reel when Mr. Brutus was trying to get your attention to change it.”

      “It’s like I told Mr. Brutus. I can’t hear real well up in that room.”

      I signaled for Marty to leave, but he wouldn’t budge.

      “Did you forget that your boss said I could have these one-on-one interviews?”

      He looked like he wanted to bite my head off. “You’re right, Mr. Trigger. Where are my manners?” He stepped out of the office and closed the door.

      “Now, where were we? Oh, you were just telling me that big fat lie about not being able to hear Brutus up in the booth.”

      “Mr. Trigger, you gotta believe me. I–”

      “I gotta believe nothing, kid. Least of all the big fat lies being told right to my face. Care to try again?”

      “Alright, detective, you win. It’s true you can’t hear well up in the booth, but you can hear a little. Maybe I liked what I heard, alright? Maybe I agreed with it.”

      “So, you act like you can’t hear any of it. You made sure not to look toward Brutus so you wouldn’t see him signaling for you to turn it off. That about right?”

      He crossed his arms. “Yeah. That’s about right.”

      “So how do you figure into bringing the new reel in here?”

      “I don’t figure into it. So maybe I liked their work. I didn’t have anything to do with bringing it in here.”

      I leaned over and pointed my paw in his face. “Who else besides you handles the reels?”

      “What’s your angle in all this, Detective?” he squealed.

      “I’m angling to get paid, kid.”

      He threw his paws in the air. “That’s the problem. This whole situation with Mr. B. I got no problem with making money. It’s why I’m here too. The problem is when it’s all you care about. Problem is when you’re willing to do anything for a dime.”

      I didn’t disagree with the kid, but I couldn’t say so. “That’s a nice speech there, Tuffy. Only you still didn’t answer my question. Who else handles the reels?”

      He lowered his head, defeated. “Alright. It’s easy to see you got a wad of cash where your heart should be, just like everyone else in this city. We’ve got a maintenance dog who moves the boxes where they need to go after they get shipped in. Then there’s the guy who ships ‘em in, beyond that the distribution company, beyond that the production company. Need me to go on?”

      “They pay you extra for your wisecracks, Tuffy?”

      “No, sir. We done?”

      “Yeah, for now.”

      Tuffy stood up and walked out of the room in a huff. I called Marty back into the office.

      “Get anything good out of the guy?” Marty asked.

      “Wouldn’t be able to tell you if I did.”

      “That how you’re going to play it, detective?”

      “That’s how I’m playing it.”

      He looked as though his head would pop at any moment. A thinly disguised growl lay on his lips, but he had about as much of a chance of keeping that act up as a boulder floating in a pond.

      “Is the maintenance guy in?”

      “Probably.”

      “Be a sport and fetch him for me. I need to ask him a few questions.”
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      It took Marty all of ten minutes to get back to the room with the suspect in tow. The suspect was a Chihuahua like me. Almost solid brown with a patch of white fur around his left eye. I motioned for him to sit down.

      “You must be the dog that does the maintenance around here. What’s your name?” I asked.

      He sat down across from me like he had done a thousand times before. “Name’s Brownie. Can we make this quick? I gotta get back to work.”

      “That’s up to you, Brownie. This could take all day if we feel like it - right, Marty?”

      Marty rubbed the knuckles on his paw enthusiastically. “Yeah, I got nowhere else to be.”

      Brownie looked back and forth between Marty and I, letting loose a big laugh. “Don’t you think you’re starting the tough-cop routine a little early?”

      “Since neither of us are cops, I don’t know how well that'll go over,” I replied.

      “Well, out with it. Make hay while the sun still shines and all that.”

      “You seem awfully experienced with these kinds of interviews,” I stated.

      “So you called me in here for an interview… to ask me why I seem experienced with doing interviews?”

      “No, this is just a bonus question. Satisfying my curiosity.”

      “So, you’re not a cop?”

      “You remember how I said earlier that this could either go quick or we could take all day?”

      “Yeah.”

      “If you keep answering every question with another question, I'll have to ask Marty to get us a couple of pillows and a bunk bed.”

      He smirked, turning his face. “Fire away, detective.”

      “You’re familiar with the swapping incident, correct?”

      “I think that’s pretty obvious. Want to just skip to the real question?”

      “No, I know exactly what I asked. I want to know how familiar you are with it.”

      “I orchestrated the whole thing. I had the fake reel made. Got it smuggled in here too. Would you believe me if I told you that?”

      “I might. I get paid either way. All I have to do is pin it on somebody and that sounded like a confession to me. And hey, we’ve got a witness too. That sound like a good enough confession to you, Marty?”

      “More than good enough for me.” Marty grinned.

      “Well, there you have it. Let’s give the cops a ring and we’ll wrap this all up. Whole case solved before supper time. How about that?”

      Brownie’s charismatic smile faded into a quivering frown, just like the schoolyard bully beaten in front of his friends by the runt. It looked like I had succeeded in making him nervous. Nervous dogs always make mistakes.

      “Okay, now hold on! I’ll tell you I’m not your man, just in case you really are interested in solving this. I didn’t have anything to do with the reel swapping.”

      “Oh? You're awfully forthcoming with the information now, Brownie.”

      “I had my fun, detective, but now I’m telling you the truth. All I do is unbox the things when they come in. I take them to the right room or take the whole box to the right room if it all goes to the same place. I don’t check them. I box the old ones up and I unbox the new ones. I put the new ones on the machine if I’m asked to; if I’m not asked to, then I don’t even open the box.”

      “Were you asked to when the switch happened?”

      Brownie looked down for a moment, trying to remember. “You know what? I wasn’t. I wasn’t asked to open them that night.”

      “Alright, Brownie. You’re free to go for now.”

      He stood up, nodded, and hustled out of the room. Something about him didn’t feel right. He was definitely hiding something. I went back to Mr. Brutus’s office and got his address. Something told me it would be worth following him home to get a closer look. You learn from experience doing this job that it’s best not to ignore your instinct. It rarely steers you wrong.
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      I kept my distance as I followed him through the various corridors of Adria. We eventually wound up at what appeared to be a small, abandoned storage building nestled in the middle of several larger buildings. That made it conveniently difficult to spot from a distance. After he approached the door, he entered a code onto a keypad. I was too far away to see what he’d entered, but this whole case was getting more interesting by the minute. When he pressed the last button there was a loud click, and the door snapped slightly ajar. After Brownie entered and closed the door behind him, I made my way around the building to see if I could find a way inside, or at least a way to see what was going on in there. The best I saw was a ventilation fan about midways up on the building on the back side. Not ideal, but it would have to suffice.

      As quietly as I could, I moved whatever boxes and crates I could find nearby into something resembling a pyramid I could climb onto. I climbed atop my shaky tower and peered inside. Too bad the fan was running. It covered up any noise I made, sure, but I couldn’t hear a doggone thing. There were several tables in the room with machines on top with a couple of dogs and cats on each side tinkering away. I had to watch for a while before I realized what was going on. At first, it looked like they were repairing slot machines, but it became clear after I saw one move over to a testing table. They pulled the lever bizarrely, almost like a code, and it would come up jackpot every time. They were rigging the machines.

      I climbed down quietly as I could and made my way to the nearest payphone. I phoned Lieutenant Buddy and told him what was going on. He was quiet for a moment before he told me he’d better let me talk to Patches.

      “You say you’re where, Trigger?”

      “Adria, Colonel. I’ve got a whole warehouse full of slot-machine fixers ready for your boys to come and haul off.”

      “I'll give you a fair warning about Adria. The chief doesn’t let the rest of us go there. He allows only Colonel Bones and his men to police there. My hands are tied.”

      “Alright, so do I even need to guess what kind of dog Bones is?”

      “Do you?”

      I sighed. “How big of a problem is this guy?”

      “Look, why don’t you meet him for yourself? You’ll see what I mean. Just call back and ask to speak to Colonel Bones. But Trigger, remember one thing: he’s not on your side.”

      “Thanks for the warning.” I hung up.

      I dialed back a minute later and asked to be transferred to Colonel Bones. A very cheery voice greeted me on the other line. He said to hang tight and wait. It didn’t take long for them to arrive in full force. About twenty dogs burst through the door and arrested everyone inside. As they were still marching everyone out, I finally got my chance to meet Colonel Bones.

      “You must be the one who tipped us off. What brought you here?”

      “Name’s Trigger, Colonel. Brutus, the owner of the Starlight, hired me to look into the incident that happened at his theater recently.”

      “And how’s that going?”

      “Too early to say, but I think it’s going pretty well. Earlier today I interviewed the guy who works maintenance at the theater. I thought he acted strange, so I followed him here. I was hoping to find something to do with the reels, but instead I found this. I’m sure a fella such as yourself can appreciate the opportunity to bring a bunch of criminals to justice.”

      “We do appreciate the tipoff, Trigger.” For a moment there, I thought maybe Patches had him all wrong; or maybe he exaggerated. That feeling, however, didn’t last long. “For one, these guys weren’t paying their fair share to Mr. B to conduct this kind of business in Adria. Second, Mr. B has a big casino down the street. If these rigged machines were going where I think they were that would be terrible for Mr. B’s business. Wouldn’t you agree?”

      It amazed me how open he was with his allegiance to Mr. B. I knew things were bad in Adria, but he said all that without a single hint of concern in his voice. Bones must have felt invincible. Maybe he was, or maybe this kind of overconfidence was the gap in his armor.

      “I suppose it would be.”

      He put his paw on my shoulder, lowering his voice. “You understand what I’m driving at?”

      And there it was. The veiled threat I'd been expecting. “Colonel, you make yourself crystal clear.”
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      What a mess this whole thing was turning out to be. My case was showing all the usual signs of one about to go cold. I was working blind in the first place; I'd still gotten no direction from Rico, and now I couldn’t count on any help from the cops. But that was a familiar predicament for me. I took the night off and enjoyed myself a little on Brutus’s dime. My first day here had turned out to be a productive one.

      There was an uppity joint just down the street from the theater I’d passed on my way in called Sweet Dreams. Saw a sign out front that said they served food, so I headed down to have a look. It was a lively place with a steady flow of young dogs and cats coming and going. Definitely not a place I'd normally find myself. Give me a newspaper and a cup of joe over a loud party any day of the week. I got more than plenty of excitement from work. At the end of the day, all I wanted to do was kick my feet up and enjoy some peace and quiet.

      I walked up to the entrance and tried to get in the honest way. The guy at the door told me to get lost. I waited a few minutes for the shift change, went back to the door and told the guy I was one of Brutus’s cousins. I flashed my card, and with enthusiasm, he showed me right inside.

      It was a sight to behold. Seeing was about all you could do. There was a band playing and people talking loudly everywhere. Yelling, to be more precise. I sat down at the bar and ordered myself a warm milk and a cut of salmon. That seemed to be this joint’s unique appeal. Milk, strawberries, and fish. It said on the menu this was the only place you could buy them. Throw in music and dancing; you get yourself prime real estate for dogs and cats to spend their parents’ hard-earned money. As I was waiting for my meal, a painting hanging above the bar caught my eye. It was a beagle in a snazzy suit, one arm tucked behind his back, the other holding out a glass of milk. Why did he look so familiar?

      As the bartender made his way back over, I motioned toward it. “Say, who’s the pooch in the painting?”

      He chuckled. “You mean you don’t know?”

      “Would I have asked if I did?”

      “No, don’t suppose you would. That’s the boss, Rick. Owns this joint, and a whole lot more. You could count the number of dogs with more money than him on one paw, missing most of your digits. Now, if we’re done shouting trivia you can eat your meal and I can get back to work.”

      The bartender slid the plate and the glass over. I took my first bite of the pink slab of meat in front of me. It was fantastic. I welcomed the quiet that came when the band stopped playing and packed up for the night. That was before I spotted her across the room.

      She was a solid black cat with big green eyes and, from the look of it, got plenty of exercise. She wore a long black silk dress, a gold band around each paw, and the best part was right there around her neck: a gorgeous collar generously adorned in red rubies. Her eyes met mine. I was careless and let my gaze linger just a few seconds too long. She shot me a smile. I had to smile back and throw in a wave for good measure. I turned my attention back to my drink and hoped that would be enough to give me an opportunity to regroup and think of another—

      “This seat taken?”

      And there she was. Standing just a couple of feet from me with her paw on the back of the empty chair. I smiled.

      “Please,” I said, gesturing for her to sit down.

      “I noticed you looking at me from across the room. I don’t normally get that kind of attention from dogs. Not usually from someone so ruggedly handsome either. Most of the boys around here sport that baby face around me, if you know what I mean.”

      “I’m afraid you got it all wrong,” I replied.

      “Okay. So I’ve got it all wrong. What were you looking at, then?”

      What I wouldn’t give to be a fly on the wall that day at the Rose Garden Estates, so I could know if the cat talking to me now was the same cat from back then. Still, this was almost certainly Lily’s collar. I had to keep playing the game for now. I guess the real question was whether this was a game being played by Bad Kitty, or if this was some innocent dame who just happened to buy the necklace. “Okay, you got me. You embarrassed me a little coming over here is all. A little more forward than I was expecting from a lady such as yourself.”

      “You got a name?”

      “Trigger.”

      “Pleasure to meet you, Trigger. I’m Sugarplum. I get the feeling we’ll be seeing a lot more of each other.” She smiled.

      “I’m counting on it.” I turned around and called for the bartender. “Another milk for me. Make that two actually. One for the lady here.”

      He looked at me puzzled. “Lady?”

      I thought my problem was keeping my eyes on her too long, but I guess I didn’t keep my eyes on her long enough. There was nothing but an empty chair staring back at me when I turned around. I jumped up and ran out of the bar, looking in every direction. I’d let her get away. Somehow, though, I was sure she would make good on what she said. We’d be seeing more of each other.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            27

          

        

      

    

    
      I asked the bouncers outside to guess what hotel a super-rich kid like me was staying in. They both guessed the Cloud Nine Hotel, so I asked for directions and that’s where I went. Asked for the best room in the whole place. Can’t go wrong for a hundred bucks a night. It included a private indoor pool, room service, a spa, daily massages, and unlimited gourmet meals on call. The radio was the niftiest thing I’d ever seen. Could operate it on the wall beside the bed and there were speakers all over the room. The television operated on the same control panel and it was in color. It was huge and also built into the wall. I was tempted to watch one of those fancy Greyhound races, but decided on a nice jazz station on the radio as I settled into bed.

      The next morning, after I had my breakfast, I got a visitor. A Poodle dame in a hotel uniform, here to give me my massage. She took me to the table and asked me to lie on my stomach. She started behind my ears and then moved to my neck, but she got a lot rougher when she came to my shoulders. Then, somehow, she got even rougher. After I felt a hard slap on my back, I turned around to ask her what the big idea was, only to see a sharply dressed Beagle above me with a grin on his face and the masseuse nowhere to be found.

      “Hope you don’t mind that I sent the poodle on her way. I’m told I give an excellent massage.”

      “You must give a lot of massages to liars,” I snapped back, sitting up on the table.

      “They’re easy to find in this neck of the woods.”

      “Yeah. I’ve noticed.”

      “So, you figured Marty out yet?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Come on, detective. What do you think I mean?”

      No mask, and no costume, but it was definitely him.

      “Why not just come out and tell me, Rico? You like to turn everything into a game?”

      “He’s one of Mr. B’s lapdogs. He’s incognito, keeping an eye on Brutus, who thinks he’s working for him, and he’s taken quite an interest in this reel incident.”

      It finally clicked for me. “And your plan is to pin this whole thing on him? To create chaos within the ranks, huh?”

      “Wrong, detective. I’m not going to pin it on anyone,” Rico said with a wide smile. “You are.”

      “I thought you were going right to the top.”

      “Have a little faith. A bit of patience wouldn’t kill you either. And, by the way, I heard you visited one of my establishments earlier tonight. What did you think? Did you try the strawberry chunks in cold milk, with sugar? That one is my personal favorite.”

      “Your establishment? You mean the one you frequent?”

      “No, I mean mine. I own it.”

      “So, you’re Rick. This explains a lot. How you were always so well connected. How you were always so well informed. How you seemed to know when and where to strike when no one else even considered it. And Mr. B has never suspected you?”

      “I couldn’t say for certain, but why would he? I pay him a very generous sum, and I’ve never been late on a payment. I’ve never insulted or criticized him in public, nor have I done anything that would draw even the slightest bit of his attention. In fact, I’d imagine if I ever cross his mind, he’d think quite highly of me.”

      Just as I was about to interrogate him more, another thought stopped me in my tracks. “Say… you ever heard of Bad Kitty?”

      He burst out laughing. “Bad Kitty!? That’s a great villain name. If I weren’t a dog, I would’ve used that one for sure.”

      “Think she works for Mr. B?”

      “How would I know?”

      “I don’t think we should leave any stones unturned here. She could be important,” I said.

      “Fair point. I’ll look into it.”
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      I headed back to the Starlight and asked to speak to Mr. Brutus in his office. I filled him in on what happened with his maintenance guy, Brownie, but he didn’t seem particularly interested. He asked me if I’d seen the paper this morning. Usually I would’ve read it by now, but today I hadn’t. He slid the paper across his desk in front of me. Right smack in the center of the front page was a picture of Colonel Bones and, of course, yours truly.

      I read the entire article. Didn’t even ask my permission to have my face printed. Rude. Just the ethics and journalistic integrity one might expect from the Arc Daily Tribune. Most of the article droned on and on about the harsh punishments each of the culprits would receive and it ended with a few generic tidbits about how crime doesn’t pay. Not even a hint of irony. Unless my own eyes… well, my one eye, was lying to me, crime paid just fine.

      “Had quite a busy day yesterday, eh Trigger?”

      “I fully expect today to be just as busy.”

      “Since it looks like I hired the right dog for the job, I’ll ignore that little hotel splurge of yours last night. Oh, and how did you enjoy Cloud Nine? I’ve been there a few times myself. It’s quite nice.”

      “Don’t worry. I’ll make sure you get your money’s worth. And that place was something else. A real treat compared to what I usually sleep in.”

      “Good,” he grunted. “So, what’s your next move?”

      “Mr. Brutus, have you noticed that Marty seems to take an intense interest in this case?”

      “Yes. Why? Is that bad?”

      “Perhaps a little more than you'd expect, given his role,” I continued.

      “Why are you asking?”

      “Mr. Brutus, how long has he been working for you?”

      “A few months now.”

      “Just enough time to get familiar with the goings on in a place like this. When things arrive and from where. Who does what, and when they hand it off to someone else. You see where I’m going with this?”

      “You mean to say he’s your number one suspect now, detective?”

      “That’s right.”

      “I appreciate you coming to see me first.”

      “Right. I want you to be present during my interview with Marty. If it’s just the two of us, I suspect one of two things will happen. Either you’ll get a different side of the story and it’ll be my word against his, or he may take a more direct approach. One thing I’ve noticed about Marty is that he has quite the temper.”

      His face lit up a little. “No need to concern yourself with that temper. Why, just a short while ago I was the boxing champion of my weight class here in Adria. It’s how I started this business. He may be a big dog, but I think we’ll be alright between the two of us.” He gave me a wink. “I’ll have him brought in.”

      “Wait just a minute now! You’re Brutus the Brute?”

      “I see you’ve heard of me.”

      “I thought I recognized you from somewhere when I met you. You’re Iron Gloves champion Brutus the Brute?”

      “That’s right,” he said proudly.

      “I’m a big fan of yours, sir. Used to go to any dive joint with a television and watch your fights. I still remember that fight you had with Little Lou. The one where you won your first title.”

      “Lou was anything but little. Hit like a Great Dane, he did. Maybe I should take you by the trophy room sometime.”

      “That would be great, Mr. Brutus.”

      When Marty came into the office, I carefully positioned myself between him and the door. Thankfully, he didn’t seem to expect anything out of the ordinary before he came inside. I felt a little sorry about all this, but only a little. I was sure Marty didn’t really commit the crime. No, let’s not call it a crime. Let’s call it a service. Switching out those reels deserved a big fat medal, though I suspect it was an honor Marty would rather not receive. Thankfully, whoever really swapped out the reels would get off free and having a scumbag like Marty take the fall for it was just icing on the cake as far as I was concerned.

      “Have a seat, Marty. I’d like to ask you a few questions.”
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      His relaxed smile vanished quickly, and he made a subtle glance toward the door. Poor Marty just had the worst poker face. “You gotta be joking. Do you honestly think I did this?”

      “Funny how that’s the first thing everyone says, Marty. It’s why we have these little question-and-answer sessions. Just to clear the air. Make everyone more comfortable.”

      He laughed. “You get your picture on the front of the paper and now you think you’re top dog. I don’t know what you think you know or who you think you’re messing with, kid. You’re flirting with a whole heap of trouble in this city if you don’t play your cards right. You play them right, though, and I think you’ve got a real future here.” He points to the newspaper. “Looks like Colonel Bones was impressed with how you cracked that slot machine rigging operation.”

      “That a threat or your idea of a bribe?”

      “Call it a fortune-telling service, detective. Free of charge.”

      “You must not be very good at it then.”

      Watching his grin fade only gave rise to mine.

      “At the moment, Marty, I’m more concerned with the past than the future. Tell me, why did you do it?”

      “You don’t know what you’re about to get yourself into.”

      “Just answer his question, Marty,” Brutus said, hoping to defuse the situation. “What harm could there be in playing along? No need to make all these vague threats.”

      “Alright, I’ll play along. I didn’t do it. Understand? Now, find someone else to bother.” He started to walk out.

      “Interview’s over when I say it’s over, Marty.”

      “It’s over, little dog. Know when to quit.” He grabbed me and tried to push me aside. Took all I had to slap his paw off my shoulder. A Rottweiler against a Chihuahua wasn’t a good matchup. For me.

      Brutus jumped up from his desk and made his way over. As Marty reached for the handle, I sank my teeth in his paw. He quickly repaid it by knocking me against the wall, clear across the room. He reached for the handle again and opened the door, but Brutus used his weight to push it shut. Marty took a swing at Brutus, and he took it on the chin. Stood like an oak tree, despite being half his size. He returned a shot of his own to Marty’s jaw that sent him on a quick trip to the floor.

      I picked myself up and went over to check on Brutus’s handiwork. Marty was out cold. I felt lucky to witness a Brutus the Brute knockout firsthand. Something worth bragging about for sure. Good thing he was there, or I’d have been in some real trouble. Marty would have tossed me around like an old rag.

      “Good shot, sir. Didn’t stand a chance. I’ll bet if the police check his apartment, they’ll find some evidence.”

      “I’ll call them and have them send a few officers here, along with a couple to meet you at Marty’s apartment. You better get going.”

      He gave me the address, and I was on my way.

      By the time I got there, two boys in blue were already there waiting for me. Bones was there too. I shouldn’t have been surprised.

      “We keep running into each other, Trigger. That’s good. You’ve been making my job a lot more interesting these past few days. We were just about to kick in the door and have a look around. Care to join us?”

      “I’d love to, Colonel.”

      He gave his men the word and they knocked the door wide open. Bones and I walked in and turned the place upside down. I missed how easy this used to be when I was on the force. Get a warrant and then kick in doors and flip tables until you found what you were looking for. Super easy and super legal. Nowadays, when I do this sort of thing as a private detective, I have to be sneaky and quiet. And it’s not exactly legal.

      We found a box pushed under the bed and pulled it out. We ripped open the top and, sure enough, right there with labels and all were the original reels. Now that was something else. There just wasn’t any getting out of this. Bones gave me a big pat on the shoulder and we walked out. The press was waiting, snapping pictures as we exited. Bones gave them an interview and pulled me in for a photo op. I wasn’t under the impression that turning it down was an option, so I didn't try. I showed them my pearly whites and gave them my best smile. I turned to leave after everyone got their fill.

      “Stop by around lunchtime and see me tomorrow at my office,” Bones said.

      I turned around to see who Bones was talking to; it was me.

      “Sir?”

      “Can you make it?”

      “Well, sure. I can make it.”

      “Good, see you then.”

      What had I just gotten myself into?
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      I rang up Brutus to tell him the good news. He said Marty had already been picked up and taken for a quick stop by the hospital. He had to get his jaw wired before heading to the station to get booked. Couldn’t have happened to a nicer dog.

      Brutus also said he would reopen his theater since Mr. B now accepted the fact that he wasn’t responsible, and he told me it would be alright if I spent another night at the hotel on the theater's dime. He’d have the money for completing the case deposited into my account.

      I headed back to the hotel to get some sleep, but I took a dip in the hot tub first while having a nice T-Bone to top it off. When room service brought my dinner, there were two steaks on the tray. I asked her what the big idea was and if she was trying to make me fat. She said another gentleman would join me for dinner in my room. As is his style, Rick was already waiting for me there, again sporting his suit rather than the ridiculous bandit getup. I put our tray down on the table and joined him.

      “Did everything go according to plan, Rick?”

      “I think you give me more credit than I deserve here, detective. Everything went a lot better than I had planned. Those dogs and cats rigging the slot machines, for example. Had no idea!”

      “So, did you get your guy then?”

      “While Marty definitely has a little clout in the organization, he’s small fries compared to who we’re really after.”

      “What really needs to change first is the police here. They’re more crooked than the criminals.”

      His smile brightened, if such a thing was even possible. “Then you'll really like the second half of our plan.”

      “Oh, I somehow doubt that. Spill it.”

      “It goes something like this: tomorrow you'll read the paper. If I’m right, you'll see a big print up on the front page featuring you and Colonel Bones. Bones loves that kind of thing. Makes him look great to Mr. B. And because he likes the attention so much, he also likes you. He thinks you’re leaving tomorrow. Did he ask you to stop by and see him before you did?”

      “In fact, he did. I’m pretty sure I see where this is going and I don’t like it.”

      “He'll ask you to rejoin the force tomorrow, and most likely at your previous rank. You’ll agree. You’ll do it and play along until a plan or opportunity presents itself to expose Bones and his cops in some huge way they can't easily cover up. Mr. B really depends on the public thinking the police is on their side. A lot of us already know better, but it might surprise you how many have no clue this is happening. Bones works closely with the Chief of Police. If we can blow the cover on Bones, we can also jeopardize the chief’s position. You worked there for a time. I’m sure you still know a few good cops, and a good cop in the position of chief would make all the difference.”

      “The answer is no,” I replied.

      “No?”

      “That’s right. No. I turned down a good cop’s offer to join back up with the force in Blue District. So, why would I join up with some corrupt puppet here? Besides, I was on the inside when things were already bad. Do you know the kinds of things I'll probably have to do in order not to blow my cover? The chief will definitely remember me. He'll want me tested to see if I’ve really changed. He'll insist I do terrible things to good dogs and cats, and that crosses a line for me. Would you be willing to do it?”

      His smile disappeared in a flash. “I would do whatever it took.” He leaned in close, locking eyes with me. “You understand that, detective? Whatever it took.”

      I got the feeling Rick had more at stake here than I initially thought. This wasn’t just a game to him. Well, it wasn’t just a game to me either. I stood up, our eyes still locked.

      “The answer is no. Pay me whatever you think is fair and find someone else to be your stooge. Now if you’ll be so kind as to leave me in peace while I enjoy my steak.”

      “Trigger, you’re making a big mistake. You have a chance to do some real good here. The kind of good you may never have the chance to do again. You’re a brilliant detective. Do you really want to spend the rest of your life helping grandmas find their lost house keys for pocket change? So, you don’t want to make any powerful enemies anymore. I get that, but let me tell you one thing. The number of enemies you have in this city is directly related to the number of good deeds you’ve done. The more powerful those enemies are, the more powerful a force of good must be. Are you really going to put your own selfish feel-good morals above the lives of the many people who live here? Or is it that you’ve just become a coward?”

      I flipped the table to the side, with steaks and plates and cutlery crashing to the floor. “Get out!” I screamed.

      He adjusted his shirt collar, stood up and walked slowly toward the door. He stopped just before leaving, looking back at me over his shoulder. “Just give it some thought.”
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      I tossed and turned in my sleep, finding that no rest or comfort would come. But that dream came back again. The nightmare, to be more specific. It was a day I’d never forget.

      “Let it go, Lieutenant. If you go through with this, it’ll be your badge.”

      “Buzz off, Patches. Go lick the chief’s boots some more. It’s what you’re good at.”

      “You don’t get it, Trigger. When you’re making omelets, you gotta break some eggs. I know how you feel, but you have to let this one go, pal.”

      “We ain’t pals, and I said buzz off. He beat that poor dame half to death just for turning him down and throwing in a few insults. I don’t give a rat’s tail that he’s the mayor’s pup, Patches. I don’t care if he’s the mayor himself. Nobody’s above the law.”

      “If you do this, Trigger, then any chance you had of changing anything within the department is gone. It’s over. It’ll be a long time before this blows over, even if you somehow manage to keep the badge. The chief will never trust you with authority again. You’re a lieutenant, and high on the list to make colonel. If you keep your nose clean in the department, you’ll be ready to make a grab for chief the first opportunity something happens. Imagine what you could do then.”

      “Yeah? And what’s it worth if I have to be just as bad as the chief to get there? You think this dame will remember what happened and be grateful we sat on our tails and played the long game?”

      He didn’t answer. He looked down at his feet, trying to find the words to make his point, but I interrupted the process.

      “Get out of my way. If you’ve not made any enemies, then you’ve never done the right thing when it mattered. So long, Patches. Good luck on the inside.”

      I walked past him and into the next room where several officers had heard what I was planning to do. They were waiting, ready to follow me. I said a few words about how the law must apply to all equally, or it wasn’t the law at all. To my surprise, the room erupted in thunderous applause. After that, we set out for the mayor’s son’s house.

      We were told we weren’t allowed back into Capitol District until this whole charade blew over, but the news hadn’t spread yet. It might’ve also been the fact that we looked imposing marching down the street the way we did. Maybe the Capitol District police knew they were supposed to stop us but didn’t. Maybe they agreed with what we stood for and didn’t want to get in the way.

      I knocked on his door.

      “Police! Open up!”

      A young Collie came to the door. “Sure, I don’t remember inviting you to the party, but come on in. Just behave while you’re here or dad won't be happy.”

      He was confident that nothing would happen to him. So self-assured he didn’t even consider why we were there. The chief was such buddies with the mayor and Mr. B that he assumed we were actually there to party with him.

      I signaled for my boys to come inside with me. I followed him to his chair in the back of the room which he’d fashioned to look like a throne. Music was playing; the room was full of young somebodies having a good time.

      “Turn off the music.”

      “What? Why?”

      I pointed to one of my officers, then to the radio. “Turn it off.” He walked over and switched off the music.

      “Who do you think you are?”

      “I’m Lieutenant Trigger of the ACPD. Are you Jimmy?”

      “I prefer to be called Jimmy Jim. It’s what all my friends call me.” He laughs, and all the other somebodies laugh on cue.

      “Jimmy Jim.” I smiled. ”You’re under arrest for felony aggravated assault.”

      He stood up, a big grin on his face. “Sorry, Lieutenant. You and your men must have some outdated information.”

      “Come quietly, or I’ll have to embarrass you in front of your fancy friends here, but given the grins on their faces, maybe that’s something they would like to see.”

      He lashed out, screaming at me so hard I could feel his spittle hitting me on the face. “You wait until my father-”

      I took my open paw and slapped him across the face. The room went silent and grins turned to frowns. He looked as if he was about to sob, his bottom lip quivering.

      “Don’t let me interrupt, Jimmy Jim. You were saying?”

      He half-turned his head away while still looking at me, a tear falling down his cheek. His lip was still quivering and he said nothing.

      “Come on, tough guy. Finish what you were about to say. Something about your father. What? Cat got your tongue?”

      Again, he stood silent, trembling.

      I motioned to the officer closest. “Cuff him. Hopefully he’ll resist. If he does, make sure to use whatever force you deem necessary.”

      Jimmy didn’t resist. We walked him all the way back through Capitol District with a raucous audience most of the way.

      As soon as we got to the station, Jimmy was promptly released and given a personal apology from the chief, and I was ”asked” to hand in my badge. Patches made a case for the other boys, saying they were just following orders (like I should’ve been), so they got off with a slap on the paw. One of the hardest lessons I ever learned with the ACPD was what it meant to be real police.

      I woke up in a cold sweat a lot earlier than I had intended, but I knew there’d be no going back to sleep. Rick’s words kept buzzing around in my head. In the time that had passed, it seemed I wasn’t as sure of myself anymore on the right or wrong answer. I think it was probably because there was no right or wrong answer. Maybe it was time to try things their way.
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      I walked down to the Adria police precinct and told the receptionist I was there to see Bones. This place looked more like the headquarters of a bank too big to fail than a police station; waxed tile floors, fancy lights lining the top edge of the wall, big windows everywhere, spiraling metal staircases, and, of course, the giant token fountain in the middle of the lobby. What a joke.

      The receptionist showed me to his office. It made Brutus’s office look like mine by comparison. There was a mini golf setup and all. Next I would probably see the top dogs light their cigars with hundred-dollar bills. Made sense, though. The police here were essential to Mr. B and making his operation run smoothly. Maybe they were even more critical to Mr. B’s enterprise than I initially thought.

      “Trigger, glad you could make it,” Bones said, waving me in.

      “Nice office you’ve got here,” I replied.

      “You like it? There’s one almost as nice as this empty down the hall.”

      “You don’t say?”

      “You know, I heard about that little stunt you pulled a while back over in the Capitol District.”

      “Oh yeah?”

      “Yeah. I don’t really care, but the chief’s got a long memory. You hear me?”

      I grunted in affirmation.

      “You’ve made me look great to some very important people over the last couple of days. I like that. Mr. B had some nice gifts sent over for me to show his gratitude. I even took it upon myself to have a suit sized for you. I hope you don’t mind. I’m usually a good judge of measurements.” He held up the suit in front of me before handing it over.

      “Don’t mind at all. Could use another suit. This'll actually be the nicest set of threads I’ve ever owned, in fact.”

      “It’s only fair you get something given the role you played. There’s a lot more where that came from if you do as you’re expected to do. In fact, it’s almost a sure bet I’ll make chief when that position opens again. That’ll leave a nice little opening here,” he said.

      “Yeah, I suppose the chief’s getting up there in years.”

      “Well, as I’m sure you’re aware, old age isn’t the only thing that can help the chief find his way out of his position. Disappointing Mr. B is the quickest way to find yourself out of anything. This mortal coil included.  What would you say to rejoining the force? The chief advised against it, but since Mr. B has been so pleased with me lately, he’s afraid to outright tell me no. You’ve got a lot of talent and experience, so I wouldn’t expect you to come on as just some regular cop and start over. You can come back as a lieutenant. You could be my right-paw dog.

      “Keep making me look good and when I’m the chief, you can be Colonel in Adria. To be honest, that position is just about as good. You get to work directly with Mr. B, living as good and easy a life as you could imagine. Like I said before, all you have to do is what you’re told and when you’re told to do it. That part’s not as bad as it sounds. Most dogs and cats here fall in line with very little persuasion. However, occasionally you may need to remind the residents who really runs this place in person. Give ‘em a little physical persuasion. Nobody holds out forever if you make the right threats and push the right buttons. Everyone has their price, as they say.”

      “You know, I really am tired of sticking my neck out all the time for folks who don’t appreciate it. I tried the straight and narrow. I tried taking a stand and seeing what would change. Then I came to realize that what really needed to change was me. I was one of the best detectives the department ever had. Where did that land me? Slumming it in Black District, barely making enough to cover the bills. I’ll take you up on that offer. Sign me up.” Bones would have to be more delusional than I thought to buy that mediocre performance, but given his relaxed expression I hit home plate.

      “Good. I’m glad to hear it. I want you to keep in mind what I said though. The fastest way to living with regret for the rest of your very short life is to disappoint Mr. B. For you, disappointing me is basically the same thing. Is that crystal?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Bones called HQ and had the chief add me to the roster: Lieutenant Trigger. I had to admit that it had a nice ring to it. He issued me a badge and one of those fancy electric batons the police in Adria wielded. I guess this was a smaller version of what those dogs at the gate were using. You press a button, then it makes this awful crackling sound. They say it’s enough to deter almost anyone without even having to use it. As per standard procedure, I had to take a hit from it before being officially issued one. As soon as it touched me, every muscle in my body contracted and burned and I toppled over like a little Chihuahua statue. When I came to, we all had a good laugh about it.

      Shortly after I'd settled into my new office, a buzz came from the intercom.

      “Lieutenant, Colonel Patches would like to speak with you.”

      “Put him through.”

      “Lieutenant Trigger speaking.”

      “Trigger, what do you think you’re doing? I saw the roster update. I offered to get you hired back. What’s the big idea?”

      “Well, it’s a lot nicer here in Adria, Colonel.”

      “What, did you suddenly find yourself attracted to the stink of corruption? I gotta tell you, you may not think what you did with the mayor’s son that day did any good. You’d be wrong. People still talk about that here. It gives them hope. They know what a good cop looks like.”

      “Those boys who work for you, they still do,” I replied. “Now, I need to be going if there are no other pressing matters. I have a lot of work to do. Wish me luck.”

      “You better be on your toes, Trigger. No amount of luck can help you out of the predicament you’ve gotten yourself in now.”

      After he hung up, I wondered whether he realized what was really going on. Couldn’t be sure, but he sounded angry. I laughed aloud. Guess it didn’t really make much difference. Like he said, no amount of luck would get me through this. I’d have to be on my toes.
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      The coming weeks were a real challenge. I realized the Adria police force was mainly a shakedown racket that worked for Mr. B directly. Bones wasn’t exaggerating when he said I needed to do exactly what I was told to do, exactly when I was told to do it. That’s how it worked every day.

      A few cats wanted to open a new casino on the far end of Adria. Bones and I went to have a talk with them, just to let them know what the rules would be. See, no one was ever outright denied the opportunity to open a new business, even one that competed with Mr. B. It was just made clear to that individual, or individuals, that a specific cut of the profits would need to be sacrificed as a cost of doing business. It was just another “business expense”. They distributed those forfeited profits to the police (a small portion) while the rest went to Mr. B.

      We dedicated most of the rest of our time to those who forgot about this arrangement, either by trying to hide their profits or by forgetting to make a payment. That’s where folks like Marty came in. You never knew who these dogs or cats were. All you knew is that you thought you were hiding things really well, then suddenly you’re getting a visit from the boys in blue reminding you of your overdue payment. Just a friendly reminder at first; however, you didn’t want us coming back asking twice. Things got a lot less sympathetic and friendly as the visits increased. You’d get a third visit, and it was something you would really remember. That’s because, on this visit, the nice guy routine was over. There wasn’t even the courtesy of fake pleasantries. This reminder was the “final notice”.

      Then came the fourth visit, with you or your business, or both, getting pretty roughed up. If, after this, you were still crazy enough to not pay into the racket, it was easy for us to find a violation. We used it to shut your business down, and that’s if you were lucky. If no such violation existed, we made one up. The court to appeal these violations was in Adria, and corrupt to the core. That was that. Real slick operation. No recourse.

      I had a real fancy apartment not too far from the station, and I stayed in touch with Rick, although very infrequently. Occasionally he would feed me some information; the names of individuals or businesses to investigate. Sure enough, I would find some minor legal offense to get them on. I already had a knack for investigative work, but I was a real superstar with Rick’s help. The whole department was taking notice, and at one point, Mr. B even sent a gift addressed directly to me. It was a gold watch. I had only ever seen a couple like it before; one of which was on the wrist of one Colonel Bones. There were only a couple of places to get them because no one really bought them, even here. These were the pointless things people would buy just so their friends and associates would know how rich they were. The darn thing told time just like any other watch, except this one cost about a thousand times more.

      Rick rang me up one night, telling me about a very interesting target. It was Brutus, owner of the Starlight. It seemed that recently he stopped paying his share to the department, which I suspected Rick had something to do with. We went down and had a talk with him, but with the same result every time. He flat out refused to pay. Said a movie theater ought to be a legitimate business no matter where it was. Said families and kids used that theater. He didn’t want gangsters or gangsters pretending to be cops showing up. Oh, that really grabbed Bones’s tuft the wrong way. He really didn’t think of himself as a gangster. He thought of this as a cost, or a perk, of policing in Adria. Most criminals he didn’t let off. In fact, he was harsh toward criminals. That was unless that criminal had a connection to Mr. B. Those were not criminals to Bones, rather business associates. They got a free pass. Talk about twisted logic.

      The day before we were to go deliver our fourth warning to Brutus, Rick called and gave me some precise instructions so I could offer them in the form of suggestions to Bones. He told me where to go in, where we would speak to Brutus, and precisely what time the physical part would take place. Someone leaked information to the department that the theater would be closed. However, information was given to other individuals that there was to be a private showing of a play. It would take place in one of the main theater halls. The audience was given strict instructions to remain completely silent, as there would be a special opening planned for the play that would take place behind the curtain. Attendees were told that the actors were sensitive to any noise or reaction from the audience, so it was essential that there be complete silence and lack of movement on part of those attending. The attendees were all the elite performance critics from Adria and beyond. In fact, every district was to be represented in the audience. Critics were to sign ironclad nondisclosure agreements; they could inform no one else of their attendance.

      Brutus, upon our arrival, was waiting for us exactly where I was told he would be. He was standing out in the hallway where the offices were and we gave chase the moment we saw him. Brutus was a fast runner as it turned out. He had no problem staying just ahead of us the entire way. We went through rehearsal rooms and found ourselves finally backstage, then we went onto the stage behind the curtain. There was complete silence. I knew what was about to happen, but no one else did. I assumed that Brutus did too, but even that I didn’t know for sure.

      When Brutus was cornered on the stage, he turned to us and shouted.

      “You’re the true criminals of this city, the lot of you! A scourge on the good people of this district who work hard just so you can play henchmen for Mr. B.”

      Bones never passed up an opportunity to get on his soapbox. He was quick to point out the specifics of the arrangement.

      “Brutus, you act as if this is all unreasonable and without warning. You needed only to pay the protection fee to Mr. B. Then none of this would be happening right now. You’ve been paying it fine until now. I’ve seen your books. It’s only a small portion of your profits, so you’re more than capable of doing it. You have no one to blame for this but yourself!”

      “I’ll not try to reason further with thugs who treat the uniform as a mere costume that makes it easier to shakedown citizens.”

      We surrounded Brutus, and, despite how good of a scrapper he was, we gave him a sound beating. He delivered a compelling shot to my jaw. If this was a performance, it sure felt authentic, even though I knew it wasn’t on account of what I saw him do to Marty. What a guy.

      The curtain opened just as Bones was about to get his feel. The look on everyone’s face was that of pure horror, including the faces of the police who just got caught red-handed doing a shakedown for Mr. B’s protection racket. The audience had heard everything and now they’d seen it too. Bones ordered everyone to stay put, but that didn’t even come close to happening. Before he even got the sentence out, half the audience had jumped up and ran out. It was too dark to see who they were or to even get a good look at their faces. We were up on stage and it was well lit. Everyone saw all of our faces, and clearly.
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      All we could do was sit tight and wait. The next morning, we went into the department as usual, and it didn’t take long to notice that the phone wasn’t ringing. Bones was bouncing his foot excessively under his desk. The toothy, forced smile showed me he was attempting to hold on to the confidence that everything would work out. He seemed sure that no matter what happened, no matter what kind of trouble he found himself in, that Mr. B would get him out of it. He was probably right. But that didn’t mean things couldn’t get interesting anyway.

      I heard a commotion coming from outside. It was a few dozen officers from the Blue District approaching. Marching right at the front was Colonel Patches himself. I could barely contain my excitement, which thankfully looked enough like fear that no one seemed to notice. One of the Adria officers met them at the door and told them they weren’t allowed inside and that they didn’t have jurisdiction here. He was promptly ignored and shoved aside, landing flat on the floor. I and several others ran straight to Colonel Bones’s office, though I went there for a different reason than everyone else. It took just a few seconds for Patches to make his way up the steps and into the office, where he met Bones face-to-face. Bones had stood in front of his desk, paws behind his back, waiting.

      “Patches, just what do you think you’re doing here?”

      “Isn’t it obvious, Bones?”

      “What’s obvious, Colonel, is that you don’t have jurisdiction here. You are about to make a big mistake.”

      “No, you’re the one who made a mistake. You broke the law, and there are enough witnesses that even you won't be able to get out of it this time.”

      “So what? So I committed a crime, and there were a lot of witnesses. I’m sure you’re aware of who I work for. Both officially and unofficially. Either of which can put you in your place and make sure this is something you will come to sorely regret. You sure you want to go down this path?”

      “Mr. B hasn’t so much as sent his lowest crony to your defense. It seems that your gross incompetence has left him feeling a little disappointed.”

      Bones’s smile slowly faded from his face. He understood almost immediately that this part was definitely true. After all, he'd just warned me of the same thing recently. You will undoubtedly regret it if you disappoint Mr. B.

      “You listen here, small fry. You wait until I call the chief and—”

      “Call him,” Patches said as he pointed to the phone on the desk. “Let’s find out what he has to say.”

      Was that sweat pouring down Bones’s cheeks?

      “Fine,” Bones spat. “Let’s see how much of a big shot you are after the chief hears about this.”

      Bones set the phone to speaker and dialed. “ACPD, how may I direct your call?” the voice said.

      “Put me through to the Chief of Police! I need to talk to him, now!” Bones demanded.

      “Sir, I’m very sorry. The chief isn't available right now.”

      “What do you mean he isn't available right now? Do you not know who I am? This is Colonel Bones. If you know what’s good for you, you’ll put me through to the chief’s office right this second.”

      “It’s not that I don’t want to put you through to the chief’s office, Colonel. It’s just that the chief’s not in right now. It’s chaos here. They arrested the previous chief this morning, and the new chief left a little while ago. In fact, now that I think of it, he said he was on his way to see you. He should be there any minute, so you can talk to him in person.”

      Bones’ angry, erratic arm gestures quickly turned into slumped shoulders. His paw was shaking as he reached over to hang up the call. He stood up straight, looking in Patches’ direction, but his eyes seemed to go right through him. Patches reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out his badge, holding it out for Bones to read. There, right across the top and bottom, the badge stated in raised, bold lettering: ARC CITY CHIEF OF POLICE.

      “Colonel Bones, I hereby relieve you of duty. You and your entire department are under arrest for corruption and racketeering. You’ll be coming with me quietly. Or not. It’s up to you. Personnel from Blue District will run your department until we can sift through the rot.” The smile stretching across Patches’ face was brighter than the sun.

      I wanted to cheer. I wanted to applaud. Unfortunately, I also wanted to keep my cover for just a bit longer. Wanted to save my own neck, to be more precise. I would have to settle for all that happening in my head and celebrating on the inside. Bones offered his paws up for cuffing without a fight while the other officers and I followed suit. They arrested every officer in the department.

      A series of trials took place over the coming weeks, and Mr. B made it very clear how he felt about the entire thing. He did precisely nothing. He sent none of his goons to interfere with the trial. No one was visited in the dark of night, or during the day for that matter. The Chief of Police… former chief, I should say, was given an expedited trial, convicted and sent to prison. Bones and the rest of the department of Adria sat in prison awaiting their own trials. This was along with many officers in other districts who had served the former chief a little too faithfully. I, on the other hand, had received a quiet pardon after Patches identified me as a confidential informant. Seems Rick was secretly sending the information to Patches with my name on it. Not that I’m complaining. Rick didn’t want to be identified, and I was happy having my hide saved.

      I was finally back in the Black District, and happy to be there. Back in my little office, far away from all the lights and excitement. I would have been happy if it stayed that way, but nothing ever works out the way you want it to in this city.
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      In the coming weeks, things really improved in the city. No criminal was safe anymore with Patches at the helm. Arrests were happening one after another, the jails were running out of space, the courts were getting backed up, and the best part of all was that crime went down. It really went down for the first time in a long time. Folks were feeling safer in their own homes.

      Remember how I said things never go the way you want for long? Well, they didn’t.

      A buzz startled me as I sat in my chair struggling to read the newspaper under my desk lamp. Jumped so hard I almost knocked the thing over. Piece of junk burned hot enough to bake a pizza under it, so I couldn’t stand to have it on more than a few minutes at a time. Should’ve replaced it ages ago.

      “Detective, there is a sharply dressed dog and cat here to see you,” Zelda said.

      “They been here before?” I asked.

      “No, they’ve never been here before. He said this visit was a long time coming, so I thought you might be expecting them.”

      “Go ahead and send—” I suddenly got a sinking feeling in my stomach. Something wasn’t right. This visit was a long time coming? Sounded like these two thought maybe I had it coming. I’d given Zelda a code phrase for just this situation. It let her know to calmly get out and get help. “Say, it’s been a long day. Why don’t you head on home after you send them in? Don’t worry, I’ll lock up when I’m done, but don’t forget to lock the box on the way out.”

      “Okay, Trigger. I’ll see you tomorrow,” she said calmly.

      I recognized immediately who the dog was as the two visitors came in, which made my heart skip a few beats. It was Marty. I’d never seen the cat with him. He was a big orange tabby wearing a suit that looked like it cost more than the real estate in this whole district. Marty pulled out a chair in front of my desk for him. No way... Was this who I thought it was? If I was to have any hope of making it out of here alive, I really hoped it wasn’t. Just on the small chance I hadn’t been found out, I played it cool.

      “Have a seat, gentlemen.” I motioned to the two chairs in front of me. They were both so calm I was really starting to hope they were here for reasons other than what I suspected. Marty spoke first.

      “It’s good to see you again, detective. I finally got that wire taken out of my jaw. See?” He rubbed his jaw with his paw.

      I offered my best smile. “Good for you, Marty. I’m glad you could get out of that whole mess, but I figured you would. I’m sure you noticed that… after that happened, I joined up with Bones to do a lot for Mr. B in Adria. Well, that was until Bones dropped the ball. He really messed up the whole plan. I had no choice but to come back here and lie low for a while. When things blow over, I could come back and get things going again.”

      I kept waiting for that big orange cat to speak, but he wouldn’t. He just kept smiling at me. No matter what I said, all he would do is that menacing, thin smile. The anticipation was killing me, but I couldn’t just outright ask. If he was worth knowing, I’d find out soon enough.

      “Yeah? That’s so good to hear. You know, me and my friend here were curious how you avoided going to jail with Bones and all the others, so we thought we’d come down here in person and ask.”

      “Easy. I spilled my guts at the last minute. Made a deal with Patches that would get me off with a slap on the wrist. I had to sell out a few of the small fries to do it, but I’m sure you could understand why I did it.” The two of them looked at each other. The big orange cat still smiling like he had from the moment he walked into the room, except now Marty was smiling too. They both laughed like I had just told the world’s funniest joke without meaning to. The big orange cat stood up.

      “I’ve wanted to meet you for a long time, detective. And I must admit, you did not disappoint. It really is a shame we know absolutely everything there is to know about you. We know that you were working for someone to disrupt my operations in Adria. We don’t know who it was yet, but we will soon. After today, I think you will find that they will be sufficiently provoked into exposing themselves. I’m sorry, I misspoke. After today you won’t be finding much of anything unless it's at the bottom of the Adria River.” He turned to leave the room, just as Marty rubbed his right fist into his left paw.

      “What’s your name, cat? At least tell me your name!”

      “My name? Vash is my name.” He turned to walk away but stopped at the door. “Oh, excuse me. You probably know me better as Mr. B. It was a pleasure meeting you, detective. A shame that this will be our first and last meeting. Marty, do what you came here to do and be quick about it. I’ll meet you back in Adria.”
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      I knew the chances of me getting out of this alive were close to zero - on a good day. I considered what I had done in my life and whether it was good enough. With the last few weeks taken into consideration, I decided that it would just have to be. I thought about Lily, Sugarplum, and all the other unfinished work. Shame I wouldn't get to close the case.

      Marty and I sat there looking at each other for several minutes after Vash, aka Mr. B, had left. Seemed that as loyal as he was, he was still intent to toy with me, even if Mr. B had asked him not to. Marty enjoyed seeing me tremble and he would savor every second of it. While keeping my eyes on him, I slipped a letter opener out of a slight crack in my desk drawer and into my right paw. Marty was far beyond my weight class, so if I wanted to have even the tiniest chance of making it out with my breathing privileges still intact, I had to surprise him by acting first.

      As soon as he stood up, I kicked my desk forward, right into him. The impact caused him to fall onto it and catch himself with his left paw. The moment his paw touched the desk, I jumped up and slammed the letter opener into his paw, pinning it to the desk. I wasted no time throwing several punches into his face, hopefully right where his jaw was broken recently. I nailed it. With a satisfying crack, I could hear Marty’s jaw break once again under my fist. After about three good punches, he pulled the letter opener out of his paw and hit me hard enough to send me flying against the back wall. I slammed against it so hard that my framed Rose Garden Estates ticket came crashing down, littering the surrounding floor with shattered glass. Seemed the pain just made him angrier.

      He made his way over and picked me up by the scruff of my neck. I picked up a shard of the broken glass and stabbed it into his right forearm, which left both of us with nasty cuts. He dropped me, and when I landed on my feet I threw several more punches square into his gut. The effect was small, but it was something. He kicked me. I went sailing across the room again and into the other wall. I felt several of my ribs break. Even though I was doing better than I had any right to be, it still wasn’t going well. He approached me again, but this time I lunged toward him and sank my teeth into his paw. I felt small bones crack. He tried to shake me loose, but I held on and kept biting as hard as I could, the metallic taste of blood filling my mouth. He picked me up off the ground and carried me over to my desk, where he slammed my head repeatedly onto the top of it before dragging me across, knocking everything off onto the floor. My vision clouded like I was trying to wake up from a bad dream. If I passed out it would be over for me.

      As I was about to go over the other end of the desk, I grabbed the handle of my drawer. I pulled it out with me as I sailed across the room. Its contents littered the floor, but luck was on my side. Marty saw me reaching for the electric baton on the floor and reacted quickly, trying to stop me. He ran over and gave me a swift kick to the head. My nose felt like it broke in fifty different places, but when I hit the wall for the third time, I was relieved to find I had somehow kept hold of the baton.

      He came over and grabbed me around the neck, picking me up and slamming me against the wall. His face told me everything. It was the face of an assassin, intent on finishing the job. I struggled to find the switch on the baton as he was choking the life out of me. I found it, just as I felt as if I would pass out. I pressed the baton against his rib cage and turned it on. As the device crackled to life, he dropped me to the floor and I gasped for breath, grabbing every ounce of sweet, cold air I could. As we both struggled to get to our feet, I made it to my feet first, delivering two solid blows to his head with the baton. I didn’t have the strength in me to stay standing, much less hit him again.

      That all changed when I looked over and realized the lamp I had on my desk was now on the floor, broken and resting on the rapidly igniting paper. It was lighting the place up quick. I used every last ounce of the strength I had left to drag myself out of the back door and into the alley behind my office. I wasn’t sure if I would ever wake up again, but I was dead tired. I turned to take one last look at my office as the fire consumed every square inch of it. It seemed like I couldn’t wake up from the nightmare after all.
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      I woke up in a hospital bed, and I may as well have been opening my eyes into the sun itself. It would be nice if these white rooms weren’t as familiar, but unfortunately I had been in a few too many of them throughout my life. As I rolled over, I realized I had company at my bedside. One Lieutenant Buddy.

      “Look who finally decided nap time was over,” Buddy said, smugly.

      “I didn’t realize you cared so much, Buddy.”

      “Yeah, me and about a dozen other boys the chief has secretly spread around the building.”

      Suddenly it hit me. I remembered what happened leading up to where I blacked out. “My office?” Buddy frowned and shook his head slowly. “What about Marty? He make it out?”

      “Yeah, he made it. You know, the boys downtown had quite a laugh after hearing about what went down. Never seen a Rottweiler licked so hard by a Chihuahua before. He was in the same hospital until just this morning,” Buddy explained. “But don’t worry, he’s enjoying a very secure cell right now. No one's springing him this time.”

      “So how long have I been in here?”

      “Only a few days. Well… technically you’re dead.”

      “Dead?”

      “The chief thought it would be a good idea. Give you a chance to lie low for a while and recover. See for yourself.” He tossed the newspaper on my bed and I immediately flipped through the pages, making my way to the obituaries. Sure enough, there I was. It was quite an exciting thing to see. I bet not many dogs live to be old enough to see their own obituary. And that wasn’t the only interesting thing I saw in the paper. Many of the white-collar criminals Patches had arrested were being found not guilty at the trials, despite overwhelming evidence against them. It appeared that Mr. B still had full control where he wanted it. Those who failed him he was happy to let go, and when he wanted you out, you were out. It looked like the department would once again find its paws tied.

      “I need to speak to him,” I said.

      “Do you know how busy the chief is right now? Is this not something you could just tell me?”

      “Sure. I could tell you. And you’ll tell me we need to take this information to the chief.”

      Buddy laughed. “Try me.”

      “You want to know who paid me a visit?”

      “Yeah, Marty. We’ve already been over this.”

      “He didn’t come visit me by himself. He had a tag-along who left before the fun started.”

      Buddy looked vaguely disinterested when his eyebrows furrowed. “I’m all ears.”

      “A big, fat orange cat by the name of Vash.”

      “Vash?”

      “Yeah, that’s his real name. At least, that’s the name he gave me. No reason to think he lied, considering he was certain I would be worm food in the coming minutes. No harm in telling your real name to a dead dog.”

      “Whose real name?”

      I sighed. “Mr. B.”

      His eyes bulged. “Mr. B?! The Mr. B? I’m sure you’re well aware that Mr. B isn’t known for his meet and greets.”

      “No kidding. Lucky me. I must’ve really gotten under his hide.”

      “Well, you were right about one thing. We need to take this information to the chief. I’m sure he’ll be back to see you shortly. By the way, your name is Carson. You’re an insurance investigator. Mr. B needs to think Marty finished the job for as long as possible. It’ll give you some breathing room.” He handed me a fake ID. Decently made, but not enough to convince anyone who gave it a closer look.

      “Carson. Got it.”

      Patches came into the room a few hours later, and I brought him up to speed on everything. He told me about the plan he’d come up with to fake my death. It turned out that Zelda, that forgetful old dog, did in fact remember my warning phrase and alerted the police as soon as she left the building. They got there just in time to drag Marty out the back, but not enough time to save the building. Things would’ve been a lot easier if I hadn’t had my face plastered all over the paper in Adria several times over, but at least there had been no good close-ups that would give away my bad eye. I still had to be careful who I asked questions around and make sure the wrong people didn’t get a good look at my face. The fact that I had one eye would be a problem. The chief had me discharged and gave me directions to a safe house here in the Black District. I took my papers and promptly made my way toward Adria. The chief would be livid, but probably not surprised. Carson, the insurance investigator, had things to do.
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      Before I got there, I made a stop at the residence of an old friend; reformed forger by the name of Harvey. Harvey was a beagle who got mixed up with the wrong dogs when he was just a pup. He tried to leave the business early on, but those he worked for don’t take kindly to early retirement. The dog had a real talent for forgeries. I busted up the whole operation and let Harvey escape during the raid. When it came time to testify, I “forgot” he was there or even involved. How weird is that? I believe they call that selective amnesia.

      Harvey was a good kid. I knew a bad apple when I saw one, and he was as far away from that as they come. Folks needed to live in the Black District for a while to understand how good dogs and cats get forced into these operations, then end up in jail with the rest. I just couldn’t abide by that.

      He was reluctant, but he put together some real quality products. I needed convincing documentation “proving” my occupation in the event someone pressed me for it. If I’d have investigated Carson myself, I wouldn’t have given it a second thought. I thanked him for his work and made one more stop to pick up a fresh suit.

      I opted for something low key, but Adria low key. I couldn’t be looking like I was a cop, but often the insurance investigators I met were snazzier dressed and just as mean. Meaner, actually. At least it wasn’t a stretch for me. I picked the blue pinstripe I could afford with the twenty in my pocket and added the matching hat. The widest brimmed fedora they had with the front folded down a tad. It would do wonders for my short stature, hopefully hiding the eyes without looking too out of sorts. Unfortunately for me, a one-eyed Chihuahua was easier to pick out of a crowd than the two-eyed variety.

      I had no trouble at the gate. I waited for a crowd, flashed my pass, and walked right in like I owned the place. I had a good handle on where I wanted to go, but I’d shown up to the commercial hub of the city with just a few dollars in my pocket. I had good money in my bank account, but I couldn’t exactly walk into a bank and inform the teller that a dead dog was here to make a withdrawal. I would need help and in more ways than one. I made my way straight to Rick’s corporate headquarters.

      I asked the secretary at the front desk to see him.

      “Got an appointment?” the secretary blurted out.

      “I don’t need one. Tell him an investigator is here to see him. He’ll-”

      “I don’t care who you are. Come back when you have an appointment,” she replied.

      “It’s urgent, ma’am. I need to see him right away. It’s-”

      “You and half of Adria. Now scram.”

      I opened my mouth to speak again, but this time she just made a threatening nod toward a very large security dog. I realized quickly that I was going nowhere fast with this tenacious gatekeeper. I’d seen prison wardens easier to crack. I went outside, and after spending several precious minutes wandering around I found a payphone. Using an even more precious quarter I rang his direct line. No answer. Now I had less time, less money, and nothing to show for it. Great start.

      I had nowhere to stay. I couldn’t be caught sleeping in some alley, and as the hour grew late, it looked more and more like an all-nighter. I made my way to the one place I remembered a dog could spend the night awake without drawing suspicion. The ironically named Sweet Dreams.

      I made my way there and wove a tall tale at the door about how I was a food critic sent by the paper, eventually getting inside. I went up to the bar, ordered a glass of water, gave the barkeep a nickel, and sat at the first open corner table. I sipped on that water as slow as physically possible. I had a lot of time to pass.

      It wasn’t long before the waiter came to my table asking me to order more or vacate. At first I told him I was waiting for two friends of mine, also food critics, but after an hour he stopped buying it. I made up excuse after excuse until finally he wasn’t having it anymore. He said he’d send his pal over to see me next time.

      A few minutes later, a pit bull, looking about as rough and mean as he was big, came over and sat down at the table across from me. He was the most polite dog I’d ever met explaining how he was about to open the exit door with my face, which made me believe him all the more. He stood up and put his paw on my shoulder, at about the same time that a black cat's paw came to rest on his forearm.

      “Relax. He’s with me.”

      “Sorry Sugarplum, but I know trouble when I see it. He’s gotta go, the bouncer said.”

      “No problem. I’ll just give my father a call. You can sort it out with him.”

      “No!” Looking around to make sure no one heard him, he took a step back, adjusting his jacket collar. “No, that won’t be necessary. Please, enjoy your night.”

      The slender black cat was a sight for sore eyes, but I found her one part intriguing and one part frightening. At the moment, she was the closest thing I had to a friend in Adria.
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      “I had a feeling we’d see each other again, Mr.—”

      “Carson. Mr. Carson.”

      “Right, Mr. Carson. Remind me again what you did for a living,” Sugarplum purred.

      “Insurance investigator, ma’am.”

      She grinned, looking as though she was holding back a giggle. “Right. Insurance investigator. So, Mr. Carson, you seem to be down on your luck tonight. I’ve been watching you since you came in here. Either you’re hiding out or you’ve got nowhere to go. I’m desperately curious as to which one it is.”

      “A little of both, but more of the latter I’m afraid.”

      “What insurance claim are you investigating, Mr. Carson?”

      “An expensive collar, one covered in red jewels. You know, now that I think about it, it’s not too dissimilar to the one you wear. In fact, it’s basically identical. Seen any others like it around the city?”

      “I can’t say I have. In fact, I’m fairly certain it’s one of a kind,” she replied.

      “One of a kind, you say?”

      “Yes. I’m drawn to the things that no one else can have.”

      “How do you know the collar is one of a kind? Also, how did you get it?”

      “Mr. Carson, let’s not waste our time. You know either I’m telling you the truth already, or I won't tell you the truth. Either way, you can’t prove that this collar is the one you’re looking for. Besides, I’m sure you have bigger fish to fry at the moment.”

      Unfortunately, she was right. As much as I would’ve enjoyed grilling her about the collar, she was my one and only benefactor at the moment. Besides, I really did have bigger fish to fry.

      “Alright, Sugarplum. You win. Maybe let’s talk about who I think might have stolen it.”

      “Oh please, let’s do that.”

      “Does the name Bad Kitty mean anything to you?”

      “Bad Kitty? Never heard of a cat by that name. How do you know it wasn’t Rico? After all, he’s the most successful thief around. Actually, the buzz is that they caught him last night, but they’re keeping it out of the papers because daddy wants it that way.”

      She sent me reeling with two solid verbal punches in one breath. “Now wait just a minute. Caught?”

      “Yep, caught. I think it’s a real shame, too. I always looked up to him. I liked the way he would get daddy in a big fit.”

      “Okay, what’s this ‘daddy’ business?”

      “Oh, you know who I mean. Normally I keep that on the down low, but I see no point in doing that with you. You’ll just find out eventually anyway, and by then you’ll be cross at me for hiding it from you. So, there we are, out in the open. Mr. B is my father. Although somewhat estranged,” Sugarplum said.

      “Just how estranged are we talking?”

      “We are not on speaking terms at the moment. See, I wanted to restructure the operation. Turn it into something legitimate before it’s too late. He insists on doubling down even though anyone can see how this will end. If not now, then soon. A well-maintained, legitimate company can last for countless generations.”

      I nodded, unconvinced. “Sure.”

      “Think about it like this, Mr. Carson. Would you rather make two hundred today or fifty dollars every day for the next two weeks?”

      “So this is just a disagreement in efficiency then?” I asked.

      “Something like that. At any rate, I suspect we very much have the same goal at present. You need a benefactor here in the district, and I can do that for you, but on a condition of course.”

      “I’m not fond of conditions.”

      “I want to be your partner.”

      “I do just fine on my own, thank you,” I said. “Plus, let’s just say you draw a little too much attention.”

      She grinned. “You sure do know how to compliment a lady, Mr. Carson.”

      Having a partner was something that never interested me. I'd always turned down the opportunity when it presented itself. I couldn’t deny the truth though. I needed a partner right now, and this cat was probably as good as any I was liable to find at the moment. With her resources, it opened a lot of doors that would otherwise be closed. I also got the impression she was highly competent.

      “I can tell just with how the conversation has gone so far that I'll not talk you out of this. Fine, partner. Mind giving me a place to stay? We can meet there in the morning.”

      She smiled. “There’s a modest hotel not too far from here. I’ll call in a reservation. It should be ready by the time you get there. Good night, partner.”
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      There was no such thing as a modest hotel in Adria, or a modest anything here, really. It was just the second fanciest place I’d ever slept in instead of the first. I had breakfast and a much-needed bath. Then I waited patiently for my new… partner to arrive.

      There was a knock at my door at about nine.

      “Come in. Door’s open.”

      She walked in, sporting a suit and fedora like what I was wearing when I met her the first time. How was it I kept finding myself working with comedians? Though, no one could argue she didn’t make the get-up look a lot better than I did.

      “Good morning, Mr. Carson,” she said.

      “Really?”

      “Really, what?”

      “Sugarplum, private detective?”

      “That has a nice ring to it, Mr. Carson. Perhaps I’ll adopt the title more officially.”

      “I thought you said you liked making money.”

      “Good one. So far I’m losing money.”

      “Hah! Fair enough. Here’s the plan-”

      “Rescue Rico?”

      “How’d you know?”

      “The look on your face yesterday when I mentioned he’d been caught. I did some digging last night. You might even say detective work. I think our best bet is to get into the manager’s office at daddy’s casino. That’s where a lot of his top cats spend their downtime. They use that same office as a central point for a lot of their other work too, namely involving real estate.”

      “You’re quick on the uptake, Sugar. Maybe I should be your partner instead,” I said through a small smile.

      “Oh, and that's not all. I brought the plans for the casino. Swiped ‘em from daddy’s office a while ago and made a copy. Figured they would come in handy one day, and now here we are.”

      “You really don’t have a lot of trust in your dad, huh?”

      “Would you?”

      “Definitely not.”

      She went over the ground floor while showing me the stairs, fire alarms, offices, and exits. She did the same for the second floor. Looks like I could’ve done a lot worse with partners. I knew there was a good chance she would double-cross me sooner or later, though she seemed to be giving it straight about her dad. For now, that’s all that mattered.

      “Excuse me, detective. I need to get dressed more appropriately for a casino.”

      She went into another room, and shortly after came out wearing a sparkling ebony evening gown. It sure was strange how a dame like that could drop from the same tree as that lousy father of hers.

      “What do you think?” she asked.

      “I think no one will notice I’m even there. Should work out swell.”

      “Shall we?”

      We made our way to the casino and discussed our plan on the way. We would watch the main office until the manager went on break. When he walked out, Sugar would create a small distraction. This would give me a few seconds to get up the stairs and into the room without anyone noticing. Next, I would look for anything that had to do with Rico or a possible location where he could be held. Hopefully I’d be in and out the second-floor exit before he finished. If not, I would have to rely on another, more improvised distraction.

      Things went a little like that and not like that upon our arrival. She stood next to one of the tables, giving a slightly too-loud speech about how poker was the best card game. Then she gave pointers on how to bluff even the staunchest poker players. That got just enough attention from the patrons, and as such I was able to sneak up the stairs and into the office. I checked around carefully.

      Eventually, I found a folder with some recent properties that were purchased at the request of Mr. B, but I heard footsteps before I could look inside. It was too late for me to get out.

      “Well, hello there Nigel.”

      It was Sugarplum’s voice, coming from just outside the door. She’d noticed someone coming and saved my hide.

      “Sugarplum? What are you doing here?” he asked, startled.

      “Why, I came here to see you.”

      “I somehow find that hard to believe.”

      “Why?”

      “Didn’t you call me… what was it again? A ‘nauseating yes-cat?’”

      She giggled. “Oh, that was ages ago. Surely your ego isn’t that frail.”

      “It was last week...”

      “Was it? Oh, you know how us girls are. One day we want something, and the next day we change our minds.”

      “I wasn’t born yesterday. I may not be as smart as you, but I’m smart enough to know when I’m being duped.”

      I finally found what I was looking for. A small storage building, leased just last month. Isolated, and not likely discovered by accident. Too small to be of any real commercial value. I waited for my chance to escape out the door and through the second-floor exit.

      “Alright, let’s play it straight. I’m here to discuss a business proposition with you for something just over the horizon. It may benefit from someone with your expertise. Interested?” she asked.

      “Let’s sit down in my office.”

      I tensed up, looking for a place to scramble and hide if I needed to.

      “No, it won’t take long. Let’s get a snack at the bar.”

      “After you,” he said.

      I heard their steps fade down the stairs. That was some quick thinking. Maybe this partner business wasn’t such a bad idea after all.

      I dashed out of the office and through the exit on the second floor.
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      I waited back at the hotel. I didn’t want to take any unnecessary chances that might spoil Sugarplum’s plan. She was only about fifteen minutes behind me.

      “So, how did you shake Nigel Moneybags?” I asked.

      “Nothing special. We concluded our conversation.”

      “So, what was that business proposition all about?”

      She grinned. “Is that jealousy I hear in your voice?”

      “Fine. Fine. Sorry I asked. Anyway, I got the goods.” I invited her to sit at the table with me and I slid the folder across to her.

      “Have a look. See anything interesting in there?”

      She flipped through the pages until she got to the small warehouse. “That one. There. That could be the place.”

      “Good. Yes, I think you may be right.”

      “So, what’s our next move?”

      “Your next move is to put on that detective costume of yours, ‘partner’. Ready for some field work?” I asked.

      “Give me five minutes.”

      She wasn’t kidding. She was dressed and ready to head out in three.

      Even though we had an address, the warehouse was a real pain to locate. We had to go down one street, which was easy enough. Then down another street that had the name torn off the sign. We had to find a local to ask which one it was. Then, we had to walk what seemed like forever until we finally made it to a large row of identical abandoned storage buildings. I had Sugarplum scout it out once we could identify which building was ours. If she got caught, it would be a lot easier for her to talk her way out of trouble with little incident. She disappeared around the building only to come back into my sight to give me the signal to get closer. Luckily for us it was summer, so they'd propped the back door open to help with the heat.

      We took a careful peek inside and realized only one cat was guarding the whole place. But the real surprise came when we saw the other occupants. There were at least a dozen dogs and cats tied up to metal poles along the wall, none of which I recognized. We waited for a while to see if anyone would show up, but no one did. Which made sense given how remote this place was, but it meant we really lucked out. Taking care of one goon would be child’s play for the two of us. I asked Sugarplum to do what she did best - put on a performance. She went around to the front door and knocked loudly.

      “Help! Help, I’m lost!”

      As soon as he turned his attention to the front door, I rushed up from behind and gave him a hard knock in the back of the skull with my baton. I was really beginning to love this thing. We wasted no time untying everyone as soon as he hit the floor.

      The first dog I untied didn’t want to stick around to talk. Can’t say I blamed him. I had more luck with the second one. He said they had a beagle with them until this morning. Early this morning, a few cats in suits came and took him. Only him, none of the others. They told him they had a better place in mind to host a guest of his stature. Only problem was he had no idea where they went. The trail had gone cold. Again.

      We got everyone untied and sent them on their way. Any of them we could get to listen to us we asked to contact the police. Not sure how many of them would trust the police enough to do it, but just one or two would be enough. We had to let Patches know about this and quick. He may have already gotten a lead on where they moved Rick. It was the best shot we had.

      I rushed to a payphone, rang up HQ, and asked dispatch to transfer me to the chief. She told me the chief had been placed on temporary leave by a judge pending investigation. I asked to be transferred over to Buddy instead, and he was in a fit. He explained that the same judge who had been prosecuting criminals fairly since Patches became chief had now flip-flopped on them overnight. He was also refusing to talk to police. Buddy asked me to pay him a visit and look into it. He suspected foul play, and I was sure he was right.
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      After I hung up the phone with Buddy, I filled in Sugarplum on the whole situation. Figuring we’d already wasted enough time, we made quick work out of heading to the Capitol District. We were both going to be out of our element now. I doubt Sugar was any better at handling the bureaucrats than I was. Maybe worse even, as hard as that might be to believe. She was quite the free spirit.

      Capitol District, at least, was not a difficult place to enter. That was in part, I theorized, because it was one of the most boring places in the city. Some of the most insufferable people around inhabited it. You could get in so long as you didn’t look too shady. The overall value of this place had improved dramatically in just a short amount of time. I suspected that was thanks to payments from Mr. B for services rendered.

      If he wanted a law changed, it didn’t take long for it to change. In their spare time, which for these jokers was all of their time, they usually sat around in the Leader Hall bickering or pretending to bicker about things and problems that didn’t exist until they talked about them. You might describe them as actors. Actors for a play you would never want to go see but they still forced you to buy tickets for. You didn’t just pay to see the play either. You paid to produce it, you paid for the building the play took place in, you paid the actors in the play, and for anything else they may want to waste money on. I suspect that some may disagree with me, but having lived in the Black District for as long as I have, I felt I had credibility to say it: this was the worst place in the whole city.

      We made our way to the judge’s house and knocked on the door. A voice shouted through the other side, but the door remained shut.

      “Are you with the police?” the voice said.

      I shook my head. “No sir, no police here.”

      “You work for the police?”

      “No sir, not working for the police either. We work for you. We’re here to help you with your current predicament.”

      The door flung open, and an old German Shepherd ushered us inside.

      “What do you mean ‘working for me’?”

      “Just what I said. Was it extortion? Blackmail? Kidnapping? Or are you expecting a big payday? A little icing on that big sweet taxpayer cake of yours?” I asked.

      “Sounds like you know this district pretty well, Mister…”

      “Carson. This is my partner, Sugarplum.”

      “Now, wait just a minute. Sugarplum? That fiend’s daughter? This some kind of trick?”

      “No trick. Believe it or not, she’s on our side. That, and we’re probably your biggest allies in this whole city at the moment.”

      Sugarplum, who’d been quiet throughout the whole conversation, finally joined in. “What’s he done that’s got you switching sides so close to the end of the war?”

      “I’m a judge. I’m not on any side if I’m able to do my job properly. He tried a few things, actually. First, he offered to pay me off. I should have reported it to the police, but I was afraid that might further provoke him. I should have realized that I had already provoked him by treating these cases fairly. Next, he dug up dirt on me. Sure, it might prevent me from being elected another term as a judge, but it was nothing that would get me removed from my seat immediately. I broke a few laws in my career as a lawyer. You know how that is. Occupational hazard.

      “He became even more persuasive when none of that got me to budge. The police had my family hidden away, but he got to them anyway. I’m sure it’s because he still has a few moles there, and not because he found them on his own, or by chance. He’s keeping my wife and sons somewhere, I’m sure here in the Capitol District. He couldn’t have taken them far without being noticed.

      “He gave me the names of a few of his boys he needed let off and asked that I hold the new chief up temporarily. Mr. B turned himself in as all of this was being carried out and, given his prominence, they have offered him an expedited trial that is to take place just days from now. No doubt turning himself in is part of his plan and carefully timed. He knows he has little to worry about going forward, should he be found not guilty for all of these accumulated crimes.

      “There are plans to pack the jury with those loyal to him, and I’m powerless to stop it. They will find him not guilty, and that verdict, as a result, will ruin the credibility of the new chief who spent night and day putting everything together. He’ll get the can and we’ll get another stooge for a chief. Things will be even worse than they were before. Mr. B is clever. He didn't make it to where he is now by accident. He won't make the same mistakes again.”

      “You mean unless we can find your family in the next couple of days and get them out,” Sugar said, sounding unconvincingly optimistic.

      “In time for the trial? You’d have to do so before his cronies fill the jury roster. You’d have to allow enough time for witnesses to hear about the chief being reinstated and be willing to even show up to the trial. Do you have any leads?” he asked. His face told me everything I needed to know. He had no hope.

      I thought for a moment and came up with a quick plan. “I might have one.”
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      I thought of an old friend of mine, Mr. Bones. Chances were good he had the information we needed. I rang up Buddy and got him caught up on the whole situation. Told him I needed to see Bones without delay. He said he would have him transferred to headquarters for a proper police interview. Because of regulations, they would allow only one officer to interrogate Bones, but luck seemed to finally be on my side. Either Patches outright forgot, or he neglected to remove my name from the official roster. The next morning I arrived at headquarters. Bones was waiting for me in an interview room, and Sugarplum had to wait outside, much to her disappointment.

      I sat down across from Bones and studied his appearance closely. He didn’t look well. Actually, it’s not that he didn’t look well. It’s that he seemed to have lost that bright, indestructible confidence he had before. With good reason too, all things considered.

      “You being treated alright, Colonel?”

      “You know, Trigger, I’m a little smarter than I look. Maybe not by much, but a bit. See, I don’t blame you for everything that went down. I can only assume that you played a role in setting me up because you were let off. Probably a big role. Truth is, you didn’t make me do anything. Me getting caught would’ve happened sooner or later. Now I assume that since you had me transferred here for an interview, I must have something you need.” He crossed his arms and leaned back in his chair. “One thing that hasn’t changed at all is that I’m in this for me. If Mr. B won't back me up or bail me out, and I don’t benefit from protecting him, then any information I may or may not have is fair game. But before I tell you anything, I want assurances. Quid pro quo and all that.”

      “Fair enough,” I replied. “Since you're on the level, let’s play it straight. I can’t promise you jack. I’m not even sure I’m still technically a cop. It’s just that I forgot to resign and they forgot to take my badge, with everything else going on. What I can tell you is that me and the new chief go way back. We’re like brothers. You tell me what I want to know, and I can all but guarantee you I can get a quarter of your sentence stripped away.” I smacked the table. “Just like that.”

      “I suppose that’s a decent starting point,” Bones mumbled. “But before we settle on the cost, I want to know exactly what you’re expecting that offer to buy you.”

      “Mr. B has a secret holding place in the Capitol District. I need to know where that is.”

      “I spent all my time in Adria. What makes you think I know anything about some secret safe houses in the Capitol District?”

      “You’re telling me you never had to transfer someone out of that place and into Adria or transfer someone there?”

      He chuckled. “Oh, Trigger. You don’t know as much as you think you do.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “This place you’re talking about. Sure, some get transferred in from Adria occasionally. However, no one gets transferred out. Understand? It’s the last-stop shop. The final destination, if you get my meaning. It’s a long stay. From what I hear, kind of permanent.”

      “I’m not sure I understand. You wouldn’t transfer someone halfway across the city just to off him in some secret location. Tell me if I’m hot or cold here. This must be the place for people who get caught up in the political side of things. Those cats and dogs in the Capitol District are a lot more ruthless. Can’t have anything getting out and swaying public opinion. So where is it?”

      He laughed. “I think I must be underplaying my hand a little. Judging by your interest in this place, I’m guessing valuable witnesses against Mr. B are being held there. Possibly even the family of the judge or jury members? That’s exactly what it is, isn’t it? Well, since we're playing for such big stakes, I still want a good deal here - even though I’m not eager to do any big favors for Mr. B anymore. For what you’re asking, nothing less than dropping all charges will do.”

      I slammed my paws down on the table. “Drop all charges? You must be out of your mind. Have you seen the list of charges you’re up against?”

      He nodded. “Fair enough. Perhaps it is just a hair too much to ask.”

      “At the very least.”

      He leaned in, smiling. “Let me up the offer so you’re still getting a good deal. On the big day, I’ll testify against Mr. B. A lot of the witnesses won't show and you know it. Like you and the chief, Mr. B and I go way back. I know a lot and I’ll spill it all. So get the chief in here to sign off and we’ll call it a day. I’ll send you on your way to that secret location, and we’ll all pat ourselves on the back for a job well done.”

      “The chief’s been placed on temporary leave by a judge, for reasons you’re smart enough to guess,” I said.

      “You give me your word, I’ll give you the address. You take care of the judge’s little problem and get the chief reinstated. Get him in here to sign the papers, and you’ll get the testimony. What do you say?”

      I hesitated, but what choice did I have? “You got a deal.”

      I stood up and offered my paw. He stood up and shook it, that bright expression returning. I handed him a pen and paper, and he wrote the address.

      I wondered how the chief would feel about all this. He'd have done the same thing I'd wager, and there was a time I'd have resented him for it.
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      I took the address, rushing to meet Sugar out in the lobby, and we hightailed it back to the Capitol District. It turned out I had been to this house before. I’m not sure why I didn’t recognize it sooner, but this was the house of my old friend; the mayor’s son, Jimmy Jim. It’s not that it surprised me, but he would recognize my face. We’d either have to bust in swinging and do things the hard way - with who knows how many goons to take on; or, we’d have to do this Sugar’s way. I was still busted up, so the hard way wouldn’t do.

      Chances were that Sugarplum would be recognized too, but in her case she was counting on it. I hid around the corner to the side of his home, to give her plenty of distance. She knocked on the door and Jim answered.

      “Sugar? What are you doing here?”

      “What do you think I’m doing here, Jim?” she replied, a touch of venom in her voice.

      He shrank back a little. Her tone indicated he should know the answer, but he was afraid to speak too quickly. “I might know. Didn’t you and your dad have a falling out?”

      “Yes, and as punishment, he sent me here to see you. Can you imagine? Surely I haven’t been that bad.”

      “Always the bottomless well of wisecracks, huh, Sugarplum? So, what is it you need? Everyone’s here that should be here, just like he asked.”

      “I’m not sure what wisecracks you mean, Jimmy. My father has found you to be a… oh, how to put this nicely… an idiot. I’m sure you’re aware of how important this matter is.”

      “An idiot? Sure, I’ve made mistakes but—”

      “Finally, a point of agreement for you and I.”

      “You’re a real charmer, Sugarplum. Sure, I’ve made mistakes, but I’ve always done exactly what your father asked of me,” he whimpered.

      “Jim, this is the single most important thing my father has ever asked you or anyone else to do. How many of my father’s cats are guarding the prisoners?”

      “Guarding? From what exactly? This is probably one of the most secure places in the city, just because it's one of the best hidden. Who will suspect anyone is being held in the basement at the mayor’s son's house?”

      “In that case, mind if I come inside Jimmy? I have business I'd like to discuss with you.”

      “Sure, right this way.”

      I waited outside for over an hour, and in that time I schemed about what I might do if she didn't come out. I wasn't really in any shape to attempt a rescue, but surely old Jimmy Jim wouldn't pose that much of a threat, even to a busted-up pooch like me. Experience told me he was as yellow and as delicate as a daffodil.

      I tightened the bandages up around my ribs, pulling out my now trusty electric baton. I made my way toward the door when the sound of a turning handle stopped me. I quickly retreated to my hiding place and watched. Out walked Sugarplum, the judge's family, Brutus, and Rick looking a bit worse for wear.

      There’s no way it should've been that easy. I still couldn't get a read on Sugarplum. There was something likable about her, and I believed everything she’d told me. The way she shook Nigel at the casino and Jim just now left me wondering. However, I didn't have time to look a gift horse in the mouth.

      I caught up with the group once they were out of sight of Jim's house, but something told me I needed to help Rick hide his identity.

      “Hey, Sugarplum, how did you pull that off?”

      She winked. “With persuasion, my friend. How else?”

      “Could you be a little more specific?”

      She shrugged. “No, I'm afraid I can't. A girl has to keep at least a few secrets.”

      “I’ll trust you, Sugar. I really hope I don't regret this. At any rate, I’ve met Rico before. I don't see him here.”

      Rick took my cue and spoke up. "Rico? That thief everyone used to talk about? No one else has been there with us. You think it's possible he escaped on the way here?"

      Sugarplum scratched her chin. "If Rico escaped, daddy would be embarrassed enough he wouldn’t want anyone finding out. Considering we've never been able to catch him before, I guess he could’ve found what he was looking for and escaped as he was being transferred here. Sounds like he may have allowed them to capture him on purpose. Either way, it’s good he got away."

      I nodded, satisfied that I had obscured the situation enough to at least get her mind off of it for now. “So, we've got two key witnesses and the judge’s family. Your father won‘t be happy when he hears about this,” I pointed out.

      “Oh, by the time my father hears about this, it will be far too late for that to matter.”

      We made our way back to police headquarters and settled everyone in. Buddy and I agreed they needed to be kept there until the big day. I rang up the judge, letting him know his family was safe. I let him speak to them on the phone, just so he would know it wasn't a trick. He immediately had Patches reinstated as chief. He wasn‘t thrilled with me when I told him about the deal I'd made with Bones without consulting him first, but after a lengthy and loud “discussion” we both agreed that the benefits far outweighed the cost, and he ultimately signed the paperwork dropping all charges. If Patches had taught me anything, it was the real meaning of having to break a couple of eggs to make an omelet. We were talking about a big egg in this case, but it was going to make for one satisfying omelet.
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      Finally, the big day arrived. The so-called journalists were swarming outside the courthouse. A large crowd of citizens had also gathered, which could more accurately be called an excited mob. It seemed like everyone had shown up except for most of the key witnesses. Brutus and Bones showed, at least, and I suspected Rick didn’t want to come because Mr. B had discovered his identity. He was afraid of being exposed and distracting everyone from the trial.

      We were all ushered inside and sat at our appropriate spots. It was clear Mr. B wasn’t aware of what had been happening over the past couple of days, considering the look of surprise that came over his face when Patches walked into the courtroom wearing his badge. His surprise escalated further when he saw Brutus walk inside. When he saw me, he may as well have seen a ghost. For all intents and purposes, he had.

      A different judge was presiding now since the other one was now a valuable witness. One that, sadly, also did not show. It was important to remember that things could still go south here. I had never met this judge. I could only hope that none of Mr. B’s plants had wormed their way into the jury. Everything else was just for show. Everyone knew he was guilty; it was just a matter of being allowed the “privilege” to make it official.

      Mr. B’s lawyer repeatedly made a show of asking if so-and-so witness was present, while calling them to the stand, only to feign dismay when they didn’t come. As they were saying, if he was so guilty, then why did no one bother to show up to get him convicted? This went on for what felt like an eternity before he finally called Brutus forward. They swore him in and sat him on the witness stand.

      Mr. B’s lawyer, a slick young tabby named Rory, approached. “Mr. Brutus, tell us why you’re here today.”

      “I’m here so I can watch that scumbag Mr. B get hauled off to jail, permanently.”

      Rory turned around and opened his arms to the courtroom audience before looking to the jury. “My friends, can you not hear the animosity in his voice? Mr. Brutus here thinks he’s already made your decision for you. He’s already decided on Mr. B’s guilt; and so should you. Is that not right, Mr. Brutus?”

      “I don’t think he’s guilty. I know—”

      “You understand the concept of a yes or no question, don’t you, Mr. Brutus?”

      “I do.”

      “So, let me ask you again—”

      The lawyer for the prosecution, an elderly dog named Gabe, raised his paw. “Objection.”

      The judge nodded in his direction. “Please get on with the questions, Mr. Rory.”

      “Thank you, Your Honor. Mr. Brutus, were you, or were you not, under the protection of a legitimate insurance policy against damage to your property or violence to your person that my client supplied?”

      “I wouldn’t call it legitimate, no.”

      “But why had you consistently paid for it for so long?” He turned to the jury before Brutus could answer. “After all, how many of you here would pay for a service, willingly, that you knew wasn’t legitimate? And over a long period. Consider that.” He turned back to Brutus, awaiting an answer.

      “Because the insurance is against him and his goons. If you didn’t pay it, you got a visit–”

      “Mr. Brutus, can you honestly tell me you know, with no doubt, my client employed those who made threats against your business?”

      “It was obvious when the threats were followed by the condition of whether I paid the insurance money.”

      “Mr. Brutus, is it not entirely possible that these thugs had a vendetta against my client and sought to sully his good name?”

      “No, it’s not possible.”

      “Not even in theory, Mr. Brutus?”

      “Anything is possible in theory.”

      “So, by your own admission, it is possible. One last question. Before today, have you ever met my client in person?”

      “I haven’t.”

      Rory frowned and looked to the jury, shaking his head in faux disappointment. “No further questions, Your Honor.”

      I hated these lawyer types. I wished I was close enough to trip him on his way back to his table. Now that would’ve been a sight. I never could trust a lawyer as far as I could throw them. They only cared about getting paid, and they’d take money from anyone willing to give it to them, even the lowest of the low.

      Gabe stood and walked to the witness stand.

      “Mr. Brutus, I’d like to apologize to you on behalf of the city for the poor treatment you and your business have received. I’d also like to apologize for the city’s failure, until today, to deliver justice to those responsible.”

      Rory raised his paw. “Objection, Your Honor! The defense is asking questions, not giving a speech!”

      The judge nodded in agreement.

      “Now will be a good time to take a thirty-minute recess. Mr. Gabe, I urge you to use that time to consider your questions more carefully. You will have an opportunity to address the court in a more general fashion in your closing statement.” He banged his gavel. “The court is now in recess.”
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      Once we’d all returned and resumed our positions, Gabe straightened himself and approached the bench with new confidence. “Mr. Brutus, when you opened Starlight Theater, were you approached by Vash or by those in his service?”

      “I was approached by several cats who represented him.”

      “And what was their proposal?”

      “I could pay their protection fee, or I risked significant harm to my business and myself. A steep fee due monthly that could change by any amount at a moment’s notice.”

      “And this was not a typical insurance policy, correct?” Gabe asked.

      Rory stood abruptly. “Objection, Your Honor. The prosecution is leading the witness.”

      The judge nodded. “Sustained. Please rephrase your question, Mr. Gabe.”

      Gabe took a deep breath and turned back toward Brutus. “Please describe your impression of this arrangement to the courtroom.”

      “What I was paying for wasn’t protection from outsiders, but from them.”

      “And your evidence for this?”

      “It was widely known and understood. If you were late, you got a visit from the ACPD in Adria who gave you less-than-polite warnings to pay up.”

      Gabe feigned surprise. “Adria’s disgraced former officers coming to collect payment for a legitimate insurance business?”

      “That’s right. In fact, they caught Colonel Bones doing that very thing. He was since arrested and removed from duty, along with his entire department, including the chief. They gave me a sound beating right there in my theater.”

      Rory stood up again. “Objection. Your Honor, none of these so-called witnesses are present here. Mr. Bones was removed from duty but hasn’t stood trial yet. These are all just allegations.”

      The judge shook his head. “Overruled. Please continue, Mr. Gabe.”

      “Thank you, Your Honor.” He turned back to Brutus and continued, “There was an incident in your theater involving a movie reel. Could you explain that incident to the court?”

      “We’d had a movie produced that painted Mr. B in a favorable light. I showed it to a large audience, many of which were Mr. B’s cats and dogs. A dog, Marty, who worked for Mr. B, replaced the reel to sabotage us. It was the same movie, but the voiceover was insulting Mr. B. It horrified us, and because of that reel Mr. B had our theater shut down until I could prove who was responsible. Fortunately, I hired a private detective who, along with the police, found the evidence in his home.”

      “I see. He had your theater shut down for showing a short movie clip with a voice that said bad things about him?”

      “That’s correct.”

      “Just before this trial, someone paid you a visit. You almost could not make it here today to testify. Care to explain that to the court?”

      Rory stood up. “Objection. Your Honor, there is no proof that any of this ever happened. They told the police that the mayor’s son was involved. The mayor’s son! He denies it and has not yet been charged.”

      “Overruled. Mr. Rory this is your first warning. Mr. Brutus is a witness. We’re all well aware that this is just his side of the story. Please continue, Mr. Gabe.”

      “Thank you, Your Honor,” Gabe said. “Go ahead, Mr. Brutus.”

      Brutus nodded. “Because of what had taken place when my theater was shut down, I took it personally. I decided, based on nothing more than principle, I would no longer pay the protection money. I was ashamed that I’d paid it as long as I had, to be honest. I’d been a coward. Sure enough, the ACPD came to visit me several times, and they became less and less friendly each time. Eventually, I was given a final warning. After ignoring that one, Colonel Bones and several of his officers came to my theater. This was when they gave me a sound beating right there in front of all the critics. They were there to see a special screening that day. The beating was bad enough I had to get patched up in the hospital.”

      “Mr. Brutus, does this sound like the dealings of a legitimate insurance business to you?”

      “It most certainly does not!”

      “Mr. Brutus, you get to see many people in your line of work. The movies you’ve shown in your theater entertain families, adults, and children alike. Do you believe this city would be a better place without Vash?”

      “I do.”

      “Your Honor, I have no further questions for the witness.”

      The judge looked over his notes before saying, “Mr. Gabe, please call the next witness.”

      “The prosecution calls Mr. Bones to the stand.”

      A series of gasps let loose around the courtroom. Expressions of shock and dismay followed. I hoped that all of this didn’t backfire. We’d dropped all of Bones’ charges based merely on him giving his testimony. Not necessarily that he would give it in such a way that would be harmful to Mr. B and helpful to us. We would just have to count on the fact that Bones really was in it for himself, and that he had more to gain from us than from Mr. B right now.
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      Bones was sworn in while Gabe made his way to the witness stand to begin questioning. “Mr. Bones, I trust that you’ve been paying close attention to the testimony of Mr. Brutus?” Gabe asked.

      “I’ve been hanging off every word.”

      “Excellent, because some questions I have for you pertain to his testimony. I’m sure you understand why.”

      “Completely.”

      “Mr. Bones, can you state before the jury here today, and everyone else in this courtroom, that Brutus’s testimony is true or false?”

      “I can tell you that, without hesitation or reservation, all of Brutus’s testimony is true, at least as it relates to me.”

      More gasps erupted in the courtroom; the judge banged his gavel on the stand. “I will have order in this courtroom!” The whispers and the gasps quieted, but only somewhat. The judge banged the gavel several more times until the room was silent. “Please continue questioning, Mr. Gabe.”

      “Mr. Bones, have you ever considered yourself a party to a legitimate insurance business?”

      “No, can’t say I have.”

      “Mr. Bones, how did the police in Adria come to work for Vash?”

      “Well, the old chief is what one might refer to as a useful old idiot. As for how it all got started, that was a little before my time. However, my role as the one who ran the show in Adria was just a matter of simple compensation,” Bones explained.

      “Could you tell the court what you mean by compensation?”

      “Everything. Fancy suits, fancy watches, fancy buildings and offices, a nice big home. You imagine it, and if you make Mr. B happy, he could give it to you. He’s very generous to those who are useful to him. Myself, until recently, for example.”

      “In case it wasn’t clear already, please elaborate to the court as to what he expected you to do to receive this compensation.”

      “It was just two things. One was just as Brutus said. I’d send some of my boys to help encourage people behind on their payments to become current again. We gave several warnings, and eventually, I’d go myself. Sometimes we got a little rough.”

      “And the second part, Mr. Bones?”

      “The second part? Well, that one was even easier. Much easier, actually. It was to do nothing.”

      “Nothing?”

      “Exactly. If a crime was reported, and someone informed us that Mr. B was behind it, then we were expected to turn a blind eye and sit at our desks. We could do as we pleased if it was anyone else. In fact, if the crime was in direct conflict with one of Mr. B’s operations, then we were expected to come down hard on it. Pile on all the charges we could come up with. Make up a few if necessary.”

      “Mr. Bones, would you consider any of Mr. B’s operations here in the city to be legitimate? Based on your knowledge of the law and experience as an officer?”

      Bones chuckled. “I had never thought of it before, but no. No, I can’t really think of a single one.”

      “No further questions, Your Honor.”

      Rory bolted up from his seat so quickly that you’d almost think someone had set his pants on fire. He approached the witness stand. “Good afternoon, Mr. Bones.”

      Bones grunted.

      “Mr. Bones, your career in Adria was that of a police colonel. Is that correct?”

      “Yep.”

      “In that time you admit that my client was quite the benefactor for the Adria Police Department. Is that correct?”

      He grinned. “You could say that.”

      “Yes, I could say that. I could say anything. I’m not questioning myself, Mr. Bones. I’m questioning you. Is that correct, Mr. Bones?”

      Bones grinned, verging on a laugh. “That is correct.”

      “When you were relieved of your duty, it resulted from a mistake you alone had made. Is this also correct?”

      “Yep.”

      Rory turned to face the jury, expecting that some were already following where this line of questioning was going. He gave them a validating nod. “When you were being considered for removal, you were expecting my client to come to your aid, were you not?”

      “It was a possibility.”

      “Mr. Bones, do you think it might be reasonable for some in this courtroom to suspect that, because my client didn’t come to your aid, you were resentful about this?”

      Gabe raised his paw. “Objection. Your Honor, Mr. Rory is venturing into the realm of hypotheticals here.”

      The judge nodded. “Sustained. Mr. Rory, let’s avoid speculation and stick to the matter at hand. Please continue.”

      Rory’s face twitched and his brow furrowed, and he was slow to answer. “Apologies, Your Honor.” He turned back to Bones. “I’ll leave you with one final question. In any of these so-called shady dealings which you had with Vash, was he ever present?”

      “No, never.” Bones had stopped smiling. It was another blow to their case against Mr. B. Could anyone on the jury be dumb enough to doubt the case based on something so insignificant? Yes, anything was possible, especially that. It was a real shame, but it was better to risk being at the mercy of a group of fools than one corrupt individual. This was the best chance we would ever get.

      Rory walked away from the witness stand. “No further questions.”
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      The judge looked through his notes. “Mr. Rory, please call the next witness to the stand.”

      “We call Trigger to the witness stand.”

      I had butterflies in my stomach. In my career, I’d sat on that witness stand many times, both as an officer and as a private detective. None of those times involved anything like this. They put a stepping stool next to the stand and a large cushion on the seat so I could see everyone, and they could see me.

      “I’m a little confused. Do I address you as Lieutenant Trigger or Mr. Trigger?” Rory asked.

      “Let’s go with the easy one. Mr. Trigger is fine.”

      “Are you not an officer?”

      “Technically. With all that’s been going on, I haven’t turned in my badge yet. You could say I had more important things to do.”

      “The court might find it a little strange that you can’t seem to decide on whether you’re an officer or a private detective.”

      “Is there a question in there somewhere?”

      “I was just observing that it was strange is all.”

      Gabe knocked gently on his desk. “Objection, Your Honor. Mr. Rory is once again taking us on an involuntary adventure into the land of speculation.”

      The judge nodded. “Sustained.”

      Rory nodded, now entirely composed again. “Mr. Trigger, what exactly brought you to Adria?”

      “Brutus hired me to investigate the reel swapping incident.”

      “And who did you discover to be the culprit?”

      “A security dog by the name of Marty. We found the original reel at his residence. We believed him to be working for Mr. B.”

      “Purely speculation?”

      “At that point, yes. Purely speculation.”

      Rory tensed when I said “at that point.” He was quick to move on from it. “Mr. Trigger, what about the second time you found yourself in Adria?”

      “Personal business.”

      Rory paused, thinking carefully. “No further questions, Your Honor.”

      Rory had played it safe. Rather than talk me into a corner, he avoided the possibility of talking himself into a corner.

      Gabe approached. “Good afternoon, Mr. Trigger.”

      I returned a curt nod.

      “Mr. Trigger, you were originally a police officer before you became a private detective, correct?”

      “That’s correct.”

      “You were removed from this position by the former corrupt chief for what most would consider outstanding integrity as an officer. At least, that’s what I’ve been told by several officers who worked with you. Is that also correct?”

      “I’d like to think I was just doing my job,” I replied.

      Gabe turned to the jury, nodding to them knowingly. “How are your wounds healing?”

      Rory raised his paw. “Objection. That’s irrelevant. Mr. Gabe can make small talk with the witness on his own time.”

      The judge shook his head. “Overruled. Please continue, Mr. Gabe.”

      “Thank you, Your Honor. Please answer the question, Mr. Trigger.”

      “I’m still pretty beat up. According to the doctors, I should only just now be up and about. But it’s nothing a little time won’t heal.”

      “Mr. Trigger, I would like you to tell the court how it was you received those injuries.”

      “Oh, I’d love to. See, just days ago I got a visit from that dog I helped put away in Adria, Marty, at my office. Only, he wasn’t alone. He brought a friend with him.”

      That big grin Mr. B kept on his face at all times was slowly, but surely shriveling away. He had been so careful never to be present during his dirtiest deeds, but he made it a point to break that rule, just for me. He must’ve considered the visit to be no risk at all. I was soon to be a dead dog, and dead dogs don’t talk. But here I was. Talking. His curiosity to see the dog who had caused him so much trouble, in person, had killed one of the best arguments the defense had made in this trial. Curiosity killed the cat, as they say. Maybe it wouldn’t kill him, but killing his chances of escaping justice was good enough for me.

      “And this friend of his, would you recognize him?” Gabe asked.

      “Sure, I could point him out to you right now.”

      “Mr. Trigger, please point out this individual to the court.”

      I pointed straight to Mr. B. Gasps and chatter erupted in the courtroom. Mr. B himself shot up from his chair, barely able to contain his anger. The judge banged his gavel repeatedly. “Order! Order!” Several individuals, many who I know must’ve been plants, had to be dragged out. Many of them screamed about how I was a liar, or how Mr. B had helped them with such and such and blah blah blah. As for Mr. B, his lapse in composure was only momentary. Though still not smiling, he sat back down quickly before anyone else had even noticed, looking as calm as he ever had.

      Gabe made his way back to the witness stand. “And you’re certain it was Mr. Vash in your office?”

      “Absolutely certain.”

      “Did Mr. Vash say anything?”

      “He ordered Marty to make quick work of me. I’m sure it was the only reason he bothered to show up. Dead dogs don’t talk. He introduced himself before he left. Then Marty gave me a good thrashing, which led to my office being burned down. I got lucky and by some miracle fought him off. I escaped the building before the whole thing went up in smoke.”

      Gabe turned to the jury. “So much for never being there himself and always blaming it on someone else. No further questions.”

      Everyone was on edge since the outburst. You got the feeling that everything seemed to go our way, but no one dared to get their hopes up. We still had one wild card to overcome: the jury.

      The judge shuffled through his notes. “After a short recess, we’ll return for closing statements.”
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      Gabe was the first to make his closing statement. He wobbled about on his cane, but with his shoulders firmly back and his head held high.

      “Dogs and cats of the jury. Many brave dogs and cats worked tirelessly to bring us together on this auspicious day. Some paid with their lives or their livelihoods. They all gave something so you could inherit a safer city. A safer city for your kittens and puppies, for your wives and for your husbands. For your grandchildren and their grandchildren. And not just a safer city either, but one that is more prosperous.”

      Gabe continued, “Imagine how much these businesses might grow without the constant threat of thugs breathing down their neck, making threats, and stealing money from the hungry mouths of their workers. Sure, this may not be as much of a problem in Adria, but look at places like the Black District. Mr. Vash’s despicable behavior has smothered out the desire of the young people there and all over the city. Why bother opening a shop when you’re just going to be harassed and bullied? Why be honest when it’s crime that pays? Our youngest citizens, our children, who would otherwise take up honest trades when they grow up, are being groomed by gangsters and thieves. Now, I’m not naive enough to believe that this problem will be gone completely, but you… it is in your power to deal it a serious blow today.”

      I thought back on Clive and how he and his family might be doing. He was just the sort of lad Gabe was describing. Undoubtedly many of these jury members knew someone like that. Maybe they’d even been someone like that. Maybe they were someone like that now, planted there by Mr. B for a verdict of not guilty. My attention snapped back to Gabe’s statement.

      “I also want to give a message to those of a particular purpose among you. Yes, we know you’re here, but no, we don’t know who you are. I’m speaking to those who were planted here by Mr. B to ensure that, yet again, he gets off without so much as a slap on the wrist. Consider breaking ranks. Consider casting away whatever payment he promised you. Do something far more valuable for yourself. Maybe you’ve been promised treasure. Sure, he will make good on his payment. We’ve already heard here today that he rewards those who serve him well, but consider for a moment a different reward. You may struggle tomorrow without his more direct reward, and the next day, but over time you will suffer less and less. Most of all, you will save your city and the lives of your neighbors, your friends, your family. Is that not the greater reward? I only ask that you consider it carefully. That is all.”

      The judge himself appeared moved by the speech. He took a moment to gather his composure, doing his best to appear impartial. “Mr. Rory, your closing statement please.”

      “Thank you, Your Honor.”

      Rory walked the length of the jury box, his energy and youthful vigor spilling out into the air itself.

      “People of Arc City. Members of the jury. What has Arc City ever done for you? My client is just one cat in a city of thousands of cats and dogs. Could all your misfortune really be blamed on this villain, Mr. B, Vash, even if he was as terrible as the prosecution has told you he is? Could there even be such a boogeyman? Let’s all think about this question and be reasonable. There cannot be.

      “I’m sure many of you can remember when Adria was not such a productive and prosperous place as it is now. Yes, there’s more crime, but there’s also more of everything. More wealth, more entertainment, and more opportunity, for everyone. I’m sure many of you have heard of or frequented many of my client’s businesses. He has donated real money to your schools and police forces. He has employed hundreds. He’s also the reason Mr. Gabe and myself can now stand before you as equals, both attorneys, both respected by this court. I’m sure many of you remember a time when I wouldn’t have been allowed such a privilege, simply on the basis of my species. You’ll not find another in the city more dedicated to the advancement of the civil rights of cats. Vash has brought real progress to this city, and this… this is how he is thanked.

      “As for these bullied business owners experiencing buyer’s remorse with their supposedly terrible business insurance? We have put together statistics showing that nearly every business owner who duly paid their premiums operated almost entirely without incident. If you ask me, that’s money well spent.

      “If you convict my client today, consider what the city will be losing. Is he really the legendary villain you have all come to fear, or is he merely a convenient scapegoat for the incompetence of your police and leaders? Is he perfect? No, but who here is? Don’t let yourself be told what to think by all the flimsy, cherry-picked evidence. Think for yourselves. That is all.”

      I knew what Rory had been saying was littered with nonsense, but I couldn’t help feeling that part of it was true. That old chicken-and-the-egg question. Was Mr. B just a symptom of a broken system, with corrupt leaders looking for a payoff? Corrupt police giving in to the first thug to make them a nice offer? Patches had shown us, through the recent accomplishments of the police, that things could’ve been different all along. We now had a straight-laced cop heading the ACPD, and we arrived here in no time. Mr. B couldn’t be entirely to blame for that, could he? In the end, it didn’t matter. He’d done what he’d done, and he needed to face justice for it. We’d bring the others to justice tomorrow, setting an example for them to fear today.

      Nothing was ever as simple as just one cat or one dog. No problem was so small that getting rid of one cat or one dog would fix it. But whatever happened, we’d be ready for it.

      The jury was dismissed and deliberated for only an hour before returning. A young cat girl handed the judge a small envelope and took her seat. Mr. B smiled and nodded at her. I knew exactly what that nod meant.

      “Vash, please stand and receive the jury’s verdict,” the judge demanded.

      He complied, standing confidently behind a podium facing the judge, his smile never fading. The judge opened the envelope at what seemed like a snail’s pace. After reading over the letter calmly and carefully, he addressed the courtroom.

      “In the case of Arc City versus Vash, and regarding all charges presented, the jury finds Vash, otherwise known as Mr. B… guilty of all charges. As allowed by law, I am delivering the maximum sentence, life in prison, with no chance of parole. Vash, let me just say it gives me great pleasure to send you to prison for the rest of your life. You will never see the light of day again as a free cat.”

      Vash just continued smiling. “If you say so, Your Honor. I have a feeling that I’ll be seeing all of you again very soon.”

      He said the words as if, beyond all doubt, he knew them to be true. As for whether or not I believed them, I suppose anything was possible. If he’d already made arrangements, it would be difficult to discover them. If I had to guess, though, it was just wishful thinking on his part. He assumed this would be just another problem for him to buy or threaten his way out of, but he was wrong. This was the end of the line for Mr. B.
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      The city quickly erupted with celebration and riots alike, those two groups clashing with one another as the news spread. It would die down in a few days, and we'd get to see how the dust settled. I made my way to Adria to pay a visit to a cat I knew would be sympathetic to those celebrating. She’s probably having a celebration of her own.

      I made a stop by Rick’s office before I went to see her. He'd heard the news on the radio and was apparently waiting for me. He had two glasses sitting on his desk with an unopened bottle beside them. He poured both to full and slid one across the second I walked in.

      “We did it, detective. We did it,” Rick said, taking a sip.

      That there were no jokes or jests from the usually goofy beagle today took me aback.

      I hung my head. “You deserve more credit than me. I would've been content sitting in that office scraping by for the rest of my days. The city had given up on me, and I'd given up on it. I'd convinced myself I couldn't make a difference, even if that’s what I wanted. Worse still, I convinced myself that I didn't want to make a difference. You, on the other hand—”

      Rick motioned for me not to continue. “I had the means. That's the only difference. I have no higher character than you. I'd argue less, actually. If I’d been the one sitting in that office in Black District, I’d have been too much of a coward to take all the physical risks you did. I'm fortunate enough to have the wealth and success I do to give me other options, though I worked hard for it. Still, there's a big serving of luck involved as well.” His smile grew wide. “Speaking of which, I thought it had run out recently. Thank you for rescuing me. There's no way I was getting out of there alive.”

      I chuckled. “Don't mention it. I didn't find out they kidnapped you until after I already made it back here. I tried to find you to come up with a plan. I ran into Sugarplum after I found out you weren't here. We… by the way, did you ever look into this Bad Kitty character?”

      “No, I'm afraid I didn't have the chance. Would you still like me to?”

      I pondered the question for a long while. “I'm not sure she's even an enemy. Let's leave her alone for now.”

      “If you say so.”

      We spent the next several hours chatting and looking back on events. I told him about my plans to use the money from the last job to open a new office in the Black District. He talked about how he’d gotten caught on purpose to help the judge’s family but found himself unable to escape. We shared a laugh about it. When I realized how long I’d been there, I stood up and offered my paw. We shook and I left the office. A private detective becoming good friends with one of the most wanted criminals in Arc City history. How’s that for irony?

      I went to see Sugarplum, who promptly showed me to her new office. It was modest for her and standard fare for a business office, but still a nice start.

      “What do you think, Trigger?” she asked, eager for an answer.

      “Elaborate for a private detective’s office. We could spend a few hours pouring dust around here and there while throwing papers on the floor to make it more authentic.”

      She put her paw over her mouth to stifle her laughter. “Oh dear, no. I think I’ll turn my father’s cover business into a real business. Insurance in the form of private security. We’ll staff your business with trained security personnel. For a fee, of course, but we’ll cover the expenses if anything happens to the business. What do you think?”

      “I like it better than beating people up if they don’t pay you money. I think this is even legal, too. A big plus.”

      “Trigger, you’ve helped me a great deal—”

      “Yeah, see to it I don’t regret that,” I grunted.

      “No promises,” she said. “What can I get for you? Name one thing. Anything. I’ll get it for you. Name it and it’ll be yours.”

      “Anything at all?”

      She nodded in confirmation. “Anything at all.”

      I left the building, a content smile across my face, giving my pocket a triumphant pat.

      My next stop was Blue District headquarters. I walked into Patches’ office where he was joined by Lieutenant Buddy and Lieutenant Petey. Except Lieutenant Buddy was now Colonel Buddy. Patches assigned him to head up the Adria division, charged with cleaning up both the division and Adria itself. It was quite the job and a responsibility that no one envied. I slapped Buddy on the back and offered him my congratulations.

      He shook my paw. “Why don’t you come join me in Adria, Trigger? Just keep that old badge in your paw there and forget you ever came to give it back.”

      I smiled back at him. I’ll admit that the thought crossed my mind. I got a little choked up when I tried to answer.

      Patches spoke up and saved me the embarrassment. “Alright ladies, I need to see the big hero here. Why don’t you catch the rookies up on your plan for the coming weeks?”

      The two nodded at each other, with Petey making imitation punches toward me as he walked out, laughing. Nothing could bring these dogs down. They were in quite the mood.

      Patches closed the door to his office as he said, “You thought about it for a minute there, didn’t you?”

      “I did.”

      I placed the badge in Patches’ paw.

      He shook it in the air, smiling. “This is yours, any time you want to come back and get it. You’ll always have a place here.”

      “It’s good to know there are still honest cops I can call if I get into trouble. Some folks will still be afraid to go to the police, but they’ll come to me. The city needs someone like that. So long, Patches. I’ll be seeing you around.” We shook paws, and I headed toward the door but stopped short. “Oh, one more thing.” I reached into my other pocket, pulling out the gold watch Mr. B had sent me and gently tossed it onto the desk. “Auction that thing off. It ought to fetch enough to outfit every officer in the Black District with those fancy zap sticks they have in Adria.”

      “Where did you… Nope, never mind. I don’t want to know. Thank you, Trigger. See you around.”

      I left and headed toward my final stop of the day, a payphone just outside my old office. I rang up Lily and asked her to meet me on the bench just across the street from what was left of it. After she left me have a word in, that is. She did think I was dead for a time, so it was understandable that I’d get an earful.

      While I waited, I took the opportunity to rummage through the debris. I’m not sure what I was hoping to find, but I didn’t find it. It’s amazing how hard it is to recognize what things are after they’ve been burned. In a way, it wasn’t just my office that ended up this way. It was hard to look at any part of my life from before Lily walked in with her missing collar problem, and see myself as the same dog.

      When I saw Lily approaching, I walked across the street and sat on the bench. She sat down beside me, silently looking over the burnt rubble.

      “Are you going to open a new office somewhere?” she asked.

      “Right there, actually. Going to purchase the lot from my old landlord and have a new building built there. The landlord’s actually an architect. Maybe I’ll have him design the new one.”

      “I look forward to seeing it,” she said, pausing for a moment before continuing. “I heard about what happened. You’re getting a reputation as quite the hero around here. I rather admire you, and your courage, detective.”

      “It’s funny, Lily. Now that I think about it, it’s your case that got all this started, and how it all ended.”

      “How it all ended?”

      I picked up the small box sitting at my side and handed it over to her. “Here, this is for you.”

      “Shall I open it?”

      I nodded. She opened the box and dropped it onto the ground below, placing both her paws over her mouth, her eyes welling up with tears.

      “You found it! You really found my mother’s collar.”

      I grinned and scratched the back of my head, not prepared for the surge of excitement. She lunged toward me and hugged me tightly.

      “Oh, Trigger, even if you weren’t anyone else’s hero, you’ll always be mine.”

      Maybe this job wasn’t so bad after all.
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      “I can do this,” Constance whispered to herself.

      This was the moment she had been waiting for her whole life. A chance to finally claw her way out of the Black District slums, and into a life of glamor and fortune in Adria. She’d finally be able to wear the latest fashion, enjoy the finest dining, and buy the most expensive baubles and trinkets.

      No more bullying from her older siblings. No more disappointment from her mother. No more judgmental glances from passersby. No more stealing to pay the rent for an apartment no one should even have to stay in for free. No more sobbing into her pillow at night, waiting for a handsome rescuer who would never come.

      “I just have to deliver one message, and it’s home free. Big payday here I come!” She still whispered, but her excitement was getting the better of her… just a bit.

      She was told it would be dangerous, but there was no danger as far as she could see. The dark streets of Arc City might be scary for a cat like the one who hired her, but not for her. She’d grown up on these streets. She could feel when she was being followed. She could sense eyes on her. She knew which back alleys were safe, and which where a death sentence. She wasn’t a big cat, but her claws were sharp, and she’d used them before. Good enough to win a lot of fights, but more than good enough to run away from the ones she couldn’t.

      “This must be it,” she said, letting out a huge sigh of relief as she arrived at the entrance of an old, rundown apartment complex. “This dog’s apartment isn’t much better than mine. Wonder what’s so special about him?” Then she realized it wasn’t her job to wonder about it. It was her job to follow the instructions in the letter and be on her way. She was just the go-between, and that was fine by her.

      The front was locked, but she’d never met a side entrance she couldn’t quietly sneak into, so that’s what she did. In this case, the best option was a fire exit on the second floor down a side alley. She ran toward the opposite wall, jumped and kicked off, and caught the bottom of a raised ladder on the opposite side. As she pulled herself up, she was startled by a shift in the moonlight she’d noticed out of the corner of her eye and snapped her attention to the roof of the opposite building.

      She hadn’t made a sound, and no one had been following her, as far as she was aware. She scanned her surroundings for a few minutes, but nothing presented itself. There was a light wind and the smell of a coming rain creeping into the night air. Probably a stray piece of litter blowing by. No one was that stealthy, so it must have been. She gathered herself and wedged open the door, entering the dark hallways of the apartment’s shared interior space.

      She was in luck. Only a short distance down the hall was the door she’d been looking for. In just a few short hours, she’d be back in Adria, this time to stay. Then, it would be on to the next job, and a new life. She took a deep breath, raised her paw, and prepared to knock on the door. Before she could bring her paw forward, she noticed a line of vertical light land on the door, and slowly become smaller as it traveled along the wall back toward the fire exit. The fire exit!

      She looked up, just in time to see it close quietly, leaving the interior nearly pitch dark again. Her cat eyes adjusted quickly, and although she couldn’t see perfectly, she could see a figure slowly moving toward her in the dark. She wasn’t alone.
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      I could feel the rain coming in the breeze through the cracked window, but the storm was holding off as if it was waiting for just the right moment. A little eerie, but a perfect night to steal some peace and quiet. Earlier today, I had helped one of Arc City's finest chase down a thief. Little brown Chihuahuas like myself aren't built for running, so this opportunity to relax was very much welcome.

      I sat down and turned the radio dial to my favorite detective show. My cramped apartment, normally noisy from all the hooligans hollering outside, was silent. A rare occasion. One perfect for listening to a good radio show. I poured my drink and sat down in my chair when I heard it. The scream rang out from just outside my door. I leapt from my chair, slamming my drink on my table as I sped toward the door. I made quick work of the lock and spilled into the dim hallway. I heard an exit door slam on the far end, but there was no way I would catch whoever it was now. I fumbled around until I found the switch for the brighter hallway lights and turned it on, but by then a small crowd had gathered at the scene. I heard the scream of old Mrs. Candy behind me.

      "She's dead, detective. She's been murdered!"

      I whirled around after turning on the light switch. I ran over to the young cat, desperately checking for vitals. The victim was lying face down and had no pulse. Everyone crowded in more, blocking my light.

      "All right, back it up," I said. Mrs. Candy gave me support, shooing the other tenants further down the hall. I continued inspecting the body, finding she had been killed from a single blow to the head. She was a fully grown cat, a little bigger than me. Judging by the wound on the top of the head and the size of the damage, this was the work of a dog. And not a small one like me. This had all the markings of a big dog; strong, and fast. One who had no intention to scare or to wound, but to kill.

      I checked the vic's coat pocket, looking for any clue as to why she had been here or what might've happened. She had nothing on her person, but when I checked her purse, I realized quickly we could rule out a robbery. She had a thousand dollars cash in her purse, and a note. I pulled it out and read it quietly to myself.

      

      Constance,

      

      Take the money I left you and this letter. Go to the Black District and look for a private detective there. His name's Trigger. He's a small, brown Chihuahua with a blinded right eye. He usually wears a fedora and a long tan coat over a suit. I know how much you hate dogs, especially the small ones, but he's the only one who can help us.

      

      Trigger is good at what he does, and he's had dealings with the Grand Gobbler before.

      

      I need you to rekindle his interests by any means necessary. Give him the whole grand up front if you have to. I believe others already know of my intention to locate the statue and may look to sabotage you. Be EXTREMELY careful and make sure you aren't followed.

      

      Just my luck. Someone who doesn't like to sign their letters. If Constance here disliked dogs so much, surely the sender was a cat. Now, how do I find this mystery cat?

      I cleared out all the audience members and asked Mrs. Candy to keep an eye on the body while I gave Lieutenant Petey a ring. He never liked late-night calls, which is partially why I loved calling him.

      Mrs. Candy dutifully pushed the crowd back and made sure no one else interfered with the scene. She was a substitute mother to a lot of the residents here, so they listened to her better than me. She was the first to welcome me when I moved into this building, and more importantly she respected my desire for privacy enough not to go inserting my name into things if the press showed up before the cops.

      Petey answered after the fifth ring. "Yeah?"

      "Petey?"

      "Trigger? This better be good. Look, if this is about earlier, if it makes you feel better I went on a diet and start exercising tomorrow. I mean, can you believe it, a greyhound being out-raced by a Chihuahua? Why, my parents would-"

      "Save it, Petey, I'm not calling you about that. As we speak I'm standing approximately twenty feet from a dead body, still warm. I need you and a couple of your boys to come down here, take care of the scene. She had a lett–" I stopped myself from telling Petey about the letter. Whoever wrote it was concerned about anyone finding out. If this got plastered in the papers, they would make themselves a lot harder to find. For the time being, Petey would have to settle for most of the truth.

      "What was that?"

      "Nothing Petey. You and your boys just get down here as quick as you can." I hung up the phone and went back to the hallway to wait.
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      I grabbed the envelope, along with the letter and the cash. When Petey came, I stuck to the facts... minus the envelope.

      "Nice work keeping the scene intact," he said. "Any idea who this dame is?" He tried to fight back a yawn, but it was a losing battle.

      "I don't. She may have been here to see me, but I can't say for certain. Killed by a single blow to the head. Screamed once just before. Was dead by the time I made it out here. All I saw of the perp was a whole lot of nothing, just a shadow and that exit door at the end of the hall slamming. This brighter light wasn't on at the time."

      Petey sighed, resting his paw between his eyes rubbing the length of his snout. "I'm not surprised. We never seem to get any open and shuts anymore. Look, my head's seen less than two hours of a pillow in the last two days. I'm going to do you and me a favor here and hold off on the paperwork. Come by later and fill out a report."

      "You got it." I gave him a sympathetic pat on the back, before returning to my apartment. That's one dog's job I didn't envy. When he and his officers finally finished their work and left, I stole a few hours sleep.

      The next morning, I headed straight for the Rose Garden Estates after leaving a note at the office for Zelda, my secretary. There's only one individual who I ever met that at one point owned the Grand Gobbler, and she was an elderly Chihuahua by the name of Agatha. I never found out much about that statue other than it was worth barrels of money. At that time I was there investigating the whereabouts of a valuable ruby collar, also taken from Agatha's house, along with the statue. I'd been hired by Agatha's niece, Lily, to retrieve the collar, but Agatha never seemed too interested in getting the statue back on account of the lucrative insurance policy she had on it. Just how lucrative? The twenty-thousand-dollars kind of lucrative.

      The security dog at the gate remembered me from a previous case and gave me a polite nod as I strolled into the gated neighborhood, straight for Agatha's place. I knocked on the door. When Agatha opened it she seemed none too surprised to see me.

      "Detective. I suppose you're here to ask me about the Grand Gobbler?"

      "Your powers of perception are bar none as usual, Miss Agatha." I humored her, but I already got the feeling that "other" parties had been here to see Agatha.

      "Well, you are the third person to ask me about the hunk of gold  just this week and to be quite frank, considering how I'm just now finding out about how valuable the statue really is, and considering the fact that I owned it not too long ago, discussing the topic has soured my mood." She started to close the door, but I gently place my paw in front to stop it.

      "Miss Agatha, you may like to know why I'm here asking about the Grand Gobbler."

      "I shouldn't think I would, detective. Good day." She had closed the door almost all the way when I put my foot inside to stop it.

      "Miss, a cat was murdered last night. She made it as far as the hallway just in front of my apartment door, but someone got her. One clean strike to the head. Now, I don't think you're in any danger. At least right now. I think it would be in your best interest to answer a few questions for me and help me get to the bottom of it, wouldn't you say?"

      She loosened her grip on the door and looked down for a moment, her voice becoming much quieter. "Where are my manners? Come in, detective. We do need to talk."

      She invited me inside and I met another old acquaintance. It was her maid, the one who looked more like a bodyguard. She was a Doberman dame with a beautiful, but icy gaze. A gaze that would go straight to your heart, except it seemed like it would keep going, piercing your heart and leaving you dead. "Lady, would you be so kind as to take Mr. Trigger's coat and hat and prepare some tea?"

      Saying nothing, Lady nodded and did as she was asked as I followed Agatha to the living room where we sat at her table.

      "All right, what is it you would like to know?"

      "First thing I want to know is about the other visitors you had. Don't spare any details."

      "The first visitor came several days ago. It was a tall male cat."

      "What did he look like?"

      "He was slender and immaculately dressed, in a tailor-made suit as far as I could tell. He had a bowtie and was bespectacled. Round lenses. When I first saw him, I thought he looked like the sort of cat that might give you a tour through an old museum. A well-cultured, reserved, and knowledgeable fellow. Very polite. He told me a great deal about the origin of the statue. How it had been imported into the city and was originally a gift for the first mayor who founded the city generations ago, back when there were only dogs here."

      Lady came into the room and sat our tea down in front of us. I picked mine up and took a big gulp, noticing an open window. Agatha took a more appropriate sip befitting her grace.

      "I like the breeze you have coming in through here. Very relaxing."

      She looked puzzled for a moment, finally realizing I was talking about the window. "Oh, yes. The weather's so nice near the end of summer. I enjoy the fresh air."

      I nodded. "What about this cat's fur? Any distinguishing features?"

      "You mean other than being a cat with round spectacles and a bowtie?"

      "Glasses and bowties can be removed, ma'am. Fur can't. At least not as painlessly."

      "I suppose you're right. He had mostly white fur, with several patches of brown. Green eyes."

      "The other visitor, describe him for me."

      "He was a black miniature schnauzer. He had a bushy beard and eyes black as night. Wore a trench coat, much like yours, except his was of a much higher caliber. Blue and spotless. No offense."

      I couldn't help but let out a small chuckle. "None taken, ma'am. Anything else?"

      "No, he wasn't here for very long. I had Lady throw him out."

      "Throw him out? What for?"

      "He was of the impression I had stolen the statue from him. I informed him I'd obtained the statue through strictly legal means many years ago in an auction. But he wouldn't hear of it. Doubtless, he was some con artist looking for information. I wasn't about to tolerate that behavior and foul language in my home. No sir," Agatha explained.

      "Did he leave a name?"

      "He did not."

      "The cat?"

      "Oh, let's see... what was it, now? Flavio? No... Flavino?"

      Lady spoke up, her voice as sharp and as cold as her gaze, "Fernando."

      Agatha knocked on the table and shouted, "Yes, that's right! Fernando. He was from either the Capitol District or the Adria District if I had to guess."

      I finished the last gulp of my tea and set it down on the table. "Thank you for your time, Agatha. Lady. Good day to you both."

      Lady escorted me back to the door and handed me my coat and hat. I tipped my hat and gave her my very best wink and smile. "Ma'am."

      No reaction to speak of on the face of the very stoic Lady. "Good day, Detective," was all she said.
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      I knew someone who could help me answer the questions I had plaguing my mind. I grabbed another night of halfway decent sleep and headed to the Adria District. Not much had changed at the checkpoint since Mr. B had been in control. It seems that without their old criminal overlord it was still business as usual. The place was locked down tight, like a fortress. The two Rottweilers at the gate asked to see my security token. I handed it over to them; they scanned it, and I was on my way.

      Sugarplum had done a lot in a short amount of time to transform the atmosphere of this place. Despite being Mr. B's daughter, it appeared she kept her word on switching operations over to the straight and narrow. It was a difference hard to detect for the average dog or cat who wasn't aware of the inner workings of the district, and much of that difference could also be credited to Colonel Buddy, who took over policing the district after Colonel Bones was sent packing on racketeering charges. Being in Mr. B's pocket had its risks, no doubt.

      Since I entered the district I saw at least one officer almost everywhere I went. Folks already seemed more comfortable with cops around than they were before. Before, it was just a gang of crooked cops on Mr. B's payroll, and if you got on his bad side, you couldn't count on the police for help. Sugarplum herself had moved from a slimy hideout in the far corner of Adria to a large, proud, multilevel building in its center. It was as if she was careful not to choose the tallest building, just almost the tallest.

      When I entered her building the two security dogs at the door moved quickly to step in front of me. Can't say I blamed them, as I had stormed right in without thinking. The young feline secretary at the desk was quick to stop them.

      "Easy boys. Don't you know who that is? That's Trigger. He's a friend of Sugarplum's."

      The demeanor of the two dogs immediately changed. They become friendly and welcoming when just a couple of seconds before they were ready to put me face first on the floor. They must have been new here.

      "I'm here to see Sugarplum. Something important has come up and I need her help."

      "And I'm sure she would be glad to see you, too, Mr. Trigger. However, she is quite busy these days. She's in a meeting right now and has two more lined up after that." She pointed to a dog and a cat seated in the lobby. "She's already behind. Her next two appointments are already here waiting."

      "All right. All right, I got it. Squeeze me in for just five minutes before her next meeting. Just five minutes is all I need. Tell her it's a matter of life and death, and death's already making a tally."

      "Sure, Mr. Trigger. I'll ask her. But you can't go making a habit of this."

      "Fair enough."

      I sat in one of the empty chairs in the lobby and waited. An old cat in a suit stepped out of her office and the secretary quickly went in. A moment later she returned. "Sugarplum will see you now, detective."

      I sprang up and hurried into her office, careful to avoid the justifiably irritated glares of the other two waiting for their turn.

      The office was impressive; Sugarplum was never one for modesty. Then again, that was my opinion as someone who didn't live here. Everything was polished to a point of pointless perfection. If someone offered me my usual rate to find a paw print on a piece of furniture in this room, I'd have to turn it down. Paintings lined the walls that looked like they belonged in art museums, and at one point probably did. Even Sugarplum's name plate on her desk wasn't simple. It was what appeared to be imported black marble with her name etched in with gold. Throughout my career, I quickly learned that this decorative excess was common for all the big shots in Adria. Sugarplum can't afford to be the exception.

      She'd taken to a more professional mode of dress these days, more representative of her new position as a top business cat, but with all her typical flair. She wore a ruffled crimson button-up with black slacks and a wide leather belt. With her short black fur and bright green eyes, she somehow looked more menacing than before. No doubt she'd done that intentionally, just as she had always done everything else. There were never any accidents or coincidences when it came to Sugarplum.

      "Come in, detective. Have a seat. You promised to keep it under five minutes, so I suggest you stop wasting time ogling me and be quick about it."

      The lack of her usual playfulness and relentless teasing surprised, and even disappointed, me. But at least she managed to throw in one quick jab for old time's sake.

      "I'm here to-"

      She suddenly threw an eraser at me, keeping her cold expression for only a moment longer before it gave way to a relentless full-belly laugh.

      "Oh, same ole Trigger. Lighten up! How many nights have you been dreaming about me before you couldn't help yourself and had to visit?"

      I sighed aloud. I'd been mistaken. Signature Sugarplum wisecracking was back in full force.

      She pressed a button on her desk. "Delila, reschedule those two dears patiently waiting and clear my schedule for the next hour. No calls."

      Delila buzzed back. "Yes, ma'am."
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      Sugar was eager to catch me up on all she'd accomplished in the recent months, since her father, Mr. B, was sent to prison. She'd merged control of his juggernaut criminal enterprise into a leaner, but thankfully not meaner, alliance of legitimate businesses. The casino was still there, but now others weren't intimidated against starting casinos of their own. In fact, many came to see her for advice on how to get started, and for tips on how they could work together without too much overlap. However, nothing had really gotten started despite there being no obstacles. It was hard to become a king when someone was already on the throne.

      "Well, if it isn't the little hero detective himself. I haven't seen you since we got daddy thrown in jail." She produced a toothy grin. Never one for seriousness.

      "Yeah, place looks a lot different with Mr. B out of the picture. How's the crime in your part of the city these days?"

      She began with a light chuckle. "Oh, you should've seen the first few weeks after they put that new Colonel in charge. They lined up to offer the usual bribes and favors. He invited them by for a meeting, arrested them and charged them on the spot. He really is something else. A bit heavy-pawed, but that's what this district needs most right now."

      "He got them all running scared?"

      "Running? Yes. Scared? Hardly. They're just scattering and adapting. There'll always be smaller organizations but they'll fight and compete amongst themselves, and they'll never have the control daddy's organization had on the city."

      "I guess Buddy's reputation helps that too," I added.

      "Oh, yes. In just a few months the police's reputation here has flipped completely. He even had several of his own officers arrested for accepting bribes, but enough about that. If you were just interested in what Buddy's been up to, you'd have gone to see him. What brought you here today?"

      "Sugar, I'm here investigating a murder."

      "And why are you investigating this murder instead of the police?"

      "The police are missing some vital information." I tossed the letter onto her desk. She picked it up and read over it quickly.

      "I assume Constance was the victim?"

      "Yeah, made it as far as my apartment door before whoever was trailing her caught up and did her in."

      "Now I understand. If the police poked around the masterminds would hide out like they always do. You need to find him before he finds out about Constance. Have you discovered the sender's identity yet?"

      "As a matter fact, that part of the trail led me straight to you. I want to see if you might know the cat."

      "What can you tell me about him?"

      "He's a tall cat, wears a suit with a bowtie. Has round glasses. Goes by the name Fernando."

      Sugar nodded, with the hint of a frown. "Yes, I know Fernando. He worked for my father. He helped him identify the items in his collection. My father's own personal curator. This 'Grand Gobbler' mentioned in the letter, it's an item my father had always wanted to have."

      "That's surprising. Your father's the last person I would expect to not get something he wanted."

      "And that made him furious."

      "So, this Fernando guy, he a good egg or a bad one?"

      "You should know as well as anyone that it depends on where you set the bar, Trigger. As far as I know, he hasn't killed anyone. I don't believe he's ever robbed anyone. Then again, not getting your own paws dirty, and not letting others find out about your role is the mark of a smart criminal. I can tell you he never cast his lot in with what you would normally call the good cats."

      "So I'm guessing he's one of those who split off when you took over."

      "That's right."

      "Any idea who he's working for nowadays?"

      "From what I know, he's freelance. Offering his knowledge to various thieves and fences around the city. For a price, of course. He seems to be involved pretty deeply with one of the few establishments left where those types still gather in Adria, called the Swindler's Den. It's near the border to your district disguised as a bar of sorts," Sugar said.

      "I guess that's my next stop them."

      "Trigger, I won't try to stop you from going. You should know, however, that the only reason this place still exists is because they are great at sniffing out the boys in blue. And before you say you're not a cop, they don't take too kindly to the private kind either. That means you."

      I laughed. "You should come with me, then. You could be my bodyguard." She joined me in the laughter, but instantly drowned me out with her volume, as she did with everyone. Sugar was always competing for the loudest, most dominant in the room, and she seldom lost.

      "Oh, you know I'd love to. But I have so much work to do here. I shudder to think what would happen if I took even a single day off. It turns out there's a lot more work in running a big business than there is in being the spoiled daughter of a criminal overlord. Who knew?"

      I got up to walk out and made it as far as the door before it finally entered my mind to ask another question. "Say, do you happen to know about a black Schnauzer, one with a big black beard?"

      She sat thoughtful for a moment. "Sorry, Trigger. Though I can tell you if it's anyone worth their grit, they must not live here in Adria District. At least, it's not likely. Anyone with connection to the Grand Gobbler would be prominent enough for me to know."

      I smiled and nodded. "Interesting. Well, it's been a pleasure as always, Sugar. Let's do lunch sometime."

      "I was wondering when you would work up the courage to ask me on a date, detective."

      I sighed and shook my head, but I couldn't stifle the grin that stretched across my face. Seems I had grown fond of Sugar's jokes at some point. I winked at her before saying, "Wish me luck."
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      I had wondered how a place that calls itself the Swindler's Den still had its doors open in Adria with a dog like Colonel Buddy heading up law enforcement. There's no way he didn't notice it. Then again, I wondered whether Sugar may have been exaggerating or playing some kind of elaborate joke on me. It just didn't make a lot of sense, but after arriving, the situation was becoming clearer.

      The place wasn't so much of a bar as it was a pawnshop that served drinks. It's always difficult to determine whether a pawnshop is intentionally dealing in stolen items or if they are just a symptom of a larger disease. No matter how hard a pawnshop owner tries, some stolen merchandise will always find its way in.

      Several long, glass cases lined one half of the building, leaving just enough room to walk between them. The glass wasn't regularly cleaned, and there were so many smudges and prints you could barely see what was inside. You had to bob and weave your head to get a clear view of something in particular. The walls were a faux wood paneling that were long overdue for a wipe down, and debris littered the stained, maroon carpet. The place had the distinct smell of antique furniture, even though I didn't see any.

      I browsed around. Nothing really seemed out of the ordinary beyond the lack of upkeep. There was lots of jewelry, a couple of telephones, a few lamps, and various other knickknacks. Other than a sword and a few knives, I saw nothing suspicious or out of the ordinary. The bar was the only thing anyone, staff included, paid any attention to. There was a dog or a cat rear end on every stool, and the selection against the wall behind the bar seemed respectable enough. Better than the joints in the Black District for sure, but not by much.

      Eventually an empty seat opened at the bar and I claimed it before motioning the bartender over. He was a gruff-looking bulldog, but a little over the hill.

      "I'm looking for a friend of mine. Wonder if you might be able to help," I said. Suddenly, all eyes were on me. These boys really were paranoid.

      "That depends. Who ya lookin' for?"

      "A cat that wears a bowtie and round glasses. A tall fella by the name of Fernando."

      The collie sitting next to me, who had been eying me ever since I walked into the joint, decided he would answer instead.

      "You a cop?"

      "You think everyone who asks a question is an undercover badge?" I replied. I'm not sure why anyone ever bothered asking that question, it's not like they'd ever take "no" for an answer.

      "I'm sure you realize that's just the sorta thing a cop would say. Thing is, I know Fernando, and he don't got no friends who'd go around asking about him the way you are," the collie grunted.

      "Not that it's any concern to a," I looked him up and down, "fine canine such as yourself, but he's actually the one looking for me. He sent me a letter and needed my help to find something."

      "Easy enough to clear up. Let's see the letter then," he demanded.

      "Can't do that. I don't make it a habit of sharing client information."

      "Tell us what he wanted you to find then."

      "Is your brain as narrow as your snout? What part of 'I don't share client information' is difficult for you to comprehend?"

      The collie just smiled and shook his head, looking to the bartender, who returned the smile with one of his own. He nodded and walked to the other end of the bar.

      "So, you're one of those private detectives then. Did you see the sign out front that said cops not welcome?"

      "I did. The sign said nothin' about private detectives, so that clearly didn't include me. Being a private detective and all."

      "I bet you think you're pretty smart, huh?"

      "Smarter than you? Impossible," I smirked.

      The collie had cursed something at me, but I had turned my head, paying attention to the cat on the other end of the bar who had been watching us and listening. Suddenly, he got up and casually walked out. Seemed no one noticed other than me.

      "All right, Mr. Private Detective, it's time for you to go."

      "But I haven't even gotten my drink yet. And today I'm more on your side than either of us would like to admit. I need to talk to Fernando before the cops do, so until he and I have a sit down, I'm afraid I'm not going anywhere, pal."

      I knew full well what was coming next. I faced forward to encourage the collie to try taking a cheap shot, which probably wasn't necessary. I saw him draw his fist back out of the corner of my eye and I threw my elbow into his face before he had the chance to connect. He fell off the stool and landed on the floor with a satisfying crack. That had to hurt. The corgi that had been sitting on the other side of me jumped up and grabbed me from behind. I couldn't get free before the collie made it back to his feet and hit me with a few good punches to the gut. Since the other dog was still holding me, I lifted my feet up off the floor and gave the collie a big double leg kick to the chest, sending him back on the floor once more. When I brought my feet back down, I put them down hard on the feet of the corgi who had been holding me. He loosened his grip and I threw my head back and connected squarely with his snout. Finally, I got the chance to put a good elbow directly into the same snout. He stumbled back, holding his nose. But that didn't stop the blood from dripping onto the floor.

      I let my eyes linger for too long and got caught with a surprise hit to the jaw from the collie, which sent me staggering backward and tripping over an overturned stool.

      "That's enough!"

      I looked up just in time to see Fernando walk up to the collie and strike him with the back of his paw, with a noise that carried a satisfying volume and distance.

      The collie looked at him and moved his mouth like he was about to speak, but he clearly thought better of it.

      Fernando continued, "If I needed a bodyguard, I'd pay for one. If I needed a secretary, I'd pay for one of those, too. I don't need you nominating yourself to the role of either."

      "What's gotten into you? You know we look out for our own here. I didn't want no private snoop in here causing you problems."

      Fernando seemed to calm down as he took a deep breath. "No, I understand. However, one should acclimate to such things. This is the new Adria. It will not be changing. Perhaps it is for the best. You should always consider carefully when taking action that draws attention to you. Subtlety is your ally."

      The collie just looked down at his feet. Everyone was watching us, but no one said a word. The place was so quiet in the several seconds that followed that I felt the need to pat myself on the ears to make sure I hadn't suffered hearing loss. His attention turned to me.

      "Trigger, I presume?" he asked in a smooth voice.

      "Yep."

      "I see Constance must've made it with my letter. Come. Let's take a walk together."
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      "How much do you really know about the Grand Gobbler, detective?"

      I shook my head. "Can't say very much other than it's worth a lot of dough."

      I'd never been to this part of Adria before. It reminded me a lot of the Black District, but only by comparison to the rest of the district. Back home, this would pass for a decent neighborhood. Here, though, it was bottom of the barrel. There were small shops selling "affordable" goods. Most signs had lighting out, causing them to be missing a letter or two. It gave the impression of a potential friendliness toward types that might live on the margins outside the law. Despite all that, it wasn't far removed from everything else. No doubt there were several side streets like this in Adria, should someone have a reason to go down them. Thing is, you probably needed a reason to venture there, and that made them perfect for hiding in plain sight.

      We continued walking, but he turned his head toward me briefly, narrowing his gaze. "That, and it's more recent circumstances I assume?"

      "Not recent enough to be of help yet I'm afraid."

      He nodded. "Sometimes to understand the present it helps to understand the past. I'm well versed in the statue's origins."

      Guess I signed up for the history lesson, too. "All right. Let's hear it."

      "No one really knows about its earliest beginnings, where it was made, the first person to own it. It was a gift to the mayor of the city, many years ago. As for who gave it to him, it's anyone's guess. But for a long time the big golden bird sat proudly on the mantle in the capital building. The mayor, not in the best state of mind after becoming very old, hid it away in his home amongst the boxes and piles of other junk he had accumulated over the years. He was paranoid that someone would take it from him."

      I chuckled. Greed really seemed to make dogs and cats crazy in this city, and once they had a dime, they held onto it like it was the last dime in the whole place. Fernando's face was still. Seemed like he didn't share my humor in this. He continued his explanation without missing a beat.

      "Since he did this in secret, no one ever knew what happened to the statue after he died. A few years ago, the family held a blind auction by the box, hosted by the mayor's great-great-grandson. Mr. B had instructed me to bid whatever it took for every single box in the auction. Once it was all transported back to Adria, I and several others meticulously scoured every item. We realized the bird was not there. I returned to learn they'd found a few extra boxes on his property after the auction was over and sold them to some witless old dog who likely didn't understand what she was purchasing. She didn't give her name, and the trail went cold. The fool who sold it was ignorant to what they were selling, and the fool who bought it was just as ignorant to what they were buying. It was, without a doubt, a missed opportunity," he explained.

      "Wouldn't assume they didn't know what they were doing, but I follow you."

      "More recently, a cat who... well, he's a little like you, detective. He finds things, but he deals strictly in information. You place an order with him and whether or not he finds it, you pay the same. And it isn't cheap--"

      "Trim the fat, Fernando. I know what an information broker is. Get to the point."

      He seemed unfazed by my lack of patience. "He contacted me recently to let me know a possible match of a stolen statue on an insurance claim landed on his desk. He gave me the information and I went to see the buyer, Agatha, where I found the statue to, once again, be out of my grasp. From that meeting, I found out about you. I sent a letter along with funds to pay you through one of our delivery cats to Constance, which she then delivered to you."

      I frowned. "You could say that."

      "What do you mean? What did she say?"

      "Nothing. She was dead. Murdered in the hallway just outside my apartment."

      He stopped in his tracks. "Murdered? That means-"

      "It means someone else is looking for the statue. Someone willing to kill to get it. It means you've landed yourself into a heap of trouble, and you've dragged me into it."

      "I take it you didn't catch the killer?"

      "Poor Constance barely had time to scream. Killed in one strike. Clean and fast. Probably intended to search her after doing the deed, but wisely fled instead, and just in time. I rushed out, but opened my door just in time to see the exit door at the end of the hallway closing. I called the cops, but held onto the letter. Didn't want to scare you off. I don't feel good about that, by the way. You sent that cat to die regardless of whether you meant to, and I intend to solve the murder. Hear me? I couldn't care less about your trinkets."

      "You know the Grand Gobbler will probably lead you straight to her killer."

      "As long as we don't fall too far behind on the trail we'll run into them sooner or later. I'm sure the chief will forgive me later for withholding evidence, but only if I bring in a killer."

      "Then we are of the same path. Despite what you may think of me, detective, I don't intend to let Constance's death go unanswered. Since the murderer is competing with me to find the statue, he could make a move for me soon."

      "Sounds like you're just using the death of your friend to get the statue?"

      "So what? At least her death can still serve a purpose for the living."

      "That's how it is, huh? All right, I get how this works. Gonna require hazard pay, you understand."

      He looked noticeably irritated. "Will an additional one thousand dollars acclimate you to the circumstances, Mr. Trigger?"

      "Plus expenses," I said.

      He stared at me with glacial eyes, but after a series of calculations no doubt taking place inside his head, he spoke calmly. "Of course... and one more thing. Since my information broker has no doubt sold this information to others, you may encounter additional competing interests. I needn't tell you that there are far worse cats in this district than me. Be careful if you consider switching clients mid-game that you don't choose poorly."

      "Sure. I may have met one already. You know a black miniature schnauzer in the district? Wears a blue coat, something like mine."

      "No. Why?"

      "Possibly the murderer, but maybe not. Too small to do that job as well as it was done. Didn't sound like much of a killer either from Agatha's description. He saw her after you left. Look into it."

      "I will."

      This was the perfect opportunity to follow up on a burning question I'd had on my mind since I first learned of this accursed statue. When I encountered the burglar who I assumed had stolen it from Agatha, along with a ruby collar I'd been hired to find, she got the jump on me and I never got to see her face. Sugarplum was wearing that collar when I first met her, so she was my prime suspect. Because I got the collar back and I didn't really care about chasing gold birds, Bad Kitty, the supposed master thief who stole them, didn't matter anymore. Now, it mattered again. I knew it was a long shot, but...

      "Say, what would a dog have to do to meet with the Bad Kitty?"

      "Bad Kitty? Who's that?"

      "Good question. Give me your number and where you're staying. I'll be in touch soon."
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      I had originally believed Sugarplum was Bad Kitty. Problem is, no one ever admits their secret identities if they have one, my friend Rick, the city's most legendary master thief by night and millionaire by day, excluded. No, I would have to make a game of it. Just like Bad Kitty herself suggested in that letter she sent me after the first time I met her. She had stolen the Grand Gobbler from Agatha. There was no one better to ask.

      I called ahead to make an appointment with Rick the next morning. He had at one time offered to look into Bad Kitty for me, but I'd let the whole thing drop. I had more important things to deal with then, but not now. Now it was my top priority.

      Folks wouldn't believe the history between Rick and myself even if I told them. Not much believable about it. First you got Rick himself. Agricultural big shot. Owns one of the biggest companies in the city. Who would believe he was actually Rico, the infamous master thief? Then throw in that he was a client of mine and the driving force behind prying the city from Mr. B's clutches. He ought to be hailed as the hero of our generation, but he didn't even want the credit. I really should get out here to see him more often.

      When I walked into his office, the beagle was sitting there in his chair, elbows on his desk, paws together in the shape of an arch with his chin resting on top.

      "Hey pal. What sort of trouble you got yourself into now?"

      "Trouble does seem to have a way of finding me," I replied.

      He chuckled and nodded solemnly. "That it does, detective. How do I figure in this time?"

      "You remember that Bad Kitty character I asked you to look into for me a while back?"

      He looked down and thought for a few seconds before raising his paw in triumph. "Yes, I remember that. The so-called master thief, who no one had ever heard of. The one who got the best of you that night in the Rose Garden Estates over in the Black District, right?"

      "She stole a few things I never expected to see again. One was a collar covered in rubies. That one showed up later, and get this," I leaned in closer, for dramatic effect, "It was around Sugarplum's neck."

      He scratched the top of his head, looking puzzled. "Sugarplum? You're kidding."

      "Nope. Most suspicious part is that she would never tell me where she got it. After all that business went down with her father, Mr. B, she told me to name one thing I wanted as a reward. Said it could be anything. I picked the collar. She gave it up and I returned it to its rightful owner."

      He grinned from ear to ear. "And just how good looking was this dame you brought the collar back to?"

      I shot him a defensive scowl. "It wasn't about that." I looked away for a moment, half expecting to look back and see his expression returned to normal, only I saw him sporting an even wider grin. After seeing that big grin of his again, I couldn't help but grin myself. "Very. All right? She was a knockout. Now if you're done teasing me I'd like to get to the point," I said.

      His grin faded, but only slightly. "All right." His expression went grim. His paws dropped to the desk. "I'll only say one more thing on the matter."

      I studied him for a moment, unconvinced. "Go ahead."

      "Have you asked her out on a date yet?"

      I snapped an answer before thinking it through. "Not yet." His grin brightened back up again as I realized my mistake. "I mean, no, I haven't! Look, Rick, I know it's all in good fun, but this is important!"

      To my surprise, his expression turned into a faintly sad one. "Our lives are short. Be careful when you decide what's important and what's not," he said. Surprisingly wise words coming from him. I was almost shocked. "The collar, what else were you going to say about it?"

      Something must've hit a sore spot with him. I'd have to make a mental note for later.

      "You should remember the collar. I don't think you ever saw it in person, but it's the one I was looking for when we met at my office. You should especially remember how you lied and said you could get it for me as payment."

      He tapped his paw on the desk. "Yeah, actually I do remember it now. What makes you think I lied about being able to get it?"

      He seemed defensive. Had I misunderstood?

      "You never mentioned it again after you hired me," I said.

      "That's because it had already been purchased from the underground market by that time."

      "You mean black market?"

      "No, I mean underground market. Mr. B controlled the black market. This one was a competing entity. Invite only. Very exclusive. A lot of it was items swiped from Mr. B, especially my contributions, as you know."

      "So did Sugarplum buy it from there or did she list it, decide to keep it and mark it as sold?" I asked.

      He shrugged. "The market thrives on identity protection. That was especially important back then."

      "That explains why Sugar wouldn't tell me where she got it."

      "Yep."

      I scratched my head then let out a big sigh.

      "Problem with that is it's a perfectly reasonable explanation for both possibilities."

      "Right you are," he said.

      I raised my paw as an idea came to mind. "What if I list some kind of difficult job and lure her in?"

      "Won't work. For starters I've not seen anyone even remotely matching that description taking jobs since we took Mr. B down. Second, there's even less reason to use the black market now, so almost nothing passes through the underground since it's so expensive by comparison. Third, there are fewer jobs and less merchandise overall since Colonel Buddy took over the Adria Police Department. Because of how deep the former Colonel was in the whole thing, Buddy used that to his advantage and really stomped it out it fast."

      "So how about this: You post something as Rico asking to meet with the best of the best for the biggest heist yet? Should get her attention."

      "Yeah, so maybe she'll see it. Then she'll promptly ignore it."

      "Not if you mention the Grand Gobbler."

      His eyes widened and locked with mine as he tried to suppress a laugh, like he was expecting a punch line. After giving me ample time, he let loose with roaring laughter.

      "The Grand Gobbler? Are you serious?"

      I tilted my head.

      "No, I'm kidding." I stared at him coldly.

      "Okay, okay, so you're not kidding. Look, stay away from the Grand Gobbler nonsense. It's a fairytale."

      "Tell that to Bad Kitty. She stole it."

      "You're kidd-" He stopped himself, likely finding it wise to pick a different phrase. "That's a lot to take in. How do you know?"

      I sighed. This would be hard to explain. "Bear with me here. Lily is the dog who the collar belonged to. And-"

      "We're back to the collar again?"

      "Just let me lay it all out. It'll make sense more or less. So the collar was Lily's mother's originally. She left it to her after she passed away. Lily's aunt, Agatha, wanted the collar. Stole it from her own niece. You with me so far?"

      He nodded. "Yep."

      "So Bad Kitty cleans Agatha's place out. Swipes the collar, but the collar was just collateral damage. What she was really after was the Grand Gobbler. Agatha listed it on an insurance claim list along with the collar and everything else that was stolen."

      He held up his paw. "All right, but ask yourself this: How do you know this Grand Gobbler isn't just a fake, well made or otherwise?"

      "Maybe it is. But I'm tasked with finding it, not selling it. At any rate, there's a good chance it's real. She got it out of an auction lot from the original owner. The mayor who received it as a gift. Well, his great-great-something-grandson at least."

      "Mr. B wanted that statue fiercely. How did she get it right out from under him like that?"

      "Extra boxes, discovered later after one of Mr. B's cats had already cleaned the place out."

      "Amazing. Now everyone's trying to get their paws on it. Doesn't seem like your gig though, Trigger. Gotta be almost all bad actors."

      I shook my head. "A young cat was murdered, and the killer is knee deep in it. I won't let them get away with it. Understand? You going to help me or not?"

      He smiled, and not with his usual goofy smile either. "You bet I will."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            8

          

        

      

    

    
      Rick set up the meeting. Rather, it was Rico who actually set up the meet. It was under the pretense (which just happened to be technically true) that there were rumors the Grand Gobbler had been recently located. He called for experienced individuals, specifically those who had a history with the Grand Gobbler, to assist him. We had no way of knowing who would show up, and that possibility included Colonel Buddy. He scheduled the meet on short notice for the very next day.

      Knowing the meeting place in advance, I staked it out. Unsurprisingly, it was yet another tucked-away back alley dump. I'd forgotten just how many of these winding back alleys there were in Adria. I squeezed myself between a dumpster and a wall, right next to where the meeting was supposed to take place. Being small did have its advantages.

      The first one to show was Fernando. I was a little surprised, but probably shouldn't have been. Even though he used to work for Mr. B, Fernando is clearly in it for himself. Saying nothing, he sat on a nearby crate waiting for others to arrive. The second to arrive was Rick, sporting his Rico bandit disguise. The two waited silently for a few more minutes, but no one else came.

      Fernando was the first to speak up.

      "First, let me say to you, Mr. Rico, that you made my job difficult. But now that Mr. B is out of the picture, I see no reason for any lasting grudges or ill will between us.

      Rick nodded. "Fair enough."

      "There aren't many with direct knowledge of the Grand Gobbler. And even fewer who believe it actually exists."

      "An understandable position," Rick said.

      Fernando grinned. "Well, that gives us a considerable advantage. Because let me tell you firsthand, the Grand Gobbler exists. You will find few, likely none, more abundantly versed in its history than I."

      "Have you seen it for yourself?"

      Fernando threw his paws outward, in time with an exaggerated sigh. "Have you seen the air you breathe?"

      Rick laughed. "I can't see it, but I breathe it, feel it in my lungs. If I try to forcefully keep it out of my body, I get uncomfortable. So, if you've not seen it, just what evidence do you have that the Grand Gobbler exists?"

      "For starters, there are countless records where it is mentioned. Second, there is a photo of it on the mayor's mantle shortly after he received it. I also paid good money to a certain broker who filled me in to its presence on an insurance claim. The one who made the claim just happened to match the description of the dog who bought some additional boxes auctioned off by the mayor's great-great-grandson. Those were the only items in the auction I couldn't retrieve personally. Or do you find this is all just some elaborate coincidence?"

      "Are you suggesting such a coincidence would be impossible?"

      Fernando threw his paws up again in frustration. "No, nothing is impossible. While your skepticism is as admirable as it is irksome, I gravitate toward the simpler solution being the most likely one. Here, I believe based upon the evidence that the Grand Gobbler is real."

      Although I assumed Rick was being honest about his opinion, he seemed to particularly enjoy getting a rise out of Fernando. I finally saw what it looked like as an outsider for Rick to tease a person more serious than himself.

      "Fernando, I'm afraid you misunderstand me. As you said, there is certainly enough evidence to assume that the Grand Gobbler is real. And because it's real, we can assume that it is indeed somewhere. The question for me is whether or not this Agatha person was ever in possession of it. Also, whether the mayor's great-great-grandson had it to lose. Valuable items like this don't tend to be misplaced in boxes for generations. Given that the public knew of its existence, there was a considerable chance of it being pilfered long before now, without the mayor's son even knowing it. Possibly before the mayor even died.

      One of the shadows behind some crates directly across from me moved. It was so subtle that if there had been any wind that day I would've concluded that a light breeze must've blown on the crates and shifted them. Someone was eavesdropping.

      I could blow my cover and there was a possibility the three of us could run them down. But there were a few problems with that. The first was that I could be mistaken. The second was that this person, whoever they were, set themselves up perfectly for an emergency escape. These crates were stacked on the corner of a long building which no doubt had several connecting alleyways once they turned the corner. We'd have to split up to have the best chance of catching them, and if this was the murderer who got Constance, I didn't want to chance a one-on-one meet-and-greet if I could help it. There was also the possibility that outcome could be part of their plan. I decided it would be best to stay quiet. Where I was hiding, there was no chance of them seeing me. That and I would gain the advantage of being able to feed information from Rick to Fernando, or possibly others, as long as my presence remained undetected. I continued to listen to Rick and Fernando, but I kept the crates in my peripheral.

      Rick continued, "Also, suppose there was a Grand Gobbler just where you thought it was, but it was a fake."

      Fernando put his paw on his forehead and shook his head slowly. "My my, Mr. Rico, you really are quite the skeptic. I would have never guessed. Though, I must say that it makes me admire your talent all the more. I must confess that I did not take the infamous master thief to be so thorough. However, in hindsight, perhaps I read too many books. I've realized during our conversation here that you are most likely trying to accomplish two things which are now obvious to both of us. You wish to verify the authenticity of your target and also to exaggerate your own risk as to negotiate a higher advance from your client."

      Rick grinned and began a quiet applause. "I'm that transparent, eh? But don't forget that I've also figured you out. A cat as smart as you wouldn't be so confident unless there was more information you were holding out on that verified the bird."

      Fernando took a slight bow. "That is correct. I was about to get to that detail. Of course, all of the same questions you had about the Grand Gobbler I had also considered. However, as is sometimes the case with items of this high value, the insurance company sent a very qualified appraiser to verify its authenticity. They determined that this was the original. Only then did they approve the policy."

      Finally, another lead. This was someone who'd seen the Grand Gobbler in person, knew it was real, and knew where to find it.

      Rick went straight to the money. "All right, that's good enough to go on. It sounds like you're a lot closer to the bird than I am. What do you say? Fifty-fifty on the sale?"

      Fernando shook his head and raised his nose indignantly. "The Grand Gobbler will not be sold."

      Rick crossed his arms and hissed "Then we'll have a problem. Do you intend to saw the bird in half?"

      "Don't even joke that way, sir! No, the bird... I mean... the Grand Gobbler will be placed in my personal collection and I will buy out your half based on the appraised value of twenty thousand dollars."

      Rick laughed. "You know it's worth more than that. A lot more. Also, I know that with insurance the owner values the item, and this so-called appraiser merely verifies its authenticity."

      "Ten thousand dollars is a lot of money, Mr. Rico, and as you said I've already done all the legwork for you. All we have to do is determine who has it now and how to steal it. Then, you'll steal it, which will be the only part I won't be helping with. Frankly, it's a bargain."

      "Let's find this bird first, then we'll come back to my fee."

      The two shook paws, and I saw the crates shift ever so slightly. From this point forward, things would be a lot more dangerous, especially for Rick. Just what had I dragged him into?
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      After I was satisfied that everyone was out of sight, I carefully made my way back out to the main street. I found myself a cheap hotel to spend the night in and made my way back to Rick's the next morning. I needed to go over a few things with him; in particular, the mysterious stranger.

      I got as far as being in sight of the building when a familiar voice called my name.

      "Trigger! Trigger, stop right there a moment."

      I turned around to see who it was. I was thinking so hard about the case he scared me half to death. I stopped to let him catch up. This would be unpleasant.

      "Colonel Buddy. Good to see you again," I said through gritted teeth.

      "I really wish I could say the same, Trigger. Are you aware that you're supposed to be in Black District answering questions about a murder?"

      "Actually, I'm here to help solve it."

      He showed a bit of teeth. "This case is already being handled by the ACPD. You need to get yourself back to Black District to help Lieutenant Petey do just that."

      "I can't do that just yet, Buddy. Just give me a couple of days. By then I think I'll have it delivered to Petey on a silver platter."

      "Now, you listen here Trigger. Let me spell it out for you just so we're clear. A girl gets murdered. You're the first on the scene. Every other witness there said the first thing they saw was you standing over the vic. Right after it happened you sneak off in such a hurry you forget to talk to Petey. Then we find you all the way over here in Adria taking a vacation. I'm of half a mind have you arrested and brought in as the prime suspect. You feel me?"

      Now was not a good time to have a bad temper. I clenched my teeth and fought back every urge to let Buddy have it.

      "Suspect? Buddy, that's a load and you know it. Did I run when you called for me just now?"

      "Give it a rest, Trigger," he snapped. "We both know you didn't do it, but this is police business and I don't need some vigilante with an ego out there disrupting our investigations."

      I wanted to point out the irony of him calling my ego the problem here, but if there's one dog I didn't want to make an enemy out of in Adria, it was Buddy. I'd have to try diplomacy.

      "You're right, Buddy. I'm sorry for causing you problems. Look, what's the harm in giving me free rein for a few days so I can do some of the legwork and get this  case sorted out? It'll make Petey's life a little easier. You know how it is over there in the Black District. The poor dog's probably got a dozen or more other murders sitting on his desk right now and not enough daylight. Should've seen him. Last time I saw him he had bags under his eyes and looked like he hadn't slept a wink in days. Let me do him and you a favor here, what do you say?"

      He sighed. "All right, all right. Give the sweet talk a rest, will ya? It doesn't suit you. You've got a point though, I'll admit. If this case has taken you all the way over here to my neck of the woods, it would create a problem anyway. Petey can't exactly catch a break and get over here himself and I'd rather not spare one of my detectives at the moment."

      "Thanks, Buddy," I said before turning to leave, but Buddy grabbed my shoulder.

      "Trigger. A few days. That's all I can give you. It won't look good for a private detective to get a free pass and look like he's above the law. I'll give you what I can, but you can't just do as you please. Get it figured out in the next few days, or we'll have this conversation again over in interrogation room two. And I can guarantee you that I won't be as nice as I am today, you got me?"

      I nodded, then left. Nice guy, huh? Some nice guy. Still, I had a feeling he wasn't bluffing. Something told me Buddy really was being nice in his own way. An angry Buddy was the last thing I needed if I wanted to get anything accomplished in Adria.

      

      Rick looked relieved to see me when I walked into his office.

      "Well, aren't you a sight for sore eyes."

      "Why's that?"

      "I'm sure you noticed that our little meeting was being watched."

      I nodded. "Saw them when they arrived. Sort of."

      "Get a good look?"

      "I didn't get any kind of look. They were like the night itself, except they came and went a lot quicker."

      He tapped his desk with one claw at one-second intervals, looking down for a moment before speaking. "Do you think this could be Bad Kitty, or possibly even our killer?"

      "I'd say the latter is more likely than the former, but I'm also not so sure they're separate," I replied.

      "Didn't you say whoever did in your victim took them out in one hit?"

      "Yeah, there's that..."

      "Heading to that insurance office over in the Black District?" he asked.

      "That's the plan. Maybe I can get answers there. I'll have to be careful though, or Petey will be all over it and scare off any would-be bad guys looking to bribe or recruit a small-time private detective. Buddy saw me on my way here just a few minutes ago. Gave me the third degree. You better lie low for a while, too. I'm sure he'll have this place watched by now."

      He sighed and put one paw on his forehead. "You don't suppose you could've gone somewhere else to throw him off the trail?"

      "Where, the hat shop just down the street? No, by then it was obvious where I was going. If I'd gone somewhere else it would've made me and you both look bad. Like we had something to hide. Which we don't... mostly.

      "If you say so, boss. Any ideas on information to feed to Fernando?" Rick asked.

      "Not yet. Let's see how far I get with the insurance company first."

      "You need to watch your back, Trigger. Maybe that stranger doesn't know you're involved yet, but my money's on them knowing. If I was wanting to silence something like this, you'd be my next target after the girl."

      My thoughts exactly.
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      On my way back to the Black District I had second thoughts about Petey. Maybe I wasn't giving him a fair shake. He'd always treated me fairly and gave me easy access to the department's information for cases I was working on. Would he really jump in and make problems for me if I explained everything and asked him to give me some space? Guess I'd find out eventually, but I still preferred to wait. Better that way.

      At around noon I finally arrived at my destination, the Rest Well Insurance Company, Black District branch. I stepped inside and was greeted by an overly energetic young feline dame.

      "Hello, sir. Can I take your coat?"

      "No, thank you."

      "Your hat?"

      "No, that's all right."

      "Coffee? Tea?"

      "Tea's fine," I answered, watching her eyes light up. Probably thought she had me with a sale for sure. "Now look, don't get your hopes up. I'm not here buy anything. I'm here to ask questions. Private detective."

      Her previously impressive cheer deflated like a popped balloon, and she took on the mannerisms of a cat five times her age. Partially hunched over and moving at a snail's pace, she went to pour me a cup of what was no doubt cold and bitter tea.

      "Let me get the manager for you, detective." She handed me a cup of tea and stepped through to the back. I took a sip to confirm my suspicion and quickly poured the rest into the potted plant next to me. She was gone for only a minute before she returned with the tall white cat in a suit. He reached out quickly to shake my paw, which I reciprocated. I handed the teacup back to the young lady with a smile.

      "So, you're a private detective?"

      "That's right. I'm here to ask a few questions."

      "I'll be as open with you as possible, though that depends on the kind of questions."

      Oh, here we go. I could almost smell the tough guy act on him.

      "It's regarding a policy payout your company did on a very expensive gold turkey statue. It's called the Grand Gobbler. You remember it?"

      "I'm sorry, what was your name?"

      "Trigger."

      "I'm Benny. Anyway, I'm sorry, Mr. Trigger, but we don't make a habit giving out information about our clients."

      "I'm not asking for information about your clients. I want to know about that statue. From what I know, someone authenticated it. That right?"

      "Well, I suppose it won't hurt to tell you that. Yes, there's actually an expert of some renown who we contract from time to time to authenticate tricky items for us," Benny explained.

      "And this expert... they go to the policyholder's home to authenticate these items?"

      "Sometimes they do. Sometimes they don't. It depends on what Kerdy will agree to."

      Bingo! A valuable slip up. Even if I get nothing else out of the guy, at least I've got this expert's name.

      "Did Kerdy visit the homeowner in this case?"

      "I was under the distinct impression these questions were regarding the statue," Benny said, realizing his slip.

      "It is, just trying to get all the facts straight."

      "She in some trouble?" he asked.

      "You're awfully quick to ask that question. She was in some trouble before?"

      "You assume just because she's a cat that she must've been around the alley, is that it? Yeah, she's been in some trouble. But not for a long time. Don't go dragging her into any."

      "Pal, you never mentioned she was a cat. I'm trying to find a cat's murderer and it's connected to that statue, so talk or maybe I ring up the police and have them come down here and keep you busy for a while?"

      He took a deep breath and exhaled. His anger seemed to dissipate, which was, luckily for me, the opposite reaction I was expecting.

      "Fine. Fine. It wasn't right for me to judge you like that. Yes, she did the authentication at the client's home."

      "How much did your company pay out on the statue, Mr. Benny?"

      "Oh, we haven't."

      "You haven't?" I tilted my head.

      "That's right. We haven't, but we will soon. The investigation has concluded. We're just waiting for the mandatory waiting period to expire. I'd have to pull the paperwork to be certain on the amount and the pending payout date."

      He didn't have to give me any of that information. He must really not want the cops coming in here. "No, that won't be necessary. Just write down Kerdy's address for me. I need to talk with her."

      He wrote the address on a slip of paper and handed it to me.

      "Thanks for looking out for us cats, detective. At least someone is."

      I didn't answer. I understood why he felt that way since a lot of cats still thought the cops were against them. It wasn't the case. Not anymore. A few rotten cops were bad for everybody, sometimes cats in particular, but most of the cops these days were good cats and dogs just looking to make the city a safer place.

      Kerdy's apartment was one of the biggest dumps in the city. The police were called there so often it would've been easier to just keep one permanently assigned to the building. It was mostly cats who lived here, but a few dogs did too. Everybody joined together in giving me mean glares from every direction. Whatever brings dogs and cats together is a good thing, I suppose.

      Strange that an expert would be living in a place like this. I walked up three floors of creaky stairs and stood in front of Kerdy's door. Along the hallway, there were large holes in the floor that I had to step over and walk around. Wallpaper, who knows what color it started as, was peeling from the walls in long, curling sheets. The smell of rotten wood, old garbage, and mildew flooded my nostrils and took hold over my sense of smell, and I suspected I'd still be smelling traces of it for hours. This was the Black District all right, and I thought my apartment was bad. It was a luxury hotel compared to this.

      I knocked, but there was no answer. The door looked like someone had kicked it in repeatedly. Maybe the door got stuck and she had to do it, or maybe someone tried to break in. There were several smaller holes and a large one, splintered gaps extended above and below them. The door was in such bad shape I could peer through it like it wasn't even there. I peeked in through a gap that was big enough for my whole head to fit through and saw a cat sitting at a table inside, tinkering with the radio. She was a silver tabby cat, on the smaller side, about the same size as me.

      I knocked again. This time just the force of me knocking pushed the door wide open. Without looking up, she spoke in a raspy voice.

      "Sure. Just let yourself in." She seemed to have trouble pressing a part into that radio for just a moment, but as she finished her sentence it gave way and she dropped it into place with a grunt.

      I tipped my hat "I'm sorry to intrude, ma'am. I didn't mean-"

      "You think I don't know the state of my door? Besides, you're awfully polite for a burglar."

      "Are you Kerdy?"

      "What's it to you?" she snapped.

      "I'm not here to cause any trouble for you ma'am. I just-"

      She sighed and put down the screwdriver she was holding, looking up at me for the first time. "You know, the ones who cause the most trouble are always the ones who don't mean to."

      There was real wisdom in what she said. "Trouble's something that follows me everywhere I go. I'm a private detective. Name's Trigger. As far as causing you trouble, I'm afraid I'll have to roll the dice. I'm here to ask you about the Grand Gobbler."

      She immediately gave her attention back to the broken radio. "What about it?"

      "Are you aware it was stolen recently?"

      "No. Why would I be? You think I stole it?"

      "Did you?"

      She put down the screwdriver again and looked up at me. "Well, Mr. Private Detective, even if I did I guess it's probably long gone now isn't it?"

      "On account of this being the rough part of town, and this place being so easy to walk into?" I shook my head. "Maybe you had a buyer set up and delivered it straight to them. Maybe you've got it locked up somewhere else. Maybe someone else is holding it for you."

      "Maybe it gobbled and flew away."

      "Yeah, maybe so," I grunted. "I like you, Kerdy, so why don't we play it straight?"

      "Yeah? Well, I don't like you, so why don't you play it straight out the way you came in?"

      Something about this cat was off, but I couldn't quite place it. She was older than I expected, but not so old she couldn't be dangerous. Her voice was dry and raspy, but I bet she could disguise it if she needed to. Was she Bad Kitty? It would certainly fit. She was a tough-looking cat despite her size and apparently sharp. She knew her way around valuables, and she had inside knowledge about the Grand Gobbler. She knew where it was when Agatha had it. She knew the security measures for the neighborhood. She knew who would be in the house.

      "How did you know it was real?"

      She ignored me completely, picking up a different tool and a spool of wire.

      I persisted. "What's that you're using there?"

      "Soldering iron and solder wire."

      I tilted my head. "What's that used for?"

      She readily spewed answers now after having been hostile just a moment ago, without looking up from her work

      "Binding contact points to complete circuits."

      "Where did you learn to do all that?"

      She looked up at me again, as if she suddenly remembered she disliked me, but said nothing.

      I took another chance. "Say, my radio's been acting up recently and I don't really want to get a new one. Gotten real attached to this one. Can I trouble you to look at it?"

      She looked back down at the gutted radio in front of her, but didn't answer.

      Oh well, it was worth a shot. I turned to walk out, but as I put my paw on the door handle I heard her speak behind me.

      "Five dollars. If you don't like the price, go somewhere else."

      Figures. I could outright buy a decent one for that, but it was an opportunity to learn more about her and an excuse to come back here. I turned part way back around and tipped my hat before walking out. Was this cat really Bad Kitty? I had a feeling I'd find out soon enough.
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      I stopped by the office to see if there were any messages for me and to check in on my secretary, Zelda. When I walked in, she looked at me as if she'd seen a ghost. It hadn't occurred to me to take the time to let her know I'd be away for a few days.

      "Detective, is everything all right?"

      "Just trying to find a killer. Any messages for me?"

      "Petey came by today to see you. Like he did yesterday. And the day before that. He said to stop by at your earliest convenience, but to make it soon."

      I sighed as I hung up my coat and hat. "Yeah, I won't be able to put that off much longer. What else?"

      "There was another dog here to see you. He was in here the morning after the murder."

      My ears perked up. "Oh yeah? What did he look like?"

      She placed her paw on her chin, deep in thought. "Let's see. He was a black schnauzer."

      "What was he wearing?"

      "He had on a long blue coat."

      I grinned. "I wondered when he would show up. Give him a ring. Tell him I'm in this morning and to come straight over. I'll be waiting in my office."

      He arrived sooner than I expected. Zelda buzzed my office, and I had her send him in. He burst through the door like it was the finish line of the dog races. He was still winded, his eyes wide with nervous excitement. I could tell he hadn't been to the Black District often, if ever. He was still wearing that expensive looking blue coat, and in a neighborhood like this that just wasn't smart. Dog like that gets picked out of a crowd and mugged in a heartbeat. Or worse. Since I was having good luck with taking chances, I took another to see if he'd had any run-ins with our killer yet.

      "Sir, have a seat. Were you followed?"

      He sat down and leaned hard to look behind him, as if whoever it was might've followed him into this very room. "No. No, I don't think so. Although, detective, I must tell you I've been getting strange looks every time I've set foot in this district. It makes me feel unsafe."

      "There's a thrift store around the corner. Ask them for the shabbiest coat that will fit and have them bag up your blue coat. Be extra nice to the clerk at the counter. Be sure to thank them and give them a quarter tip, minimum. Say it was for bagging up your old coat."

      "A tip? For doing their job? Is that customary here?"

      "No, it's just customary if you want the clerk to like you so they don't spread the word that there's a black schnauzer walking down the street with a coat that's worth several months' rent."

      He pulled his shoulders back and held his head just a little too high in an overly dignified, almost theatrical fashion. "Why, that's preposterous! Why should I be expected to change my behavior on account of hooligans? Do you always place the blame on the victim in this manner?"

      I stared at him blankly. "Suit yourself. What's your name?"

      He relaxed again. "My name is Benjamin. I'm the great-great-grandson of the first mayor of the city."

      "So what do you need a private detective for?"

      "I was recently parted with a valuable family heirloom in a very unfair manner. I was taken advantage of. I didn't know who took it until recently and I was unfortunately only able to track them down as it has now been stolen from them."

      "Feel like Agatha ripped you off?"

      "Yes, detective, and what's more-" he cut himself off and stared at me for a moment. "How did you know I was talking about Agatha?"

      "Mr. Benjamin, I know a lot more than you think, so you need to give it straight. You already know I investigated the burglaries in the Rose Garden Estates, here in the Black District. You know because when you went to see Agatha the other day, someone else was already there. So, you eavesdropped on their conversation, and that's how you got the details about me. Then, mustering every ounce of patience you had, you waited until the other visitor left before you came out and requested a visit yourself. But you couldn't restrain that temper of yours. You ranted and raved until she had you thrown out. How am I doing so far? Pretty good?" I asked with a grin.

      He leaned back in his chair and sighed. He looked more relieved than upset. "Yes, with some minor inaccuracies, but that is essentially the truth of the matter."

      I nodded. "Let me fill in some blanks for you. I bet you want to know what happened after."

      Benjamin straightened back up in his chair and said, "Go on."

      "See, that visitor who beat you to Agatha's house was a little quicker than you on wanting to arrange a meeting with me." I studied him carefully. I wanted to measure every reaction to see how familiar he may already be with the details of the story. "He left a message for one of his subordinates to meet with me. Now, here's where the details get a little sketchy. Maybe you can help me clear them up."

      He nodded, seemingly oblivious to the details that were about to follow. "All right."

      "The subordinate was followed into my apartment and..." Nothing. No reaction. "...was murdered, just outside my apartment door."

      He stood up, his eyes wide. "Murdered?"

      I nodded my head in affirmation. "Yeah. Don't act so surprised."

      We went silent for a moment, sizing each other up. Finally, Benjamin got the hint.

      "Now, wait just a minute! You don't think I did this, do you?"

      "It's like this, Ben. Maybe you leave Agatha's house all in a huff, your temper boiling. You follow the cat to where he hands off an envelope. This sounds like a lot of legwork, but it all happens quickly. You follow this letter until it's handed off to a dame and then it reaches my apartment. You're angry, but you've never attacked or killed anyone before. It takes a little too long to work up the nerve. You decide you're just going to knock her out and take that letter she's carrying. Problem is, she's a small cat and you don't know how much force to apply. So you go to crack her in the skull with something. She screams just before you do it, because she turned around and saw you over her shoulder. That was probably another big factor in using too much force. It startled you. You quickly realized you'd gone too far and because of the scream you won't have time to search her for the letter, so you make a break for it through the exit door," I explained.

      I leaned forward, resting my elbows on my desk, and put my paws together. He looked ready to blow his top again. Good. I wanted to see just how bad his temper was. "All of this is just a working theory. Feel free to point out some 'minor inaccuracies'. I want to have my details straight when I give the story to the police."

      He worked himself up to yelling now. "The police? You think I did this?"

      I leaned back in my chair. "You got a reason why I shouldn't?"

      "Detective, please believe me! After I overheard their meeting, I went home. I wanted to think it over. I didn't follow anyone! I–"

      I slapped my desk with both paws, which startled him out of his rambling stupor. "Shut up and sit down!" Benjamin wasn't the only one with the bad temper. "Look, I don't think you did it either. I want you to understand just what kind of predicament you're in. I've seen a lot of dogs and cats carry longer sentences with weaker testimonies than that. Whoever killed that cat likely has two possibilities in mind. One, if they're a little smart, they'll mean to do away with you soon. Yes, I mean murder in case that wasn't clear. Or if they're smarter, they'll frame you for the whole thing. Either way, you better pull your brain out of your wallet and stop thinking about that stupid statue. It's time to start wondering how you're gonna save your own hide."

      He slumped down into his chair and bent forward, as if he were about to be sick. "All right, detective. You win," he said. Still bent over, he raised his head to look at me, eyes filled with fear. "We'll worry about the statue later. I want to hire you to keep me safe, and to make sure I'm not framed for the murder. I'll help in any way I can."

      "Sorry, can't take on more clients at the moment, so let's call this a free consultation. First thing you'll do is take my advice and ditch the coat when you're in the Black District. You need to draw as little attention to yourself as possible, and that goes for anywhere you are. Get smart. Second, I can't put off talking to the police any longer. All I can do is keep your name out of it for now, and hope it buys me enough time to figure it out myself. Write down your address and I'll be in touch."

      It seemed the depth of his predicament had finally sunken in. He was brooding, but no longer keen to argue. He picked up the pencil on my desk and scribbled his address onto a piece of paper before handing it to me. He stood up, took a deep breath to compose himself, and quickly left.

      It was time to pay Petey a visit.
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      The three dogs on the force I knew best were Chief Patches, Colonel Buddy, and Petey. Patches, being the chief, worked in the Blue District ACPD headquarters. Colonel Buddy headed up the Adria division and Petey informally commanded the Black District division. When the old chief was in charge, the Black District was treated as a form of punishment for officers who had stepped out of line. You upset the chief, you get transferred to Black District. Simple as that. One of the many reasons the Black District was never known for their high-quality law enforcement.

      Since Patches became the new chief, however, the status quo changed. One of the first things he did was raise the pay of Black District officers. Substantially. Now there were a lot of folk eager to be officers there. And they even started recruiting more cats. Turned out that a lot of these primarily cat neighborhoods didn't mind as much when familiar faces came in to check on things. Still had its dangers though. A lot of the more resentful cats consider those who became police officers to be traitors. One thing's for sure: you can't make everyone happy. But as far as I could tell, Patches was doing all he could.

      When I walked into the district office, a little calico named Lulu greeted me from her desk.

      "Oh, heya, Private T. You got here just in time. They put out a warrant for your arrest. Here to turn yourself in?"

      For just a second there, she had me. Enough to make me flinch and freeze in my tracks before I noticed the smile creeping back onto the little jokester's face.

      "Thanks a lot, Lulu. You want to give a dog a heart attack?"

      She had now degenerated into full-blown cackling. "You should've seen your face, Private T. Hey Petey! The city's smallest hero's here to see you!" she yelled.

      "Say, Lulu, can't you buzz him on the box there? And how do you know I'm here to see Petey?"

      "This thing's busted again. And, of course, no one in the whole district can fix it. As for Petey, I bet he brings it up ten times a day. "Hey Lulu, has Trigger come by today? Hey Lulu, has Trigger called in? Hey Lulu, I have to step out. If Trigger comes by, tell him to come back in an hour or two."

      Suddenly I was feeling lousy. Maybe I had my head stuck back in the old days under the previous chief when the cops were a lot more of a hindrance than a help to my line of work.

      "Hey Lulu, unhook that thing for me and put it in a box. I know a cat that can fix them," I said.

      "Sure thing, Private T. I'll have it ready for you when you leave."

      Just then, a familiar pudgy greyhound poked his head around the corner. "Will ya look at who finally showed up?" Petey said.

      "Yeah, yeah. Go easy on me. I've already gotten the third degree from Lulu. You free?"

      He bowed slightly and pointed both paws down the hallway in the direction he came from. "I've got time. Right this way."

      Petey's office reminded me a lot of mine. Nothing extravagant and a little cramped. He had a desk lamp, a telephone, and a typewriter. Anything else would've been too much for the limited space. An old fan hung down from the ceiling that drooped like it was in a bad mood. And it apparently refused to work for the same reason.

      "Have a seat," he said, gesturing to a chair in front of his desk. "What've you got for me, Trigger?"

      "How's that diet going?"

      He laughed. "Going to hold me to that, huh?"

      "Sure am."

      "Fair enough. I was quite the athlete a few years ago. Would help with the job, but I know you didn't come here to discuss my diet, so let's set that aside for now."

      I nodded. "Remember a while back when I was working on that Rose Garden case?"

      "The burglaries, right?"

      "Yep. Well, there was a particular item I think the burglar was after there. A valuable statue. Goes by the name of the Grand Gobbler."

      He leaned back in his chair, absorbing the new information.

      "This Grand Gobbler... and this is connected to the murder somehow?"

      I shook my head. "Not just connected, Petey. It was the motive."

      "I don't suppose you mean she was hit over the head with it."

      "No. See, she was on her way there to see me. I found a letter on her, with instructions on what I looked like and where to find me. She was going to hire me to find the statue."

      He mumbled incoherently to himself. He seemed to do that from time to time when he was theorizing. "Only someone else got to her first. Someone else was looking for the statue, and didn't like the competition. You think this Bad Kitty character plays in somehow?" he asked.

      I raised my paw. "I'm still trying to figure that one out, Lieutenant. See, I've spoken to some folks in Adria who I was sure would've heard of her. No one has. This could've been a throwaway alias. You've still got the letter here, right? The one she left for me at my office, after the night she knocked me out in Rose Garden Estates?"

      "I do. Do you need it?"

      "Not yet, but right now it's the only direct physical evidence we have that links to Bad Kitty. It may come in handy later."

      He picked up a bagel off his desk and took a hearty bite. "You mind?"

      "Nope. Gotta multi-task sometimes. I know how it goes."

      He chewed quickly and wiped his mouth after swallowing enough to speak without covering me with little crumbs. "Buddy phoned me up and said he saw you over in Adria. You have any luck over there?"

      "I didn't. Well, not exactly. Not yet."

      He eyed me with amusement. "That bad, huh?"

      "That bad I'm afraid. I found the one who sent the letter over there. He found out it was stolen and I wanted to see if I could find it for him. Real high-brow type." Petey nodded, taking another bite and signaling for me to continue. I obliged. "He had some kind of informant that tipped him off about the insurance claim, so he went to Agatha's house to ask questions. Only another dog must've had access to the same information. He arrived to find Agatha and this cat already in a meeting. He listened in and found out about me."

      Petey swallowed quickly. "Think he's our killer?"

      I shook my head. "That's the problem, Lieutenant. I think someone else realized how easily he could be made for it. They killed that cat and I think they intend to bring it down on Benjamin if anyone gets too close."

      "Benjamin?"

      "Yeah, the original owner was the first mayor of the city. Benjamin's his great-great-grandson. He sold off his great-great-grandfather's estate in blind auctions one crate at a time. The idiot sold the statue for next to nothing. Didn't even realize what he had, him being one of those silver spoon types. Probably never worked a day in his life. I know they can be violent criminals too, but you should see him. He couldn't kill an ant if he jumped on it with both feet. Walked around in a big expensive blue coat right through the middle of Black District."

      Petey laughed, losing a little of his bagel before catching it in his paw and tossing it back into his mouth. "Point taken, Trigger. Want me to have him tailed?"

      "I was about to suggest that. Here, let me see your notepad." I grabbed it and scribbled Benjamin's address down. "Have someone stick to him like glue. Two officers if you can spare them, in shifts around the clock. It's possible these guys'll get bold and try to get rid of him. He's also a competitor for the statue now. Wants it back."

      "Any other leads on our perp?"

      "In a way. I need to follow some hunches and see where it lands me. Could you run the background on a cat named Kerdy here in the district? Just whenever you got time. I don't need it right away."

      "She connected?" He stuffed the rest of the bagel into his mouth.

      "Could be. She authenticated the statue for the insurance company."

      "Think she might've swiped it after the fact?"

      I sighed, thinking of all the possibilities. "Could've swiped it herself. Could've sold the information to someone else. Could've authenticated a fake. Could've swapped the real one for a fake. Lieutenant, I'd complain about the work but looking at the stack of reports on your desk makes what I have to sort out look like pup's play."

      He chuckled, this time without losing a single crumb. "Oh, come on now Trigger, it's not so bad. I've made some headway. Some of these reports are only a few months old."

      I shook my head. "So long, Petey."
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      I picked up the busted buzz box as I was heading out the door to begin the next leg of my journey. Needless to say, I was getting my fair share of exercise today; this hunk of junk was a lot heavier than it looked.

      After a lot of determination, and several breaks, I finally made it back to Kerdy's apartment. She still hadn't fixed the hole in the door. I tried to show some good manners and knock first, but there was no answer. I bent down and peered through the head-sized hole in the door and saw her pulling a contraption with her paws, extending her arm all the way forward and pulling it all the way back. It was basically a rope threaded through a hanging pulley, with a weight tied to the end. It was knotted on the other end so she could dig her claws in to hold it. Guess she liked to stay in shape.

      She was counting quietly to herself. When she got the ten she let go of the weight and looked over to see me peering through the hole in the door.

      "Stop standing there looking in, you fool. You look ridiculous," she said.

      I stood up quickly and walked in. "The landlord made any mention of fixing that door for you?"

      "I don't care about that door. Besides, that's my business, not yours." She pointed to the box. "Is that your radio?"

      "Yeah... I mean, no. It's a buzz box that secretaries use to talk to someone in their office. Got switches and things like that."

      "Well, don't just stand there gawking at me. Put it on the table then."

      Kerdy was a real piece of work, but she had a kind of charm that was hard to place. It felt almost like the coarse and callous act was just that: an act. Only it wasn't. Not quite.

      "Right, you're going to ask me what's wrong with it. I don't know. I only know that it doesn't work."

      "I charge extra for 'it just doesn't work' jobs."

      "Will you take a look at it?"

      She said nothing and pulled the buzz box from the cardboard box I brought it in, slid the box to the side, and set it down on the table. I was a little stronger than the average Chihuahua, but this cat had some muscle. Especially for being on the older side of life. She trained, but why? Health? Or occupational hazard? On a hunch, I decided to explore the topic further.

      "Say, you're fit for a cat your age."

      She looked at me as though I was a whining pup who'd just asked her the same annoying question for the thirtieth time today.

      "Just making conversation."

      She sighed. "I don't like small talk. I don't like small talk or small dogs."

      "You beat around the bush too much, Kerdy," I snapped back. "Why don't you tell me how you really feel?"

      "Oh. Ha ha." It wasn't very convincing, or endearing, mock laughter, though it was obvious she didn't intend for it to be. "Have a seat and stick your nose in the paper or something. I should know in just a minute what I'm dealing with here."

      I held the paper in front of me, but I didn't read it. I'd already read it front to back that morning. All I could think about was whether this cat could be Bad Kitty. It was certainly a suitable name. She's older than what I was expecting, but the dame did seem to be in better shape than me, someone a lot younger than herself. Still, if she'd gotten some kind of payoff or stolen the statue, why live in a dump like this? She could've been putting back the money. Or maybe someone threatened her? If she was in danger, why stay in a place with a door that could just be pushed open by a slight draft?

      That was one of the problems with this case. Everything seemed to almost fit and then didn't. Nothing added up one hundred percent. Benjamin could almost be the killer. Kerdy could almost be Bad Kitty. Too many unanswered questions.

      I kept staring blankly at the newspaper for several minutes when Kerdy finally spoke up. "Do you want it to work or do you want it fixed?"

      I folded up the paper and tossed it onto the table. "What's the difference?"

      "It's got a blown capacitor, but that's just the start. You've got two more that won't be far behind. And the switching mechanism is just about toast. You might get another few months or a year out of it at most."

      "You're forgetting where we are, sister. Nothing's ever really fixed, but we make it work. Why should that box be any different?"

      "Well said, little dog. I'll change the capacitor. It'll be five dollars for the repair, and five for the diagnosis."

      "Sure. How long until it's done?"

      "I got one of those capacitors here I can use. It'll take about ten minutes. You'll be able to take it with you when you leave."

      "Whatever you say. I'm glad it can be fixed fast."

      Without answering me, she stood up to fetch the capacitor. Until now, the table had hidden the lower half of her body. When I was at the door earlier, I was too far away to see her legs. There was a long metal brace attached to her leg, by rods which protruded through either side of her flesh. The wounds were old and thoroughly scarred over. It made a loud clattering sound when she lifted her leg and touched her foot to the ground again. It was in this moment I realized I was looking at neither Bad Kitty nor the murderer. You couldn't sneak up on a rock with a leg like that. You'd be lucky to outrun one.

      Having had experienced more than my fair share of questioning about my blind eye, I thought better of it to just outright ask what happened. However, having noticed my curious glances, she volunteered the information.

      "Never seen a leg brace before, detective?" she asked.

      "Several. Though, yours is a little different from the others I've seen. Whoever did it seems to be a real expert. It doesn't look like Black District quality."

      "Keen on the details as ever, detective. You're right, it's not from the Black District."

      "So, it's from Adria. Should've guessed."

      She shook her head. "It isn't from Adria either." She paused, but just briefly. "It's from the outside."

      Did she just say what I thought she said? Surely she didn't mean... "You're not talking about outside the city, are you?"

      She nodded. "Yes, little detective, that's exactly what I mean. So, what now? You know what the punishment is for entering the city without an authorization, don't you?"

      I knew the penalties well. For the city, it was a simple deportation. However, for the town it has long been rumored that the punishment for escaping to the city was severe. Execution kind of severe. Though, I wasn't sure how much of this to believe. I'd met no one from the outside. I knew no one else who had either. Maybe Rick had since he owned a business that got its salmon, milk, and strawberries from out there, but I never asked him about it. The city was surrounded by high walls with locked gates. You couldn't even see what it looked like beyond them.

      "I'm a private detective, not a cop. I don't have any obligation to tell anyone anything," I said, looking her square in the eye.

      I tapped my nails on the table. Curiosity got the better of me. "It's the neighboring city, town, or whatever... Was it really attacked by monsters?"

      Kerdy just stared at me, astonished, before grinning as though she was feeling some pity toward me. Maybe I shouldn't have asked. I always suspected it was a stupid rumor, anyway.

      Thoroughly embarrassed, I raised my paw, hoping to drop it. "Okay. All right, I get it. So there are no monsters."

      Kerdy stopped grinning, her expression immediately becoming more serious. She looked down to the side, no longer making eye contact. "You misunderstand me, detective. I think it's funny that the city has been so successful in making sure everyone is oblivious to anything going on outside the walls. Your monsters..."  She made over-the-top "monster" paw gestures, as if telling a ghost story to a puppy. "They're real. They never tire. They don't bleed. They have no blood and no bones. They feel no pain. They don't laugh. They don't cry. They have no concept of mercy." She stopped the gestures, taking on the troubled look again. "As for the former, we cannot match them. As for the latter... when it comes to having no mercy, that we can match them on. For now, I live in the city, in the so-called worst district. One of the worst neighborhoods in the worst district. Little detective, my most dangerous day here was safer than my safest day out there. Try watching your friends die in battle, and tell me again why I should worry about some burglar. You don't know how easy you've got it."

      She turned around and stomped angrily toward her storage room. I knew better than to say anything else, now that she was good and riled up. How much of what she said was true? I would most likely never find out, as I had more pressing matters to worry about at the moment.

      After some time she came back with the capacitor. She sat down at the table and made quick work of it, not speaking another word as long as I was there. She didn't seem upset. The contrary, actually. She seemed more calm and focused, as if that little bit of talking had lifted a small burden from her shoulders. Without another word from either of us, Kerdy completed her work on the buzz box. I handed her the ten, picked up my box, and went on my way.
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      After I dropped off the buzz box to a pleasantly surprised Lulu, I decided to take a detour to a payphone and make myself an appointment with Rick. I was warming up to his previous theory. Well... almost.

      Between the long walk and carrying that blasted box, I was thoroughly exhausted by the time I reached Rick's office. I walked in and sat down in the chair on the other side of his desk.

      "Good to see you, Rick. Found anything yet?" I asked.

      He grinned, but shook his head. "No. Not yet, anyway. That could change very soon, though."

      "What makes you say that?"

      "I've generated enough buzz in the underground market that if your statue exists, I think we'll be seeing it or hearing about it soon. It's getting the right kind of attention," he replied.

      I couldn't help but laugh a little. "That's funny. You know, the reason I came here today was because I'm warming up to your theory on the whole thing. That maybe the thing didn't really exist."

      Rick tilted his head. "Oh? What brought you to that conclusion?"

      "For starters, there's Mr. B. You made it your goal to keep things he wanted out of his paws as often as you could. How many times did Mr. B want something he didn't wind up getting? You'd think if the mayor's great-great-grandson had the statue he would've happily sold it to Mr. B. It would be the ultimate win-win for him. He'd make a lot of dough and make a friend of the most powerful cat in the city. It's that kind of friendship that would do wonders for your political career."

      Rick nodded in agreement. "That would lead us to believe he didn't know where the statue was."

      "Exactly. Benjamin--that's his real name--probably had no idea where the thing was. How do you accidentally throw a statue like that into a box with junk? You find something like that and no one else knows about it, you probably lift it and keep it for yourself. You don't just toss it into a box without incident."

      Rick pointed at the desk with his paw as if at the imaginary statue. "In which case, Agatha would have never gotten her paws on it."

      "Also, when Fernando told me about when he originally asked Benjamin about the statue, he didn't seem to know anything about it."

      "So, is the favored theory now that it never existed?"

      I shook my head. "Not quite. There's a couple of things that bother me about that theory." Rick motioned for me to continue. "I met the cat who authenticated it. Despite the tough act she puts on, my hunch is that she's living straight-laced now."

      Rick flashed a big grin. "A fake tough guy act, but a big softy underneath. Now where have I seen that before?"

      "Sure, sure. Anyway, she's also living in a dump. That might seem like a reason to take a bribe, but in her case I think that's actually what she wants. Doesn't seem like the type to take a payoff, though. Problem is, she also seems clever. She's especially good with tech. I think the situations where she saved the insurance company a lot of money probably involved tech. I could definitely see her picking up on counterfeits there. As for her knowledge of this sort of thing, a really well-made counterfeit might have slipped by her."

      "So, a convincing counterfeit then? Likely made for the sole purpose of this scam. It fits, but that's a lot of trouble to go through for something that might not work. A counterfeit that could fool an insurance company couldn't have been cheap."

      All of this speculation was really wearing me down.

      I rubbed my forehead. "If we're lucky, someone has the fake and is waiting for the insurance to pay out before putting it on the market. They figure if it fooled everyone once, it can do it again. Hard to pass up two paychecks."

      "That's right. Then we need to get the bird in our paws and give it a thorough inspection."

      "If Kerdy missed it, how are you going identify it? Is there a special technique you know will expose it as a fake?"

      He shook his head, holding onto a sliver of the grin on his face.

      "Not without really doing damage to it, no. That a problem for you, detective?" Rick asked.

      "Not for me. How are you going to deal with Fernando? Surely he must be included."

      "He watches the market too, so yes he'll have to be included. I think I can reason with him. After all, he's not going to want to purchase a fake. Better a damaged authentic piece than a perfect fake."

      "He might disagree."

      "He might not. We'll burn that bridge when we get to it," he said with a grin.

      "Are you sure it's a bridge we'll be able to, uh, burn? I think Fernando may work for someone else. Letting you damage the statue might not be his call."

      Rick relaxed back into his chair and tapped his chin with his paw. "That's entirely possible, but it doesn't really change anything on our end in terms of strategy. It may expose just how much authority he has on the matter."

      "You're right. I only mention it because I want you to keep your head about you. We already know he had ties with Mr. B, which means he may be working with or for someone else. And he's already dangerous alone. Mr. B... Mr. Big got too big for his own good. It was only because everyone in the city knew him, and he had to watch his step. In these isolated situations like this, I worry just as much about the small timers with less to lose."

      He laughed. "Is that some gray hair I see around your muzzle? You worry too much."

      "What about Buddy? He been givin' you a hard time?"

      He shook his head. "He had his guys watch the place for a short while. Had me looked into."

      "And?"

      Rick put his paws over his heart and gasped. "You wound me, detective. This business and my name are both squeaky clean, thank you very much. He did not, and could not, find a single thing. Regardless, he seems satisfied for the moment."

      I nodded. "Still, watch your tail. Buddy may be too zealous after taking over."

      "I can handle Buddy. Same goes for you, though. You're deeper in all of this than I am," he said, giving me a concerned glance. "So, what's your next move?"

      "I think it's time to pay Agatha another visit. I don't know exactly what kind of foul play went on with the Gobbler just yet, but I have a feeling there's more I can get out of her if I play my cards right."

      "Yeah, like a split skull. If they think you're getting too close to uncovering the truth, they might panic."

      "Gotta get close to find out. I'll put a few more cards down on the table and see what happens. So long, Rick."

      "Don't play your whole hand too early, detective. Good luck."
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      By the time I got back it was getting dark, so I decided it would be for the best if I got a hot, albeit late, meal and a decent night's sleep while I had the rare chance. For once, my slumber wasn't sabotaged, and I woke up the next morning feeling a little less like a half-starved stray. After breakfast I stopped by the office to check on any messages. None. I let Zelda know where I'd be and made my way to the Rose Garden Estates for what I expected to be a long day. I figured I had a better chance if I made it a long one rather than a short one. Not my favorite strategy, but you use the weapon best suited to the fight you're in.

      When I arrived at Agatha's, that open window was back to its old tricks again. I overheard Agatha and Lady talking excitedly in the living room about a large check they'd received only a few minutes before. Lady's voice wasn't loud enough to make out without getting too close. Her voice might be quiet, but I had a feeling her ears worked just fine. I thought a few times about risking it, but instead I played it safe and busied myself by looking over some freshly planted mums in a flower box next to the street. They really were some nice flowers. Anyone would buy that excuse. Yeah, right...

      I kneeled down, looking at all the different colors, straining my ears as hard as I could, but to no avail. A voice startled me. It was Lady, poking her head out the window.

      "Like the flowers, detective?"

      I stiffened up and fell backwards onto my rear end. "F-flowers look great," I stuttered.

      She was unamused. "Here to see the lady of the house?"

      "I am. Could you please let me in, ma'am? I'll make my way over to the door after I brush the dust off my behind."

      Lady beat me to the door and was waiting with it open when I arrived.

      "Come in."

      I took off my hat and hung it on the rack next to the door. Lady escorted me into the living room where Agatha was already waiting. Unfortunately, this was becoming a familiar sight, since now two cases brought me here for visits. Everything in the room was immaculate as usual, windowed display cabinets lining the walls showing off various items, no doubt as expensive as they were pointless. Plates, knickknacks, fake flowers and more, all arranged so perfectly that the glass on the doors may as well have been paintings. The table in front of Agatha was a lacquered hardwood polished to a mirror finish. Not one spec of dust to speak of. There was a large carpet rug covering the floor, covered in an elaborate floral pattern. Who covers a nice hardwood flooring with a rug? Like I'd know the answer to that...

      Agatha motioned toward the blue cushioned chair directly across from her. "Good to see you again, detective. Please, have a seat."

      I obeyed. "You seem to be in a good mood today, Ms. Agatha. Having some good luck for a change?"

      The old dog chuckled, making no effort to conceal the good mood I was referring to. "As a matter of fact, you came by at quite an opportune time. It seems I satisfied all the requirements to be compensated for my lost property, including the statue. I received a check from the insurance company just this morning, having reached the end of the required waiting period. Some of this is thanks to you, Mr. Trigger. It gave them a great deal of confidence knowing we had hired the same private detective who played such a big role in taking down the infamous Mr. B. So if you couldn't find it, who could? Not the police."

      I grinned, relaxing into my chair. "You're right, Ms. Agatha. This really was quite the case. In a way, it bothers me that I was never able to get to the bottom of it."

      "Oh, I wouldn't let it bother you too much, detective. You did your best. Everything turned out all right."

      Her words slithered out like honey and my anger boiled. What about all these other people in the neighborhood who get their homes trashed, and valuables stolen? What about poor Constance? I couldn't get that image out of my head. Agatha and Lady were both watching me closely. I couldn't show any signs of how I really felt, or they'd pick right up on it. No doubt they were looking for that very thing.

      "Well, ladies, I do always love a happy ending. I mean it, though. I wanted to get this off my chest. Would you humor me by running through a quick summary, just to help me close up the loose ends?"

      The pair looked at one another. I imagined they were playing the same internal game I was. And like them, I was straining my eye for any betrayal of their true emotions.

      "Certainly. What do you want to know?" Agatha asked.

      "Like I said, we can just call this a case summary if you'd like. Let's go back to the beginning. Three burglaries occur in the neighborhood. The burglar leaves a mess, but otherwise no identifying traits that would incriminate them. So, we got a burglar that's one part sloppy and one part professional. Already, that's an odd combination. Those two things go together like oil and water. Wouldn't you agree?"

      Her expression was blank. She seemed surprised I asked the question.

      "Well, I hadn't really thought about it," she admitted.

      I patted my shirt pocket and then the pocket of my trousers. "I'm so sorry to impose, but it seems I've foolishly left my pen and notepad back at the office. Could I trouble you?"

      Agatha nodded to Lady, who briefly stepped into another room and returned a moment later with a slip of paper and a pen. I jotted down some notes as we went along.

      "Thank you, Lady. As I was saying, oil and water. Clumsy burglars leave a trace of everything, including themselves. Professional burglars leave no trace unless they have a reason to. Not an item out of place. With a skilled burglar, sometimes people don't even know they've been hit for weeks. Sometimes months," I explained, still carefully studying their reactions.

      Agatha nodded, slowly, as if reluctant to speak.

      "Well, I suppose the burglar may have done so intentionally," she said.

      I grinned, giving the table a light slap. I pointed to Agatha. "Precisely. That's the same conclusion I reached. I confirmed this when I went to stake the place out after you hired me. I found myself a nice spot just atop that hill near here. There're bushes up there just right to conceal a little dog like me. I set up in secret. Didn't tell a soul. Still, this burglar could sneak right up on me without a single sound. They put a weapon or something in my back, and I wasn't able to turn around. They disguised their voice too, so I wouldn't even recognize it if I heard it again. Just when I thought about turning around to sneak a quick peek, I got a well-placed knockout shot straight to the neck. Out like a light!" I clapped my paws loudly. Agatha was startled. Lady wasn't. "Now, which of you can tell me what's wrong with this scenario?"

      The pair looked at each other; the smiles and relaxation that were there just moments ago were fading fast. "Detective, I don't really think-" Agatha began.

      I waved my paw dismissively. "Please, just humor me. I'm sorry to make you relive all of this. But trust me, this will help put everything behind us. I need to write a good summary to close the case properly. For the records. You understand."

      Agatha looked to her side, seeming reluctant to look me in the eye anymore. I was finally getting somewhere.

      She spoke, quieter this time. "I'm sorry. I'm not sure I know what you mean."

      "That's all right. Let me explain. I didn't tell a soul I was staking the place out. Yet the burglar somehow knew. Since I scouted the place out during the day that means the burglar, or an informant, must've been watching. It means the burglar was working with someone in this neighborhood. In fact, it's possible that the burglar was someone who lives in this very neighborhood."

      Agatha burst out with a laugh that sounded too forced. "I believe you may be reaching a bit, detective."

      "Am I? Please, explain where I got it wrong."

      Agatha nodded to Lady.

      "It's not that you got it wrong. It's just that it sounds outrageous when you say it. I'd hate to think it were true. Is there anything else?"

      "There's the identity of the burglar that knocked me out that night. Sent me a letter just after. Called herself Bad Kitty," I said.

      "Is that so?"

      "That's right. Thing is, I know a few cats in that circle. No one heard of Bad Kitty. It was a completely made-up name. The letter asked me to go to Adria for a game of cat and mouse. A game of wits. Thing is, now I think it was a fake challenge from a fake character just to put me off the trail-"

      "All right, detective. I'm not sure I like where this is-"

      "It's just for the case summary, ma'am. I wanted to know your thoughts," I interrupted.

      I felt a strong paw rest firmly on my shoulder.

      It was Lady, who had moved behind me without my realizing it. "Detective, I'll see you out."

      I handed her back the pen and folded the paper, placing it in my shirt pocket. I smiled and nodded to both of them, before standing up.

      "Apologies if I've offended. Just trying to get all the facts. Enjoy the rest of your day, ladies."

      Agatha stopped me as I was about to walk out of the room.

      "Wait."

      "Ma'am?"

      She looked to Lady. "Please pay the detective a bonus of five-hundred dollars. He's earned it."

      Bonus? More like hush money.

      I nodded. "Are there any expectations attached to this bonus?"

      She grinned. "Not really. Let's consider it a marking of the case being finished and closed for good. You may close your file and we'll consider it all behind us. Oh, and... if you could keep our names out of any questions you're asked about the statue, at least as much as possible. I'm an old dog and I enjoy my privacy and would prefer if the press not come disturbing our quiet life."

      Worst mispronunciation of "hush money" I'd ever heard.

      "Very generous of you, ma'am. Feel free to call if you ever have need of my services again. It's been a pleasure."

      Lady showed me to the door and handed me a white envelope with five crisp bills inside. I would've only drawn more attention to myself had I turned it down. Wonder how it would look to a jury knowing the private detective they hired got this sweet payout on the same day they got theirs. Maybe this was hush money, or maybe this was their idea of a set up. I'd have to make sure Petey knew about this as soon as possible, but the money wasn't the most valuable thing I left with. Not even close.
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      I made a quick stop at the office to pick up that old radio. I needed another convenient excuse to talk to Kerdy. This time, I was just going to ask her for her opinion. Maybe she would appreciate the direct approach.

      After about a half hour of digging through piles of junk in two separate closets, Zelda and I finally found the broken radio. It was smaller than I remembered. Thank goodness. I grabbed it and headed down the street toward Kerdy's place. When I got there, I knocked on the door like I usually did, just to mind my manners. This time I was determined not to look through the gaping hole in the door, but after about five minutes of just standing there I gave up, kneeled down, and peered inside.

      My eyes widened and my heart raced. This place was demolished, and there was blood everywhere. I pulled out my trusty shock stick and opened the door as quietly as I could. Being allowed to carry a standard police-issue stun baton had saved my hide more than once already. I peered cautiously around every corner, careful not to disturb any evidence and be ready in case I wasn't alone. I checked every room, every closet, and every container big enough to hide even the smallest cat. I picked up the phone, expecting the line to be cut. To my surprise, it wasn't. This was an ambush. Unexpected. The attacker knew she wouldn't have time to make a phone call. I dialed up Lieutenant Petey and asked him to come down right away and to bring a couple of his sharpest officers with him.

      He was there in ten minutes. "You've had quite a run of bad luck, Trigger. This is the second felinicide you've gotten wrapped up in just here recently."

      I shook my head. "This is still a missing person case, believe it or not. No body."

      Petey raised his eyebrows and tilted his head "No body? With all this bloody mess everywhere? Think the killer took it and disposed of it already?"

      I started to answer, but stopped short of opening my mouth. I took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. "That's entirely possible, Lieutenant, but I'm hoping for a little luck on this one. This is Kerdy's apartment. Remember that cat I asked you to look into?"

      He nodded. "I remember, and I got something for you on that note. First, let me introduce you to Officer Hank and Officer Lola. Lola is Lulu's sister."

      I shook their paws in the order he introduced them. Hank was a bloodhound, which was just what we needed. Lola's presence was what surprised me the most. Not because she was a feminine feline on the force -- that was surprising -- but because she hadn't said more than two words since she got here. And this was Lulu's sister?

      "It's nice to meet both of you. Let's get this place taped off and comb for clues," I said. Petey grinned, nodding to them both in confirmation.

      Hank called Petey over to the area with the most blood, by the table where Kerdy worked.

      "Lieutenant, this is blood from two different sources. I can tell by the way it smells. One's a cat's blood, but the other belongs to a dog. The victim put up quite a fight. Must've been a small dog."

      Lola came over to us and interjected an observation of her own. "Wrong. See this hole in the wall?"

      We nodded affirmatively. "The dog's weapon likely made it. Runs at an angle, starting at closer to your height, Hank."

      Hank shook his head. "Couldn't that also mean that the blow came from below and swung upward?"

      Lola tapped the wall at the lower end of the damage. "No, the weapon penetrates deeper in the wall toward the bottom of this hole. See?"

      We examined it closely.

      Lola's attention to detail surprised me. "Well, I'll be. You're right," I said. "You two are quite the pair. This fits nice and tight with a little theory of mine, actually. There was a murder in my apartment building recently. The vic died from a blow to the head. Would've been with a weapon like this one, from a killer about the same height and similar strength. Actually, I'll be straight with you. Similar isn't the word I ought to be using. I think it's the same dog."

      Lola squinted at the floor. "I remember reading the report on that one," she muttered.

      "Here's what you don't know," I said. "The two cases are connected in more ways than that. Constance, the kid who was killed in my apartment building, was there to see me about a case I'd worked a while back. She had a letter on her that said as much. They wanted to recover a high-dollar piece, the Grand Gobbler. Kerdy, the cat who lives here, is the one who originally authenticated the statue for an insurance policy. I suspect fraud, but I don't figure Kerdy for it."

      Petey put his paw against the wall, leaning down to talk to Lola and I. "Don't worry, Trigger, I know the story up to this point. I can fill the officers in later. Oh, and about that letter you just mentioned... You half said it on the phone. You're lucky I don't have Buddy's temper. I'll let it slide this time, but how about having a little more faith in your old comrades the next time?"

      "Yeah... you're right about that, Petey. Was bad form to hide it. I was worried about the papers pushing the perps into hiding. Would've put our insurance fraudsters on guard too."

      "Save it. I get why you hid it. It's water under the bridge. We've got more important things to discuss. Don't you think it's time to open a formal investigation against the potential fraudsters? I've given you a wide berth already with the first incident. You're asking a lot of me here."

      "It's getting close to that time, Petey."

      "Close to that time? I think it's past that time. A single murder is one thing, but now this. You've done good, Trigger, but I think the department needs to take over from here and pursue these suspects formally. It's getting out of paw and the chief will put it on me if we get more incidents after holding back."

      "Just give me a little more time, Petey," I pleaded.

      "I've already given you more than I should. How much more do you need?"

      "As much as you can give me."

      His eyes narrowed, with a wrinkling of his brow. It was almost frightening, given how rarely Petey showed his frustration. "Going to need you to be a little more specific than that."

      "Don't worry, Petey, I think it'll be sooner than later. Is Benjamin still being watched?"

      Petey nodded. "Yeah, he is."

      "There's a good chance that the killer will go after him next. He's one of the loose ends that needs tying up. I'll see about the other one over in Adria. Look, there's-"

      Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed hair sticking out of the broken corner of the table. It broke in such a way as to leave a small hook, perfect for catching a small tuft of hair. I walked over to it and pulled a bit out, holding it toward the window for a better look. It was straight, and black.

      "Hey, Petey."

      "Yeah, what is it?"

      "What was the information about Kerdy that you wanted to tell me?"

      "Turns out we've been looking for her. She apparently committed a string of minor crimes a few years ago and went clean afterwards. We suspected that she'd smuggled herself into the city somehow. You know, if by some miracle she survived all this, we'll have to take her in," he said. It was almost as if he had sorrow in his voice.

      "Can't turn a blind eye this once?"

      "Sorry, Trigger. If it was just the little things she'd done here in the district maybe I could, on account she seems to keep her nose clean. But sneaking into the city is different. You know how headquarters is about that. It's part of the agreement with the town. Anyone tries to sneak into the city, we have to turn them over with no questioning. If I don't, it'll be more than just my badge," he said.

      "We'll talk about that later." I held up the hair. "Why don't you and I make a little trip down to the station together while they finish up here?"
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      Petey ordered Hank and Lola to wrap things up at the scene and get back to the station as soon as possible. "So that bit of hair you have there, you think you know who it belongs to?"

      "That's right. Remember that Bad Kitty note I asked you to hold on to for me a while back? She sent it to my office the next day after she got the jump on me in the Rose Garden Estates. This was right after she stole the collar I'd been hired to look for, and the Grand Gobbler."

      "Yeah. You asked me about it before. What's the connection?"

      "When there's evidence, we don't have to jump to as many conclusions," I said as I pulled the folded note from my pocket. "We're going to see if this note helps us put it together. If I'm right, this will make your hunt for the killer a very short one."

      Petey grinned. "Well, don't keep me in suspense. Let's get going."

      I thanked Hank and Lola again for their thoroughness. Truth was, I didn't think the Black District had cops like that. When we were well out of sight of the apartment, I brought it up with Petey.

      "So, where did you find those two?"

      Petey grinned slyly. "Not sure what you mean. They're Black District natives, born and raised. Quite a team, aren't they?"

      "Allow me to rephrase that. How have you kept them from being transferred out of the district and into Blue or Adria?"

      He laughed. "Ah, I thought that's what you meant. I doubt I'll be able to prevent that for much longer. Don't get me wrong, the new chief believes that the Black District needs talent, but he also understands that the most high-profile cases will be in Adria, and that training in leadership is in Blue District, where HQ is. I could really see them being used in collaborative dog and cat investigation technique training."

      "Sounds awfully innovative, Petey. Maybe you should bring it up to the chief before he comes up with the idea himself. You'd get a lot of credit for something like that. Maybe even get brought in as the idea guy at headquarters yourself."

      "I don't want any of the credit, Trigger. You know, in my desk drawer back at the office there's a colonel badge just sitting there. Patches gave it to me a while back. Said I could make it official whenever I was ready. It's why he left the spot vacant. He keeps pushing me to fill the role, even unofficially."

      "Patches was a colonel before he became the chief. They give that rank to officers who they want to make an example for the others. Patches is right. Black District needs a colonel like you."

      "Oh, stop. You make me sound like some hero in a detective story," he said. "That's the thing. I like being a detective. I'll paper push here and there when I need to, but I prefer being in the field solving these cases. You know how it is."

      "I could see it. Petey, the legendary chubby greyhound colonel of the Black District. Long may he reign."

      Petey burst out laughing so hard he almost stumbled. He gave me a hard slap on the back and looked at me as if he was about to say something, but he just laughed more.

      We were finally in sight of the station.

      As we stepped inside a familiar, overly enthusiastic cat's voice greeted us.

      "Oh, hey boss!" She spotted me walking in behind him. "Oh, look, and you brought Private T with you! Bet the two of you solved that case already. Lickety-split!"

      She punctuated her final words by slapping her paws together.

      Petey shook his head. "Not just yet, Lulu, but we are working on it. Hold my calls. Trigger and I have a couple things to go over, then we may head right back out."

      We exchanged our smiles and nods as quickly as Lulu would allow us to get away with before making our way to Petey's office.

      "Have a seat, Trigger. I need to go retrieve the letter." He returned in less than five minutes with the sealed yellow envelope in paw, followed by another officer I had not yet met. "Trigger, this is Marvin. He's our forensic dog here at the department."

      I nodded. "Pleasure to meet you, Marvin." The two of us shook paws. Marvin was an older Corgi, but despite wearing spectacles his eyes were just as clear and as sharp as mine. My good eye, anyway. Both of his looked better than my bad one.

      "Follow me," Marvin said, motioning to the door.

      After a short trip through the hallway and down a short flight of stairs, we found ourselves in Marvin's little room. The main lights were low, except for over a couple of tables where lights hung down lower, dropping bright light onto the surfaces of those tables. The dimness gave the room a particular chill, even though it was the same temperature as the rest of the building. There weren't any personal effects on display, like how most dogs or cats would decorate a space where they worked. This room was all business top to bottom, and so tidy you'd swear no one was using it. The sad theme of the room itself would remind you of a morgue, only without the dead. Although Marvin didn't share my lack of enthusiasm.

      He held up the Bad Kitty letter. "The other paper. Please give it here."

      I took it from my pocket and handed it over to him. "Let's see if it's a match."

      Marvin raised his brow as he took the paper from my paw. "Indeed."

      He took it over to a large microscope sitting on one table, and secured the two papers side-by-side. The old corgi pushed his spectacles high on his nose and leaned forward, occasionally shifting the pages and he examined them. He chuckled to himself, but didn't offer a reason.

      Petey tilted his head. "What's so funny?"

      "Shh." Marvin held up his paw, but didn't take his eye off the lens of the microscope. He continued to peer through, making various grunts as he adjusted the dials. He stood up abruptly and turned toward me.

      "Mr. Trigger, what did you expect we would find with these pieces of paper?"

      "My suspicion is that they'll be a match," I answered.

      "The handwriting on the newer paper is yours, correct?"

      "Yeah, it's mine."

      "So, I take it you borrowed a pen?"

      "That's right."

      "Well, Mr. Trigger, I must tell you that a paper match rarely means very much. However, here in the Black District, this is an unusually high-quality paper. That helps your case. What we have here is special. Not only does the paper match, and it is a perfect match, but the pen matches. They share the same blotting pattern along the edges of each stroke," Marvin explained, taking off his glasses.

      I turned to Petey and put a paw on his shoulder. "Petey, I got this paper from Agatha's place. I also borrowed their pen to write it with. The black hair matches the hair of the Doberman named Lady, who is her maid. She never struck me as much of a maid though. Has the demeanor of a bodyguard if you ask me."

      "Or an assassin," Petey said. "I'll gather up a few officers. By the time we get there, this should all be clear. If Lady was at Kerdy's place earlier, she could also be wounded. Good work, Trigger. This is enough evidence for a jury to convict. She's on her way to the slammer thanks to your fast thinking."

      "Yeah, I'll not call it done until we're there and she has the cuffs on. With luck we'll catch her before she disappears."

      "No time to lose, then. Let's go."
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      For all his jokes and lighthearted nature, Petey was calm and serious in these types of situations, but I couldn't help but worry. Would there be traps? Would she take one of us out and run?

      Petey pulled a few strings and got a warrant approved in a hurry. When we arrived at the gates of the Rose Garden Estates, I don't think I've ever seen a security dog jump out of the way so quick. He followed us to offer backup, but Petey asked the dog to stay at his station in case someone tried to escape through the back. In front of Agatha's house, he instructed the four officers to wait outside, while he and I tried to resolve things peacefully inside. We had the perimeter surrounded. An officer at the side window, two officers in the front and one in the back.

      Petey knocked on the door, but there was no answer. We waited nervously for a few more seconds and Petey pounded on the door even harder.

      "ACPD! Open up!" Petey yelled.

      Finally, Agatha, the smiling old Chihuahua, answered the door.

      "I'm sorry, officer. I'm old, so it takes me a little more time to get to the door than it used to."

      "That's all right, ma'am. We have a few questions. Mind if we come in?" He held up his badge.

      "Please, officer, make yourself at home," Agatha replied in an overly sweet tone.

      He nodded at the two officers out front before heading in.

      I couldn't remember if I'd ever seen Agatha walk before. She was slightly hunched over and very slow. I wondered how much of it was exaggerated, how much of it was a show for the cops. She wasn't that old. Was she stalling?

      Petey seemed to have the same suspicion. "Ma'am, I will get right to the point. We're here to speak to your maid, Lady. Is she here?"

      Agatha continued ambling into the living room without answering as Petey and I scanned every doorway and corner we passed with extreme caution. She sat down in her usual chair and motioned for Petey and I to sit across. We obliged.

      "Gentlemen, I'm so very relieved that you showed up when you did. Lady went out earlier today and never returned. She said she would pay that cat, Kerdy, a visit. I suppose that didn't go as she planned."

      Petey and I looked briefly at one another. It seemed he and I were still on the same page. I wasn't about to buy one word of the innocent victim routine for even a second, and I doubted Petey would either.

      Petey nodded sympathetically. "Ma'am, why don't you tell us about your relationship with Lady?"

      "Oh, it's been awful. I hired her to be my maid almost a year ago. I think she targeted me because of my wealth," she began.

      "And you don't know where she is now?"

      "No, sir."

      Petey quickly changed the subject. "About the statue..."

      "Oh, that thing? Well, that was all her doing," she said, as though it were a matter of pure fact.

      It was difficult for me to hold my tongue, but I managed.

      "Tell us about how you were forced into a successful twenty-thousand dollar fraud scheme."

      "Well, you can believe me or not, officer, but it's true. She threatened me. She said if I told anyone about the scheme she'd kill me. You likely already know she's a murderer. She's capable of horrible violence."

      "And the money, Ms. Agatha?" I asked. "I suppose she's already spent it."

      "I don't recall what she did with the money. She took all but a hundred-dollar bill when she left. You're welcome to confiscate it. She even robbed my safe in the bedroom."

      "Looks like you got a raw deal on that scam. What was her reason for paying you if she already had you intimidated into compliance?" I asked.

      "I believe it was something... well to be perfectly truthful, I don't recall."

      Petey breathed in deep, then let out a long sigh. It was always easy to tell the ones who had plenty of long chats with lawyers. It was someone else's fault and, wouldn't you know it, they never seemed to remember a thing. It could've happened ten minutes ago and they wouldn't remember. After the second or third time of hearing one of those excuses, it was time to switch gears. Petey knew his way around an interrogation.

      I reached into my shirt pocket and pulled out the envelope with half a grand inside. "What about this? You recall this? It's the five hundred dollars you just paid me. Surely that's recent enough that you can recall something about it."

      Her reaction was all Petey needed to see. She opened her mouth to speak, but immediately thought better of it. She couldn't stop the intense anger showing in her eyes as easily as she could the words that almost came out of her mouth. I could have sworn I saw Petey grin, ever so faintly, out of he corner of my eye, but by the time I looked closer his face was back to dead serious.

      "Okay ma'am, we may help you out a little here. Right now, Lady's the one we're after, not you, at least for the time being. Don't hold back, and give it to us straight and maybe we can find a way to help you. First, where is she?" he asked.

      Agatha stared at him blankly for a moment. You could tell she was mulling her options over. "I don't know where she is."

      "Ms. Agatha, we can't help you unless you help us. You realize by now I'll be bringing you in. For your own protection, if nothing else. I'm sure you haven't realized this yet, but this is a special case to headquarters. It's one of the highest dollar amounts we've ever had on a case here in the Black District. The paper will run a piece on it. The chief will be under pressure to make a big show. It'd be a big payday for the department. Lots of eyes are watching the case closely, lots of folks wanted to see this case closed. If we can't apprehend Lady, the chief'll put pressure on me to pin whatever I can on you. Departmental politics, I'm sure you understand." Petey's words flowed like wine. "But with your help, we can shift the focus onto the big mysterious killer who masterminded it all. I'd be willing to bet the papers would like that headline a lot more. Help me so I can help you. And you could start by telling us about Bad Kitty."

      Agatha looked back and forth between us for a moment, tapping her paw on her leg.

      "I've never heard that name before," she replied.

      She didn't have to say it. I already knew Bad Kitty was Lady, and I felt lousy about all of it right about now. On the one paw, it confirmed my suspicion I had in the back of my mind for a while and neatly tied a lot of loose ends together. On the other, it meant I figured the whole thing out far too late and should've put it all together a long time ago. Too late to save Constance, and maybe even Kerdy. I'd also suspected Sugarplum, who'd done so much for me in Adria.

      Petey snapped me out of the thought when he put a paw on my shoulder.

      "Ms. Agatha, it's all right if you don't want to say. We've already got all the evidence we need. I wanted to give you the chance to do yourself a favor and show you intended to be cooperative."

      Agatha tapped her leg again, but said nothing.

      Petey signaled for her to stand up. "Agatha, we're taking you into protective custody. You've given me reason to believe your life may be in danger if I don't."

      She stood up quietly and offered her paws for cuffing.

      "I won't cuff you, ma'am. I'll show you that respect, but I expect my officers and I to be shown respect from you in return."

      Petey lead her gently by the arm until we were outside, where he instructed an officer out front to escort Agatha down to booking. I handed the envelope, now evidence, to him for safe keeping. For a moment, a longer moment than I care to admit, I thought about keeping it. We went back in and tore the place apart looking for any sign that Lady had been back, but the old dog was telling the truth about her not returning. My initial impression was that it was Agatha who was the brains and Lady the muscle. But it's clear now that Lady is both. I was one step behind again, and now Lady would know I was onto her. Along with every cop in Arc City.
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      Now that Lady was free roaming the city with one of the most valuable items in existence, or at least a good enough fake to pass for it, I was more worried than ever. That giant sack of money she might be carrying wouldn't hold her back either. A lot of things were still uncertain, but one thing wasn't; we were all in danger. She would be out to get us like we were out to get her, and she has already proven that she wouldn't hesitate to kill.

      Even after being taken down to the station, Petey couldn't get anything else out of Agatha. She requested that her lawyer be present during questioning going forward, and that was that. We filed for a citywide top priority warrant for Lady's arrest. Police in every district would be after her twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week. Revenge seemed like a more probable outcome than trying to get away with everything hanging over her head, taking into consideration her actions so far. She didn't just wait for Constance to deliver her letter then come up with a plan. She took the more direct, violent approach. An approach I expected she would return to because cunning though she may be, she was impulsive and had a nasty temper.

      For the time being, Benjamin had made himself a less appealing target. For how long, I couldn't be sure. I had a feeling he wouldn't give up on the statue completely. Just to be safe, Petey increased the surveillance around Benjamin's home and had enlisted two officers to tail him. They had offered him protective custody, but he refused. Hopefully, he won't regret not taking that offer.

      Fernando was another story. I hadn't been able to get back in touch with him over the phone, and I considered involving Buddy personally. But I'd lost faith in Buddy handling the matter in any way other than the most heavy-handed one. It was a big disappointment, but Buddy was a hammer and everything he went up against was a nail. If I told him about Fernando, he'd immediately have him arrested. I couldn't have that. At least not yet. Fernando was one of the last links to that statue still in play and getting close to it meant getting close to Lady. It would be best if I went to see Fernando myself.

      I headed by the office first thing the next morning to see if anyone had left any messages for me. They hadn't, so I sat down to give the paper a quick scan. It turned out that the newspaper was becoming more honest these days since Mr. B had been locked up. Lady had made the headlines and it was bound to make folks nervous. It reminded everyone that a brutal murderer was still at large. As I was taking the last sip of my coffee, the telephone rang. I waited patiently for Zelda to answer it.

      "There's a Fernando on the line, detective," she said.

      I snatched the phone up so quick I almost slapped it off my desk. "Fernando? You all right?"

      "Better than that. I need you to come see me immediately."

      "You read the paper?"

      "We can discuss that, along with other matters, when you arrive."

      "Listen, you need-"

      He hung up. Of course he did. I made my way to Adria a little more slowly than usual. I didn't trust a single corner or alley off the street anymore. I'd have to ditch my apartment for the time being, and I probably shouldn't stay in the same hotel two nights in a row. Best not to make any reservations in advance either. Great.

      I made my way down to the Swindler's Den and sat on an open stool at the bar. The reception was different this time around. Maybe Fernando had given his lackeys a stern talking to. I waved over the bartender and ordered a drink.

      "Say, mind if I ask you a question?" I asked.

      "I already know why you're here. Fernando will be here to see you shortly," the bartender said as he put my drink down in front of me.

      "You happen to know a cat named Kerdy?"

      He turned back toward me long enough to answer. "Never heard the name."

      Exactly the answer I was expecting. Finding Kerdy, dead or alive, would probably be harder than finding that stupid statue. I raised the drink to my face and took a sip, suddenly feeling something touch my shoulder. I jumped so hard that I spilled half the drink down my shirt. A roar of laughter erupted around me.

      "He has a good reason to be jumpy. Believe me." It was Fernando. Must've put his paw on my shoulder to get my attention.

      "You do too, Fernando. Just as much reason as me, I fear. We need to talk," I said, finishing my drink.

      He motioned for me to follow him outside. As we stepped outside, he was quick to get to the point.

      "Whatever you think we need to talk about, detective, it can wait."

      "Fernando, I-"

      "I know where it is, Mr. Trigger. The statue."

      "Fernando, will you listen? You're in a whole heap of-"

      "Danger? Trouble? Whatever you're about to say, it makes no difference. Whatever risk I have to take for the statue is worth it. Don't bother trying to talk me out of it or explain why it's a bad idea. If you want out, you're welcome to do so. Just understand that now I've been able to locate the statue, and given the substantial hazards surrounding it, I'd be willing to increase your fee by five hundred. Call it hazard pay." Fernando offered a venomous smile.

      "Fine, it's all the same to me. Remember that Doberman at Agatha's house when you talked to her?"

      "Sure. The maid?"

      "Yeah... the 'maid'. If you see her, run. She's the one who killed Constance and possibly the cat who authenticated the statue for the insurance policy. The latter I can't confirm just yet."

      "Oh... oh, I see. Yes, that is bad. She's seen my face. Knows my name."

      "We also still don't know whether the statue is real or fake," I said.

      "You say she attacked the cat who had authenticated the statue for the insurance company. Kerdy, right?"

      "That's right."

      "Well then, isn't that evidence to support the statue being authentic? If it was an obvious fake, wouldn't that have to mean that the two were working together?"

      I shook my head. "Maybe. Not necessarily."

      Fernando stopped in his tracks as we were walking and turned to face me.

      "Mr. Trigger," he began. "I understand the dangers. I'm willing to accept them, but I'd like your help. I've already arranged the meeting to purchase the statue. I'd like for you to attend that meeting as insurance. If I'm kidnapped, I want you to follow them. And if I'm killed... Well, at least you'll know who it was and you can handle it on your own terms."

      "Does the statue mean so much to you that you're willing to die for it?"

      "It does."

      It was time for me to plant ideas in Fernando's mind, before he got himself killed and me right alongside him.

      "It's really too bad we don't have the help of a skilled thief who could take you out of the equation."

      His eyes lit up. "What do you mean?"

      "Once Lady shows up and realizes who you are, she's likely to know you will go to great lengths to authenticate this statue, and you may trace it back to her. Or Agatha," I explained.

      His eyes narrowed. "Agatha?"

      I laughed. "I know how these things work. Right now there's no evidence tying Agatha herself to the fraud. Most of what we've got pertains to Lady's involvement in the murder and theft of the statue. If the two of them are in it together, which I believe they are, then Lady is probably looking to lure out those who would mettle and get in her way. If Agatha can blame Lady for everything, she'll keep the payout, and maybe the statue too."

      "Okay, detective. I think I follow. So, let's say I know a skilled thief."

      "Then I say we arrange a meeting with the skilled thief as soon as possible. Better hope they're good."

      Fernando tilted his head. "Just what is it that you intend to do, detective?"
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      Fernando contacted Rick's alter ego quickly to set up the meet. This time we met in a back room inside the Swindler's Den. I had no love for the place, but it was definitely a relief. We were well guarded and wouldn't be disturbed. In particular, we wouldn't be disturbed by anyone trying to kill us. For me, personally, that was an essential part of any meeting.

      When Fernando invited me into the room he introduced me to "Rico", who was already waiting, sporting his bandit disguise as expected. We went through the introduction pretending this was the first time we'd ever met. Rick was already sitting down and Fernando beckoned me to sit in another chair at the round table, so I did. Fernando remained standing. I assumed it was because he wanted to take on a more commanding role in the meeting. Both Rick and myself were working for him as he saw it.

      "All right, gentlemen, I believe you both have a good understanding of why I asked you here today. Tomorrow, I have arranged a meeting to purchase the Grand Gobbler. I intend to go through with this meeting whether or not either of you help me. In case you wondered, that's why I set up the exchange without consulting either of you first. The opportunity on such an important piece of the city's history is well worth the risk to my life. If you wish to say anything else about this, now is the time, though I don't expect it will do any good if you intend to dissuade me."

      Rick stood up. "I have a lot to say about it, actually. While Trigger's idea of having me steal the statue during the transaction is a great idea, it won't make you safe. I believe Lady was likely listening in our first meeting, in the alley. Someone was, at any rate. That means she probably knows we're working together. She won't let you off."

      Fernando leaned against the wall, crossing his arms. "Never heard of the ole double-cross before? I'm disappointed."

      "I don't double-cross my clients," Rick replied.

      "Of which you seldom have, I assume. If I'm wrong, however, you've done a great job keeping them a secret. So, in this case, if you were to betray me it may as well mean you betrayed every client you've ever had. Am I correct?"

      Rick's face tensed. He pointed his paw at Fernando. "Fernando, do you know what happens to all the big gamblers?"

      Fernando's grin widened. "I know what happens to them sometimes, Mr. Rico. Sometimes they win big. In fact, they're the only ones who win big. They're the only ones who can win big."

      "That's true. However, more often than not it's their ego that pushes them over the edge. What you're gambling with here is your life. You can only lose it once, big or small."

      "All the more reason to go big," Fernando said through a thin smile.

      "All the more reason to go home, Fernando, while you're still able to cut your losses," Rick said.

      An uncomfortable silence fell over the room for almost a minute while the two held eye contact, waiting for the other to speak. Fernando broke first.

      "All right, Rico, if you think it's too risky or that it isn't enough money, the solution is simple. I would cut Trigger out and offer you his share, but he's the hero type, and he won't back down no matter what. I know you're just in this for the money, so you wouldn't understand a dog like that or his reasons. So I'll just cut you out and double his fee since his risk will be higher, and we'll simply proceed without you."

      What Fernando said about Rick couldn't have been further from the truth. I knew Rick well, and he was probably the most heroic dog I knew. He didn't need the money, and Fernando was mistaken to think he'd ever done any of it for the money. I had the urge to get up and give Fernando a mouthful, but I could tell by Rick's glance in my direction he was hoping I wouldn't do just that. I knew better than to ruin the act.

      Rick grinned, gesturing to both of us with his paw. "Now we're on the right topic, at least. You want me here to reduce the gamble. If I'm successful, you two have nothing to worry about. She'll know I have it and, since you won't be giving her the money, she'll focus all her attention on me for the near future. You must give a good performance, of course. Can't look happy about it."

      "By the right topic, I assume you mean compensation. I should have known you were setting yourself up for that. Look, I already offered you half the item's insured value," Fernando said.

      Rick shrugged. "Sure, and we both know it's worth more than twice that if it's real."

      Fernando chuckled, eying Rick with mock suspicion. "And if it's a fake?"

      "That's your problem. If you didn't think there was at least a good chance it was real, we wouldn't be here right now."

      "Not necessarily. I wouldn't mind having a good fake. If it worked for someone else as a trick, I could use it too. It's not a waste either way."

      Rick wasn't buying it. "A good counterfeit with a side of murder."

      "Fifteen-thousand for you, Rico? Five-thousand for you, Trigger? Look, at this rate I'll be paying market price for it. I'd be paying you what I could just pay the seller and take my chances. If it's a fake, I'll lose out anyway. I'm being more than generous. Take it or leave it."

      Rick looked to me. "You've been awfully quiet, detective. What do you say? Should we take it or leave it?"

      I shrugged my shoulders. "I want the opportunity to examine the statue and document the evidence against Lady."

      Rick grinned. "So, what are you going to do with your share? Donate it to charity?"

      "If I did, I'd have to take charity myself. This job has gotten real expensive."

      "Oh, I'm sure."

      Fernando leaned over and tapped on the table. "So? Are you in or out?"

      Rick and I nodded at one another.

      I stood up. "I'm in."

      Rico walked up next to Fernando and gave him a pat on the shoulder. "I'm in."
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      The meeting would take place in some dark alley, close to Rick's business. I got there early and hid out the same way I did last time: behind the dumpster with a couple of boxes in front and behind me. I wrestled with some last-minute indecision about whether or not I should have involved Buddy. If I'd have gone that route, Rick couldn't help, at least not as Rico. Fernando would get arrested and there would be no do-overs there either. Lady's already shown her penchant for escaping, so after a police ambush she'd probably find another way to discard the statue and disappear for good. Even if we caught her, we'd need something to charge her with that would stick. Agatha wouldn't budge unless she had to, and everything on Lady so far was more or less circumstantial. The money she was working with would get a dog out of almost anything.

      Fernando was standing out in the middle of the alley with a duffel bag at his feet. It was safe to assume Lady had already staked the place out. It was possible she'd been watching for a long time. Likely saw Fernando arrive.

      Rick and I knew that Lady would probably show up herself. She seemed like the dedicated loner type, barring the exception of her strange partnership with Agatha.

      As the time drew near, it began to rain, making me appreciate my hiding spot all the more. The dumpster was narrower on the bottom than it was at the top, allowing me to stay fairly dry. Rico wouldn't be so lucky. It always seemed to rain at a time like this, but at least it put everyone at an equal disadvantage. Fernando came prepared. His duffel bag was repelling the water nicely, and he had an umbrella on him, which he opened promptly as the rain picked up.

      Lady was highly punctual. At exactly the time agreed upon, down to the minute, a dark figure came out of the shadows at the opposite end of the alley. She wore a loose black raincoat with a hood. A black mask obscured her face. All but those eyes. Even at some distance I recognized them. The bright amber almost glowed in the moonlight, like the polished blade of a sharp knife. She held a sack under one arm, and tucked under her other appeared to be, if I guessed correctly, her weapon of choice. It was a piece of rebar to be specific. Something easily found in any scrap pile, but it would take a lot of strength and practice to use as a weapon.

      It had either been hammered or cut to a point on the end. I'd seen nothing like it, and it sent a shiver down my spine. She gripped it loosely, allowing it to rest on her shoulder. I suppose she thought this made it look less menacing. It didn't.

      Despite being criminal slime, Fernando seemed fearless. You'd think whoever was approaching was just some regular pooch in a suit by his demeanor. But, this was not some regular pooch in a suit. This was Lady.

      I had a hard time wrapping my mind around the fact that this was the same Lady who I'd stood next to several times before, and in a maid uniform no less. She had taken my hat and coat. She served me tea. Thinking about this made me more than a bit uncomfortable. In my imagination, I'd always wanted to picture Lady as a sweet dame with a hard exterior. Turned out she was just as hard on the inside as she was on the outside. They say not to judge a book by its cover, but maybe I should've done a little more of that in this case.

      Lady stopped about ten feet short of Fernando.

      "Do you have the money, cat?"

      "I do, but I don't suppose you could just trust me on that? If I show you, it'll get a little wet."

      "Show me," she demanded.

      "As you wish."

      Fernando leaned over and unzipped the bag, tilting it forward so Lady could see. Lady nodded, satisfied. She took a step forward, but Fernando stopped her.

      "Do I not get the same courtesy?" he asked.

      "With the same warning. Do you want your golden statue to get all wet?"

      Fernando shook his head. "Don't worry yourself, my dear. I understand very well how to care for items made of gold after they've gotten wet. It will be fine."

      She tucked the bar under her arm and held out the sack, unbinding the rope on the top. The sack gave way and revealed the treasure everyone was willing to kill and die for, fake or not. A golden statue in the shape of a turkey gobbler, his feathers fluffed and on display, his chest pushed out and his head cocked back. I'd never seen a turkey in person, but the painstaking detail in every shape and groove on each and every feather told me that what I was looking at may as well be the real thing in a different color. It was the Grand Gobbler in all its splendor. It did not disappoint.

      I wanted to see the expression on Fernando's face, but his back was facing me. Still, I could probably guess. Judging by his silence, it was the excitement that had him at a loss for words. Just on the edge of my line of sight, Rick started his ambush. He swung down on a rope at an angle from behind Lady. As he swung by he reached out his right paw and snatched the statue cleanly from Lady's grasp. But her reaction time was nothing short of impressive. She spun her weapon from underneath her arm and swung it at Rick as he passed her by, narrowly missing him.

      "I'll be taking this!" Rick shouted.

      His speed was impressive. As fast as he appeared, he was gone, swinging and landing on a nearby rooftop and sprinting off in a blur. I had only ever heard the stories, but my experiences with him had mostly been chatting in offices. I never actually saw him in action as Rico.

      Lady growled and barked, and Fernando hissed, almost simultaneously. Lady wasted no time going after Rick. Only a moment ago he was the fastest dog I had ever seen. It only took another moment for him to become the second fastest dog I'd ever seen. Lady bolted after him as he swung out of my sight, presumably ending his great swing onto another roof. Lady climbed up a nearby building drain as though it didn't have a single drop of water on it. In one final leap at the top, she was out of my sight.

      Rick had a reputation for being infallible in these situations. He also told us not to go after him, no matter what. That was the plan, but a quick calculation in my mind told me that there was no way he would outrun Lady, even if he tried to lose her somewhere in the alleys. She could maneuver too well. I'd have to ask for his forgiveness later.

      I hopped out from behind the dumpster just as Fernando was throwing the duffel bag over his shoulder and running. That was the plan after all. I pulled out my trusted shock stick and ran full speed, trying to ignore the fact I was scared out of my wits.
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      Chihuahuas weren't exactly known for their speed. Still, I could be fast when I needed to be. I just hoped it would be fast enough this time. I had to be crazy, running toward this kind of danger. I used to think I was a coward, but then one day I realized that every dog and cat gets scared. The difference could be one of a couple of things; either you're too hardheaded to consider your own safety, or you're selfless enough you're willing to put others first. I guess I was both.

      They were so silent it made tracking their movements difficult, and their scents went over terrain I couldn't get through the same way they did. I had to look for detours on the ground. I could see why Rick picked this area to go through. It was like a maze, except I couldn't afford any wrong turns. Every once in a while I would hear sounds in the distance ahead of me, letting me know I was still running in the right direction. Rick had a sword with him today aside from his usual Rico getup. Completed that mask and cape bandit look, like some kind of comic book character. As long as there weren't loud sounds of metal striking metal, I could still have hope that Rick lost her. Before I ran, I hadn't considered the possibility he might lose her in the escape but that I might run into her myself. That must be what they mean when they say "you need a bit of stupidity to be courageous."

      I had never sprinted so long before without stopping. My head felt like it had boiling water poured on it and I was panting loudly. My legs were amid a full rebellion. If I survived, maybe I'd have to consider joining Petey on his daily run.

      Whatever thought I had of allowing the rebellion to succeed, it had to be forgotten. I could hear clanging ahead. It didn't sound like jumping and grabbing this time. It sounded like two metal weapons hitting one another, exactly as I'd feared. As I ran, I kept getting closer to the sounds. I was right. Lady had caught up and forced Rick into a fight he had little chance of winning.

      After a couple of unfortunate wrong turns, I finally caught sight of them. It turned out Rick had, in fact, knew how to use that sword. And at first glance he seemed to hold his own, but a quick look at their surroundings told me otherwise.

      This alley was no narrower than the others, but it was walled off at the end. An awkwardly turned dumpster all but sealed off his retreat back through the alley. In close quarters, strength wins.

      I spotted my opportunity for an entrance and wasted no time taking it. There were crates stacked at various heights beside the dumpster, and the lid to the dumpster was closed. I charged forward, suppressing the urge to growl and bark. I leapt upon the first crate, then the next, and finally made one last big jump to make it to the top. I managed three big steps to build up speed before leaping onto Lady's back. I had aimed for the neck, but her senses were exceptional. She heard my launching step and, while still blocking Rick's sword strike, she leaned ever so slightly, giving me her shoulder instead. At least she wasn't able to dodge completely. I bit through her raincoat, sinking in my teeth as far as possible. The taste of blood told me I had found my mark. I gouged my shock stick into her ribs and struggled to engage the button. In the same moment I found it, she knocked it away, all while parrying Rick's sword thrust.

      She grabbed me with her left paw and attempted to rip me from her shoulder, but despite feeling like my head was about to pop off like a doll's, I hung tight. Rick took advantage of the opening, landing a well-placed thrust to pierce her left shoulder with his blade. She leaned into the thrust after it connected, burying the blade deeper but trapping it at the same time.

      She let go of me to grab the blade with her paw, gripping it tightly. So tightly and so quickly that Rick could not withdraw it, and it didn't slide to cut her paw. I released my hold as well and scrambled to my weapon. She reversed her grip on the bar in her right paw, letting the point face the ground, and in a swift motion brought it towards Rick's sword, shattering the blade near the hilt. Rick stumbled back, and she kicked him hard, sending him clear into the wall behind him. Once I had my shock stick in paw, I hit the button and the horrible crackling noise that followed was music to my ears. I was still on all fours, and when I half turned to stand I saw Lady with her weapon held above her head, about to bring it down on me. The next few seconds played out as though the flow of time had nearly stopped.

      The backward movement of her weapon stopped and at the moment it came down, Rick jumped over to shield me. The bar struck him in the back. Just after it hit him, I dove out from under him, leading with my shock stick still engaged and landing squarely into her ribs. The electrocution was enough to make her drop her bar onto the ground. Unlike everybody else I'd hit with this thing, she somehow still had some control over her muscles. Rick struggled to get up, failing on his first couple of attempts. She brought her paws down slowly to my neck, wrapping them around, gripping slowly but tightly. I felt the pressure inside my head rising as if the whole thing would explode. I didn't know if that would happen first, or if my throat would be crushed. My vision was fading, and I slipped off the button with the stick lowering to my side.

      As everything was almost dark, Rick finally made it to his feet. Using all of this strength and momentum, he fell into a powerful strike with the hilt of his sword into the side of her head. She plummeted to the ground, but still wasn't completely out. Close enough. I hit the button again, but it failed. Must've been damaged when it hit the ground. Rick grabbed me and pulled me toward the other end of the alley. I realized after a brief moment that he had a better grasp of the situation. Lady was already squinting, trying to get her bearings. If we would get out of here, now was the time, and there was no time to lose. He threw aside the hilt and picked up the sack holding the statue, pulling me along. After rounding a few corners, I was helping him more than he was helping me. My strength was returning as I got more air back in my lungs. He leaned into me more, and his steps were uneven. As we exited the alley, he picked up a bottle off the ground near a garbage bag. There were two cats leaning against the wall as we made our way into the open. They cast us a worried glance at first, but Rick held up the bottle in greeting to them and grinned wide, slurring his hello. We were just a couple of lost drunks, nothing to see here.

      Once we were out of sight he threw the bottle away and we made it the rest of the way without being seen. A large area around this building was his property after all. He knew where the security was and knew all the hidden nooks and crannies. We eventually made our way inside the building to his private vault. I locked up the statue and he had me help him get out of his costume and back into his normal clothes. Under his shirt was a metal plate that was strapped onto his chest and back. I understood now how he survived, but also why everyone else she'd hit with that thing didn't. The thick metal had a dent in the back that ran along a line. To put a dent in a piece of metal like that... I couldn't imagine the force required.

      By now Rick wasn't able to stay on his feet without help. Even though the plate saved him, I still worried about lasting damage. I'd seen no one take a blow like that and walk away from it the way he did. How many broken bones did he have? Were his organs damaged? A flood of guilt washed over me. I'd dragged him into this.

      "Help me into the library," he muttered.

      "Bad time to read a book, don't you think?" I tried to play it cool, but I was certain he'd see through the act.

      "There's a railing next to the bookshelves, and a ladder I use to reach the top shelf. Falling off that ladder on the rail below would probably cause a similar injury. You'll leave me there for my assistant to find me in the morning."

      I tried to pull him toward the exit, but he resisted. "You're going to a hospital."

      "No, I'm not," he stated. "I'm staying in the library until the morning. I appreciate the concern, Trigger, but you need to trust me on this."

      I felt lousy. He was in this sorry state because of me. Then again, I was in bad shape too when he got me involved in taking down Mr. B and he had his goon, Marty, rough me up. I knew he never meant for me to get hurt, just like I never meant for him to. Didn't make me feel any better about the whole thing though.

      "Fine, you win. Are you sure you'll be all right?"

      "Look, if the police find out who I am I'll lose everything. A few hours of pain is a small price to pay. Besides, I'm sure I'll pull through, and we have that statue now. Go celebrate."

      "Sure. Real funny."

      He strained out a grin. "You'd better get going. If I'm lucky, one of my security dogs will hear you slam the door on the way out and come check it out."

      I walked over to the back exit of the library where we'd entered earlier. As I reached for the door, I felt an extra twinge of guilt just as I grabbed the handle.

      "Hang in there, pal," I said before shutting the door behind me.
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      The next morning I met Fernando at the Swindler's Den. There was something different about him. I couldn't put my finger on it, but I didn't like it. No, not different. The problem was he was exactly the same. Not that he wasn't usually like that, but considering he'd just lost the statue and Lady might be after him, I expected a little more emotion. I'd seen a lot in my career, but I was still shaken up and I was sure anyone could see it. Not Fernando, though. He was as cool as a Siberian Husky in a blizzard.

      "Well, Mr. Trigger? It seems Rico made off with the statue and kept it for himself. Such are the ways of a thief of his renown. The error was mine for underestimating his true nature, not his for doing that which comes naturally. Maybe he'll cut you in on it, I don't know. No need to defend yourself. It's done. Besides..."

      It looked like I would have to interrupt him to get a word in. This speech of his might've gone on forever.

      "Okay. Slow down. Don't you think you're jumping to a few conclusions?"

      "Mr. Trigger, the only conclusion that matters doesn't require my jumping to it. I'll spell it out for you. The two of us are standing here and I don't have the statue. Someone else has it. Now, as I've stated, I have my opinion on the matter, but it hardly matters. At the end of the day, I still do not have the statue in my possession."

      I scratched my head. Sure, I'm a private detective. It's my job to think deeply about how an event transpired and how one thing leads to another. So maybe I'm a hypocrite for thinking it, but these white-collar criminals overdo it with the postmortem analysis.

      "Regarding the facts, you are correct. However, don't you think the speculation is at least a little important? Are you going to give up on getting the statue now?"

      At last I'd teased out a bit of emotion. If you would consider mild irritation in the form of a scowl to be an emotion.

      "I think I should adjust my expectations. Thanks to that little exchange last night, Lady will probably never agree to meet with me again. Not that it matters much because Rico is likely the one who has it now. If he didn't bring it to me, he probably had a client who offered to pay much more."

      "That's why I say you should consider those unknowns. They matter more than you think."

      "What do you mean?"

      I never realized how much this little back room in the Swindler's Den looked like a police interrogation room. All you could see was a couple different shades of brown. It wasn't like some kind of VIP room. There was a plain round table in one corner, and a slightly larger square table on the opposite side. It was in the middle the other day. Makes me wonder what this room gets used for regularly. Considering the resemblance to a police interrogation room, I didn't really want to think about it. Maybe I should think about it since I kept finding myself here. Was there more to Fernando and the Swindler's Den than I realized?

      "Mr. Trigger?"

      "Hmm?"

      "What do you mean?"

      I wasn't necessarily sure what the benefit would be in getting him off one false conclusion and putting him on another, but something told me I needed to take his focus off Rick. He'd had enough on his plate already.

      "So, for a dog of her size and strength, what was your observation of Lady's speed?" I asked.

      He tilted his head, seeming equally puzzled and intrigued by the question.

      "Her speed?"

      "Yeah, her speed. How fast she was."

      The scowl quickly returned.

      "Detective, I know what speed means, I'm just not sure why it matters. Are you implying that Lady caught up with Rico?"

      "I don't have to imply it. When I noticed how much faster Lady was than what I was expecting, I knew she'd end up catching him. So, I ran after them."

      He laughed out loud.

      "You what?"

      "I chased after them."

      "And here everyone thought I was the one with an excess of bravado. You're lucky to be alive. What would possess you to do such a crazy thing?"

      "For one, if I could get the statue while those two were in a struggle, then it would mean thousands of dollars for me. That kind of money can set a dog up for a long time. Especially in the Black District."

      He rested both paws on the table, leaning in toward me and giving me one of those halfhearted smiles. The ones where you're mostly just pushing your bottom lip into your top lip. The smile you make when someone tells you a sad story and you're feeling sorry for them.

      "Detective, you expect me to believe you put your life on the line for the money? An upright citizen like you? As much as you may try to hide it, you're the hero type. The hero type will risk it all for a lot of things, but not money. Want to try that again?"

      Everyone makes a misstep now and then. I should've known he wouldn't buy the greed angle, even though I seldom shied away from a chance at some extra dough.

      "Fair enough. Thing is, I didn't really want to see anyone else get killed on account of this statue, even if it was a scoundrel like Rico. Though, I don't think I prevented that."

      He narrowed his eyes as if he'd already decided he wouldn't believe what I was about to say.

      Fernado's eyes went wide. "You're saying Rico's dead?"

      "I'm saying I think he is, not that I know it. I heard some banging ahead of where I was and by the time I got there they were gone, and there was a sign of a big struggle. Pieces of the wall broken out, crates turned over, and the smell of blood. There was no body, no statue."

      He nodded slowly.

      "Fascinating. So, you really don't think he made it?"

      "Do you think Rico could take her one-on-one in a fight? I'm sorry, but there's just no way," I said.

      He gave himself a slight push off the table and paced around for a moment, pondering my story.

      "Lady doesn't seem to be the type to take prisoners. In the attack on that cat, the one who authenticated the statue in the first place, she didn't leave a body then either."

      "And when I almost caught her after she murdered Constance she didn't have time to take the body and still escape without being identified."

      "All right, you've convinced me but Rico's a legend of sorts. It's a little hard to accept that we're dealing with an assassin of this caliber. Perhaps I've gotten in over my head. What if she's able to figure out I was the one behind Rico trying to steal the statue in the first place? That I had double-crossed her?" Finally, wisps of fear made Fernando's voice waver. Hopefully he was convinced, but then again, maybe I was the one being played.

      Word would surely spread about Rico's demise given the circumstances. Maybe the time was right for Rick to hang up the mask for good.

      "So, are you finally ready to back off the statue for now? You could lie low for a while."

      "I'll admit, I'm torn between having another go at the statue or just trying to stay alive. Seems I may be forced to choose one or the other."

      "And you still find this to be a difficult choice? Amazing," I said, rolling my eyes.

      "Yes, I find it to be a difficult choice. Just in case I haven't made myself clear, I've made it my life's work to collect these beautiful and valuable works of art. In all the city, the Grand Gobbler is the most beautiful and the most valuable. It has the most cultural significance. Surely you understand me, detective. You enjoy challenges in your line of work when they have a large payoff. Solving the mysteries and bringing all the bad cats and dogs to justice. You took down Mr. B, the single most prolific criminal in the city's history. Surely you risked your life many times along the way to reach that outcome. Can you at least understand that?"

      He had a point. "All right, fine. I get it. Why don't you lie low for a while and give me a heads up if you hear anything else about the statue? I think our goals are still aligned. You still want the statue, and I still want to take down Lady."

      He grinned. "Seems I was wrong about you, detective. When we first met, I thought we had nothing in common. But, at the very least, we have one thing."

      "Oh? What's that?"

      "You and I don't know when to let things go. When to walk away."

      I laughed. "Guess you're right."
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      I resisted the urge over the next few days to check in on Rick. It would pay to be paranoid. The way I figured it, someone may have seen Rick and I together and suspected his identity. Lady might've been able to catch up and see where we went. It wouldn't be hard to make the connection. But Rick was only one thing on the ever-growing list of gears turning my mind.

      After waiting a few days, I dropped by his office. I even called in advance to make an appointment. At first the secretary told me he wasn't seeing anyone today, but I overheard him asking who called. After hearing it was me, he told her he was feeling better and would take a few appointments.

      When I went in, it looked as if everything was normal. Rick was sitting at his desk, and nothing looked out of place. You would have guessed nothing had happened. At least, not by looking at him from where I was standing.

      "Come in, detective. Close the door behind you and lock it. I prefer we not be disturbed," He said

      I stepped into the office, closing and locking the door by me. I walked over and slumped down into the chair across from Rick.

      "How are you? Did you go to the hospital?" I asked immediately.

      He laughed. Rick never missed an opportunity to make light of any situation, no matter how dire.

      "Yeah, I went to the hospital. Luckily, one of my security dogs found me after you slammed the door. It wasn't hard to convince him that the sound he heard was me falling. Looks like there's two cracked vertebrae and a lot of swelling. If I hadn't worn that armor I'd be dead." He grinned, as if he'd just come up with a great joke. "Or maybe losing the extra weight the armor added would've given me enough speed to have gotten away without a scratch. You can never know what the outcome of things like that will be. You just have to bet big on how you think they might go. If I'm being honest, neither bet would've paid off if you hadn't shown up when you did. I owe you a major debt of gratitude, Mr. Trigger."

      I held up of my paws. "Okay, that's enough of that. Last thing we need is both of us getting emotional. What would your secretary think?"

      He nodded and pushed himself away from his desk. Only his chair moved with him. He neglected to mention earlier that he was in a wheelchair. I shot to my feet.

      "You didn't mention the wheelchair," I said.

      "I didn't think I needed to. Besides, does it really change anything?"

      Leave it to Rick to hide something like that.

      "That depends. How long did they tell you you'd be in that thing?"

      "They don't know."

      "Don't know, or you don't want to tell me?"

      He laughed and shook his head slowly.

      "They really don't know, and stop doing that."

      "Stop doing what?"

      "Giving yourself an excuse to feel guilty. I know you, detective, and I know that's what you do. Remember, I got involved by choice. You didn't make me do anything. Remember, all the tough luck you had when you helped me take down Mr. B.? If you didn't blame me for that, I suggest you stop blaming yourself for this. Now, are you ready to get down to business?"

      He was right. He'd gotten to know me pretty well. And as usual, when we had a disagreement, it was him who was correct more often than not.

      "Almost. I need to tell you about a meeting I had with Fernando. Seems I convinced him you're dead and that Lady probably recovered the statue and disposed of your body somewhere."

      He beamed.

      "Good work, detective. I'm not sure how you pulled that one over on him, but it'll be nice to have a little break."

      "Do you really think you can take a break?"

      "I don't have much of a choice, do I?"

      "I suppose not. What about when you have a choice?"

      He lowered his head for a moment, in quiet contemplation. "I don't know. That's all the answer I can give. Rico will be around when he can be around, and when and where he's needed, until he either can't be around or isn't needed anymore. Now, go over there and retrieve the bird from the safe. We have work to do."

      I decided it best to just let the Rico question go at that. He gave me the combination for a safe near the back of his office. After I opened the door, I took out the Grand Gobbler and closed it quickly, while trying not to look at what else was inside. It was none of my business what a dog kept in his private safe and it's bad form to pry if I'm not getting paid to.

      "All right, now take it over to that table."

      He pointed to the long rectangular table against the wall in the back of the room. I'd noticed this table when I came in. Seems my suspicions were correct that this was a testing setup.

      Atop the table was a scale, a dark gray block, and a drill, with a few various odds and ends. I sat the statue down on the table and turned to Rick.

      "So, how does all this work?"

      "I'll be skipping the basics. I'm operating under the assumption that Kerdy tested the statue. She probably did the basic things most do when they're testing gold. I'm also operating assuming that the statue is a fake, but the gold is real."

      I tilted my head and gave him an incredulous look. How could the statue be fake, yet the gold be real?

      "I'm not sure I follow. So do you think it's fake or do you think it's real?" I asked.

      "Both, my friend. Both."

      "Yeah, you said that already. What do you mean by that?"

      "In business, I don't mind spending five or ten grand if I'll get paid twenty. Catch my drift?"

      "Sure. So you think they made the statue with a real gold exterior, of some unknown thickness, but they filled the bulk with something else?"

      He smiled, pleased with my answer, before shaking his paw at me.

      "Exactly! My theory is even more specific than that, but it'll be better if I explain as we go. Now, if you would, please place the statue on the scale."

      I did as he asked, picking the statue up and setting it on the scale. I stared at the number, waiting for Rick's explanation.

      "And?"

      "Do you know how much the statue would weigh if it was solid gold?"

      I laughed. "Do I look like a physicist to you?"

      "If you knew the answer to that question, you would state the number right there on that scale."

      "You mean it's real?"

      Rick shook his head. "Nope. It just means we go to the next step. Take the statue off the scale, and set it on the table. Then take that gray block and hold it to the side, then let go."

      "Just let go?"

      "Precisely."

      I did as he asked, taking the statue off the scale and sitting it toward the middle of the table. I picked up the gray block and held it to the side of the statue. When I dropped it, it fell straight to the table with a thud.

      "All right, I think I know this one. Gold isn't magnetic. But you'll tell me we're not out of the woods yet and..." I looked at the drill sitting on the other end of the table. "Hey Rick, you're not really going to drill into this thing are you?"

      He grinned as wide as was physically possible.

      "No, Trigger. Don't worry. I'll not drill in to a potentially priceless statue."

      I stared at him blankly, waiting for the punch line.

      "Then why is the drill sitting there?"

      "I won't drill into it. The vibration will do a real number on my back. That's why you'll have to do it."

      "Ha ha, Rick. Hilarious. I should have seen that coming."

      We sat there staring at each other.

      "So?" Rick said.

      "So what?"

      "Are you going to pick up the drill or not?"

      I blinked. "You can't be serious?"

      "As serious as heartworm. Pick it up and drill directly into the center of the bottom. If it turns out I'm wrong, I'll have the hole plugged with the same quality gold. We'll polish it and nobody will ever know the difference."

      "Wow, you make it sound so simple. All right, here goes nothing."

      I picked up the drill and held it to the bottom of the statue, drilling about an inch before pulling out. Nothing but gold. I showed Rick, and he motioned for me to go further, so I did. Suddenly there was a lot more resistance. I had to put some real force on it and could barely get it to go in any further at all. When I pulled it out, the metal was black at the end of the bit. Rick laughed and slapped his paws together. "You see that, Trigger?"

      "Yes, I do have one good eye. Of course I see it. What is it?"

      "Tungsten! It's the same density as gold. It's not magnetic either. Genius! Whoever counterfeited it is a genius. This probably also means that Kerdy was innocent of any wrongdoing."

      That was a fine observation, but was it true? Sure, Kerdy may not have been an expert with statues, but she also seemed like a crafty cat, and also like a cat that's probably craftier than she seems. If I ever saw her again, I'd have to find out.

      "Okay, so it's a top-shelf fake. Where do we go from here?" I asked.

      "From here, we determine who made it. Lady doesn't seem the counterfeiting genius type."

      "Yeah, don't be so sure. She seems to be good at quite a few things. As for tracking down the counterfeiter, leave that to me. I know a dog who used to be in the business. One of the best. I helped him get out of that life, so he still owes me a few favors."

      Rick nodded. "Best to leave the detective work to the detective. Besides, I think I'd like to be a regular businessman for a while. Sounds like you've got it covered, anyway."
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      Harvey was a good dog. Helped me out when I had to lie low after Mr. B's goon, Marty, put me in the hospital. He was a master at forging documents even the most diligent cop in the city wouldn't have given a second look. A few years ago, when he wasn't much more than a pup, Harvey got mixed up with some bad dogs. Happened a lot in the Black District. They say crime doesn't pay, but whoever says so hasn't been committing the right ones. The truth of the matter was that crime always pays, and so does the criminal. Some have it good, and things stay good. Those are the ones who have others doing the dirty work for them. If you're the one doing the dirty work, it's a sucker's game.

      That's what Harvey figured out, almost the hard way. He was doing forgeries for pennies on the dollar for some cats over in the Adria District, making cash paw over fist. When I was a cop, I headed up the investigation on these guys. Turned out Harvey's mom brought him into the business after seeing potential in her son's skills when he recreated paintings he'd seen in a book. A real prodigy. She'd hoped, I guess, that some big shot would see his talent and he'd move up in the organization. Given enough time, he might have. But Harvey didn't get that time.

      Harvey hated the work once he realized what he was being asked to do. His parents told him he had to make the money to care for his little sister, who'd been sick since she was born. Turned out that was a grade A load of bologna. Long story short, I got to know Harvey through an undercover investigation into a large, but low budget counterfeiting operation in the Black District. I knew a good dog when I met one, and I knew all too well that the justice system at the time took dogs like Harvey, who could've been upstanding citizens, chewed them up, and spit them back out into the streets as hardened criminals so they could just wind up back in a cell a month later. I arranged for Harvey not to be there when we raided the building and neglected to put his name on the offender list I'd compiled. It wasn't the first or last time I took it upon myself to play judge and jury. At the time, there were more bad cops than good cops.

      Harvey managed to carve out a modest living these days by restoring damaged documents, books, that kind of thing. His craft was in high demand, for a low demand industry.

      It only took a couple of hours to track down Harvey's new apartment. I assumed this was because he had moved into a nicer one, but that turned out not to be the case. Although I'd kept Harvey out of prison, the dog never was happy to see me when I came around. I never stopped by for a casual visit, just to say hello. For Harvey, I was the kind of dog you hate to hear from. The one that only ever talks to you when he needs something.

      I walked up the steps and knocked on the door. A beagle answered, but it wasn't Harvey. It was a dame. So maybe that's why he moved from his old apartment. Maybe he was shacking up with this gal.

      "Can I help you?"

      "Good morning, ma'am. My name is Trigger, private detective. Is Harvey in?"

      Her face suddenly lit up when I mentioned my name.

      "You're Trigger? The Trigger? Harvey's told me so much about you. Please, come in."

      She invited me in and took my hat. I saw Harvey shortly after going through the door. He was sitting at his kitchen table with two stacks of documents in front of him. He was clearly engrossed in whatever he was doing, offering me only a subtle nod before returning his eyes to the sheets in front of him.

      "Long time no see, detective. Have a seat. I can talk while I work."

      "Still doing freelance?"

      "Yep. It's gotten a little better too. I get a little more work than before."

      "What about the pay? That gotten any better?"

      He chuckled. "Per job? Not a chance. Anytime someone from the Black District hires you they know what you'll work for. Just about nothing. These documents I'm working on here are for the insurance place in the district. I'm checking for forgeries and authenticating signatures. I've got a near hundred-percent accuracy rate in identifying these things. But how much you think they're paying per document?"

      "I'd be afraid to say. If you'd take a penny, it would be a penny. If you squeezed anything else out beyond that, you're doing pretty well."

      "You'll be impressed then. I earn twenty-five times that."

      I raised my eyebrows. "Come now, Harvey. You get a few dollars and they save probably tens of thousands thanks to your work. Do the math. That's completely fair."

      We both laughed that time.

      "Let me guess, you want to discuss forgeries with me."

      His expression didn't change, but mine did.

      "Don't worry, Harvey. Since I've interrupted your work, I'd be happy to give you a twenty for the information. Means a lot right now."

      He shook his head.

      "Trigger, I won't charge you for information. I read about what ended up happening the last time when I forged those documents for you. I'd do it again a thousand times. I'd be willing to go to jail for it if I had to. Just tell me what you need, and I'll put it together for you."

      I leaned in close to Harvey's ear, fixing my eyes on the dog who answered the door, sitting just a few feet away reading the morning paper.

      "Aren't you going to introduce me to the lady of the house?" I asked.

      My voice was a mock whisper, plenty loud enough for her to hear me.

      He stood up abruptly. "Oh my, you're right! Priscilla, come meet Trigger. I told you about him before. Trigger, this is Priscilla, my fiancé."

      I threw up my arms in surprise. "Fiancé? When's the wedding?"

      "Hopefully soon."

      "Hopefully?"

      "We'd like to save up a little first." He looked over to Priscilla, who apparently disapproved of him saying so. "Well, I would like to save a little money. Priscilla is fine either way."

      I didn't want to pry, but if Harvey expected to save any money in the Black District, he'd have to know a couple of things were required beforehand. It takes a lot of hard work and a lot of luck. Harvey had the hard work part taken care of. What he needed was luck. For most of the dogs and cats who lived here, that supply of luck was usually spent keeping you alive, keeping you from being robbed, etc. Guess I had more luck than any dog from here had any business having. I was like Harvey until I got mixed up in all that Adria District business. Nowadays, though, I didn't have to worry so much about paying the bills. I had to worry a little more about whether someone would try to off me in my sleep or if I'd gotten the wrong kind of attention from some big shot. Yeah, I wanted to tell him to give it up. Be content with the wedding he could afford, and just live his life. I might've said that, only I had been that other dog before, on the receiving end. When you're the dog hearing it, it may as well be a punch in the gut. No, I wouldn't say that to Harvey.

      "Keep at it, pal. I'm sure you'll get your big break before you know it."

      I did my absolute best to make my smile look authentic. I didn't believe a word of what I was saying, but I hoped it would come true anyway.

      "I know you don't mean that Mr. Trigger, but I appreciate the encouragement regardless."

      "Few dogs make it, but only the ones that tried and none of the ones that didn't. That's gotta count for something."

      "True. So far I've at least been able to stay out of trouble. Speaking of which..." he trailed off.

      Priscilla closed her paper abruptly, interrupting Harvey.

      "Speaking of which, Mr. Trigger, Harvey has worked very hard to stay on the right side of the law, so don't be asking him to do something unsavory." Priscilla's voice was sharp, threatening. She was protecting her man.

      I nodded. "Don't worry, ma'am. I just need information. Trying to catch a killer. You may have read about it in the paper? I read one of those things every day myself. They've improved a lot since the days of Mr. B, but not by much."

      "Oh no, that's even worse. This isn't something that will be traced back to Harvey, is it?"

      "No ma'am. I just wanted to get Harvey's opinion on who may have forged a very expensive statue that was involved in some insurance fraud I'm investigating. Well, it's not officially fraud yet. I recovered the statue recently, and it's really quite a convincing fake."

      Harvey perked up his ears. "Convincing? How do you mean?"

      "There's a layer of gold on the statue. It would've weighed exactly the same as if it were solid gold. It's also not magnetic. Turns out they made it out of-"

      "Tungsten. Am I right?" he interrupted.

      "You nailed it on the head. This isn't something you made a while back is it?"

      "Oh, definitely not. I didn't make those sorts of things. My specialty is strictly paper. I know of a cat who could make this sort of thing, though. He's not exactly a counterfeiter. He considers himself to be an 'artisan of replicas'."

      "Isn't that just a different way of just saying the same thing?"

      "A different, yet definitive legal distinction."

      "I suppose that legal distinction is fairly important if you can get away with it."

      "I've never met him, just heard about him. His name is Hans. He's a real big shot, just like a lot of folks over in Adria I guess. Oh, and keep in mind that the only reason I've heard about him is because I'm told he behaves strangely and that others have found him hard to work with."

      "Did he not work for Mr. B?"

      Harvey shook his head. "No, Hans is, or at least was, fully independent."

      "Do you know where he lives?"

      "I'm afraid I don't. But anyone who knows their way around there will probably know him. Anything else?"

      "Thanks a lot, Harvey. You've been a big help."
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      I found the nearest payphone and dialed Rick. No luck. Sugarplum, however, was a little more helpful. As it turned out, her dad, Mr. B, has something of a love-hate relationship with Hans. Hans would sometimes turn down his work for little to no reason or purposely change one minor detail of his instructions because he felt it would be an "artistic improvement". However, Hans was by far the best at what he did. She said they went way back, before Mr. B made his claim to criminal fame, and Hans disliked how it changed him. Besides the backstory, I finally got an address. Adria District. Where else? One of these days I would have to commission someone to make me a private express tunnel between the Black District and Adria. On the bright side, I was getting plenty of exercise.

      I had never been to the section of the city where Hans lived. It was a strange little place. It's not that it didn't belong in Adria, it just had a different culture than the rest of the district. Dogs and cats were dressed differently, and there were open stalls along the street where food, pawmade items, jewelry, and more were being sold. When I walked up to my destination, I hesitated. What stood in front of me looked more like a temple than a home. There were two pillars on either side of the entrance with a large wooden plank at the top that curved down. A single paper lantern hung off each side, white with golden symbols I couldn't decipher.

      Through the archway was a large area filled with lush grass. Yes, grass! I couldn't believe it. There were too few areas with grass in the Black District, but this was the first time I'd seen a single blade of grass in Adria. The path was made up of large flat stones, creating a narrow walkway. About halfway to the wooden building at the end of the path, the stones diverged. The path kept going straight, but it also led off to the right and left. A short distance to the end of the left path was what looked like a fountain. Water came down and filled up a cup that was slightly tilted. After a few seconds, it filled up and tilted over, pouring out the contents into the pool below. I was never sure of what the point of something like that is. Conversation piece, maybe?

      The right path led around the back of the building, so I couldn't see where that went. As I neared the door, two young, hairless cats greeted me. They appeared to be twins. One stood quietly by the door while the other walked down the steps to greet me.

      "Greetings, traveler. Have you come to meditate? Or perhaps you've come to see the pieces on display in the great temple of the arts?"

      "Neither. I'm actually here to see the owner of this place."

      His ears twitched. "What business do you have with Master Hans?"

      "Master Hans?" I asked. "The name's Trigger. I'm a private detective, and I'd like to discuss a case I'm working on with him."

      "Mr. Trigger, the thing is, I'm not so sure Master Hans wants to speak with you. He's given us specific instructions to allow only those with a very genuine interest in his art to speak with him."

      "My interest in his art is as genuine as it gets. Passionate, even. You could call it an obsession. I've risked my life more than once for one piece in particular. I'm interested in making a deal with him, since I now possess it."

      He turned to look at the cat still standing beside the door, who gave him a curt nod.

      "We think it best you leave."

      "My apologies. I seem to have given you the impression I was asking. There's a lot at stake here and meeting with him isn't optional," I said.

      The cat standing in front of me walked back up the steps to where he had originally stood, and the other cat walked down to take his place. We stood there just staring at one another for a moment. The cat standing next to the door shouted down to us.

      "He's politely waiting for you to leave, as we've said."

      "All right, then let me say this as politely as I can: I'm not leaving until I talk to Hans."

      I stepped to the side to go around the cat, but he quickly stepped back in front of me. The cat next to the door shouted down to us again.

      "Master Hans will not see you. Leave."

      I stepped quicker this time, nearly making it around him this time. He wrapped his arm around my torso and shoved me back.

      "Two cats and a dog died because of a statue, and that's only as far as I know. And it'll be more if I don't get this squared away. I'm not after Hans, I need to ask him a few questions and I'll be on my way," I explained.

      Apparently the cat in front of me didn't enjoy talking.

      The one at the top of the stairs spoke again. "Fine. Tell you what, if you can defeat him in paw-to-paw combat, you can pass."

      The cat in front of me turned his head to acknowledge the other's ultimatum. As soon as he looked away, I wasted no time getting the jump on him. I figured I better since he wouldn't have given me that wager if he wasn't confident I'd lose. My paw connected squarely on his mouth, sending him staggering backward. He caught his balance.

      "You fight dirty, little dog."

      "I'm not the one who wanted a fight. It was you and your brother up there."

      He said nothing in reply, beckoning me toward him with his paw. I obliged, but he deflected my punches with ease. What was this fighting style? It was unlike anything I'd seen before. He countered with a punch that hit me in the chest. A lot harder than I expected, and it sent me stumbling a few steps back. He walked toward me, but froze when a new voice yelled from behind him.

      "Stop! What is going on out here? The noise has disturbed my lunch. My lunch!"

      The cat next to the doorway was quick to answer. "Master Hans, this dog came to see you, talking about murderers and threatening you. We did not want to offend you by allowing him in, so we tried to make him leave, but he refused."

      "Does he have a true interest in my art?"

      "In a way, but-"

      "But nothing! Let him in." He cast a stern look to the cat in front of him, leaning in close so that their faces were almost touching. Without warning, he burst out laughing and slapped the cat on the shoulder.

      "Master Hans?"

      "Oh, lighten up! Fetch us some tea, will you? Oh, be sure to serve it in those green cups. You know the ones. I think green would be a good choice today. This is the day where everyone should drink from green cups, wouldn't you agree?" he asked, his expression perfectly serious.

      "Yes, Master Hans. I'll get them right away." The cat scurried off inside.

      "Be sure to put tea in them! No one enjoys drinking tea from teacups with no tea in them! Oh, right... and your name is?"

      He looked to me. "My name is Trigger, and I'm a private detective. I have a few questions for you. It won't take long, I'll be out of your hair soon."

      "Nonsense. Let's enjoy lunch and drink from our green cups. Oh, and it's been a long time since I've had a dog as a guest here. You can have rice! Wonderful."

      I could already see there was no point in arguing with him. Seems the warning about his personality was accurate.

      I was no lover of art, but once I saw what was inside I was awestruck. This place didn't look like a traditional business, nor did it look like a museum. Each statue, varying in size, sat atop decorative pillars along the edges of the wall, as though he made them to pay respects to some kind of hero or god. The floor was wood, coated with lacquer, apparently polished regularly. Probably by the ugly twins who greeted me earlier. When I stepped inside, he instructed me to put cotton socks on my feet, to not blemish the floor. He guided me to a beautiful wooden table on the furthest end of the room and we sat on small pillows rather than chairs. The table itself was shorter than any other dining table I'd see.

      "Mr. Trigger, few have been allowed entry into this building. What do you think?" he asked.

      I scratched my head before muttering, "It's hard to put into words. You made all of this?"

      "Yes. What you see before you is my work. I have much more of it elsewhere. Although, part of what I have elsewhere isn't art of my making and not all of my collection consists of statues. Some of it is paintings, some poetry. The things in this world I admire."

      I let out a light chuckle. "I know someone you'd get along with great."

      "Oh? Who might that be?" he asked as he pushed his glasses up.

      Those were some unusual glasses he wore. I wondered if those were also some kind of unique part of his art collection. The lenses were round and close together. They had a bright green tint that made them look more like sunglasses. Maybe that's what they were. He seemed like the type to wear them inside.

      "He's a bespectacled cat, much like yourself. A big lover of art, too. Though you know now that I think about it, I don't know that I've ever seen a single piece of his personal collection. Nothing like what you've got here."

      His demeanor changed. It was subtle and struck me as involuntary, so I doubt he realized. Something I said took wind out of his sails.

      "I see. Well, I can't imagine anyone in the city has a collection like mine. Perhaps it's not fair to use me as a comparison."

      "No, perhaps not. I heard Mr. B had quite a collection too. Never got to see that one myself."

      His lip twitched. Another nerve struck. "What is it you came to ask me about, detective?"

      "I acquired a piece recently and I wondered if it might be your work," I replied.

      One of the hairless cats came in and placed a tray of food onto the table between Hans and myself.

      "Please, Mr. Trigger, try some of the rice. I believe you'll find it quite palatable. I'd like to have it regularly myself, but you know how it is. Carnivorous diet and all that."

      I stuck my spoon into the rice and brought it up to my lips, pausing for a moment before putting it back down into the bowl. I've been in the business long enough to know that when someone watches your spoon with anticipation, the way Hans was watching mine, either they're a chef who can't wait to see your reaction or someone trying to feed you something bad for your health.

      I put down the spoon and said, "I heard you've made a few replicas. Ever made a replica of the Grand Gobbler?"

      A nervous grin flooded his face. After a moment, he couldn't hold it in anymore and broke out into full-blown laughter.

      "The Grand Gobbler? Really? You know, you really are quite the detective. What led you here to ask me that question?"

      "I have my sources."

      "Care to reveal them?"

      I leaned in, wiping any trace of a smile off my face. That was a question I didn't enjoy being asked.

      "Not on your life, pal."

      He burst out into laughter again, his emerald glasses once again sliding down his nose, forcing him to stop laughing so he could push them back up again.

      "Mr. Trigger, you are a meddler. You're a meddler, and you won't drink from the green cups, and you haven't even tasted a single bite of your rice. Seems I will have to hold you here until I'm able to verify who you are and your motive for being here," he said, his face solemn.

      "I told you who I am and why I'm here. There. We're verified. Now, you can just kill me or let me go. Simpler, right?"

      Wasn't sure what Sugarplum was talking about when she said Hans resented the way Mr. B had become when he turned to organized crime, because from where I stood Hans didn't seem all that different. Maybe Mr. B had more guts, but this wasn't a good cat versus bad cat disagreement. I could've been wrong about that part too. After all, they had another thing in common. They both liked to see other dogs and cats get their paws dirty on their behalf, so they wouldn't have to themselves, assuming my hunch about Hans was right that he was pulling a lot of the strings. I was beginning to make sense of a lot of things about Hans, and I think he knew it.

      "Mr. Trigger, don't you think you're overreacting a bit?" Hans asked. "Wouldn't you also be suspicious of someone who came around asking the questions the way you're asking me?"

      "Only if I was on the wrong side of the law, like I suspect you are."

      He grinned. "You're very much a cynic, detective. I brought you in to see my collection, which few are ever allowed to see. I have served you both food and drink at my table. I have entertained your questions. By its very definition, I have been a most capable and gracious host. I believe you've been very unfair in describing me."

      I laughed, reached across the table to his bowl and pulled out a piece of meat, tossing it into my mouth. "Yes, you're very kind in the way you break the law, imprisoning someone against their will. Also, you imply that occasionally you eat some of the rice. I haven't eaten any of mine. Care to have a bite of it yourself?"

      "No thank you, detective. Your poor manners have robbed me of my appetite. Lee, Lou, please show our guest to his chambers. He'll be staying with us for a while," he called out, but no one came.

      "Lee? Lou?" he tried again.

      "Master Hans, stay inside!"

      The voice sounded frantic. Hans wasted no time and made his way toward the door to see what the commotion was about.

      He told me to stay put. Fat chance I would follow that order. As soon as he moved toward the entrance, I followed. I intended to use whatever disturbance had presented itself as a means of convenient cover for escape. I had enough figured out already that I'd be able to figure out the rest on my own. Hans was certainly the mastermind behind all of this chaos, or at the very least the fool who set it in motion. No need to waste any more time with the well-mannered warden here and his art collection, however interesting that might be.

      When Hans made it to the entrance, he froze in his tracks.
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      "What is it that's brought you here, my dear? Have you stopped by to join us for lunch? Lee and Lou have prepared something delicious. Chicken, rice, and our own blend of tea served in a green cup. You know how important the green cup is. It guarantees triumph and prosperity," Hans said.

      I eased up beside him to see who he was talking to... This day just kept getting better and better.

      Lady spotted me, but paid me little mind. She was much more interested in Hans. He must've really made her angry, because she had plenty of reason to give me all her attention. It was all coming together.

      "I want to know why your cat here attacked me while I was weakened by a trap at Kerdy's apartment," she hissed.

      Kerdy's apartment? Could she still be alive?

      Hans swallowed hard. "Come now, Lady. You shouldn't take such things personally. I found someone with similar interests who's willing to get the job done cheaper, and far cleaner. I couldn't have you continuing to meddle."

      "I had all but delivered. Yet, you thought it wise to double-cross me. Further proven by the little detective himself standing there beside you, apparently your lunch guest. If you expect me to believe anything else you have to say, you're mistaken. You've made it personal. I will hear no more."

      She had her weapon tucked behind her back, resting in her right paw. When she finished speaking, she brought it over her shoulders and into the ready position. Hans raised both paws and took a step back.

      Lee and Lou reached for the weapons, which had been propped against either side of the door at the top of the steps. Lee picked up a staff, Lou the sword. They slowly made their way down the steps in unison.

      "I believe much of this is a misunderstanding. It's a shame we couldn't work something out, but if you're here complaining that Lee alone almost killed you, it will disappoint you to hear that I trained them to fight as a team. Your defeating them here is not even a remote possibility. To make amends for our misunderstanding, I will allow you this one chance to walk away," Hans said, although there was a slight waver in his voice.

      Lady gave her answer by taking one step forward. It was at that moment I spotted a statue near the wall; a large cat in armor, wielding a spear. It looked as though it could be scaled, with enough of a gap between the ceiling and the wall for me to reach the roof. While he was preoccupied with Lady, I slipped away for a closer look.

      Although I was certain Lady had noticed me, she had already occupied herself with a more pressing matter. I climbed up the statue on the backside with relative ease. The only difficulty came when I realized it was a little further away from the gap in the ceiling than I thought. I had to make a jump, and I'm no athlete. Normally I would take several minutes to talk myself up to a jump like that, but I didn't have that kind of time. Instead, I convinced myself of what was likely the truth, that if I didn't make this jump, I wouldn't survive anyway. No matter who came out on top, neither had much love for me at this point. I made the leap and pulled myself up.

      I'd hit the jackpot with the layout of the roof. I could easily see the action, and the next roof was close enough nearby to provide a quick escape. I could be gone before Lady realized which direction I went. I didn't think the cats would be quick enough to get me either. I made my way back toward the front of the roof, so I could keep an eye on everything.

      The cat with the staff, who I assumed was Lee, made the first move. He rolled the staff over his shoulder and spun through the air, bringing down the staff over Lady's head in one swift strike. Lady easily sidestepped the swing, leaving the young cat surprised and off-balance. She hopped back on her left foot and retaliated with a swift kick to his chest. The strength difference here was large, though they were counting on speed and numbers. I wasn't sure they had seen Lady in action before. I had.

      Lou showed little outward concern for his brother. Then again, he likely knew better than to turn his head and take his eyes off Lady. Lou stepped forward with his sword in a stance similar to Lady's.

      "That weapon of yours, what does it weigh? Ten pounds? Fifteen? It looks like something you found in a junk pile near a construction site. What kind of professional uses scrap metal as a weapon?"

      Lady didn't answer, she only stared at him awaiting his next move. Lady's eyes were the color of the rising sun, but that stare was as cold as ice.

      Lee had the wind knocked out of him. It would be another minute or two before he could rejoin the fight. In the meantime, Lou looked intent on finishing it before that happened. He lunged forward, leading with the tip of his blade. His movements were clean and direct. Lady maneuvered to dodge, but the blade pierced her coat. Had I bet on the wrong team? I didn't have time to be second guessing myself. I pulled out a piece of scrap paper from my coat and a worn pencil. I scribbled, keeping up with the fight out of the corner of my eye.

      Lou withdrew his sword, but there was no blood on the blade. He retreated several steps back. Still, Lady didn't counter as he had probably expected. She even allowed him to speak again.

      "Ha, I should've known. You rely so heavily on tricks and gimmicks. That's the old oversized coat trick. I believe I'm striking your heart or lung, but in reality I've missed completely. While perfectly executed, your mistake is in your arrogance. If you were a skilled fighter, you would've had me now. You wouldn't have foolishly given me the opportunity to withdraw my blade and correct my strikes." Lady's expression remained stoic. What was she waiting for?

      By now, Lee had made it back to his feet. He rejoined his brother's side and readied his weapon again.

      "Lee, shall we teach her a lesson?"

      Lee nodded, his expression solemn. "Let's."

      The two flung themselves forward in perfect unison. Lee's longer staff reached its target first. Lady slightly side-stepped and raised her arm to redirect the blow. She only touched the staff for a moment, and the movement was so quick I was hardly sure I saw it happen at all. In the next moment she stepped to the opposite side, allowing Lou's blade to travel along its intended path, which would have been the center of her chest less than a split second ago. She raised her weapon and brought it down in one swift motion, shattering Lou's sword and splintering Lee's staff in a single strike. It made me realize just how lucky Rick and I had been. Rick in particular. We were in a tight space, in almost total darkness, and in the rain when we went up against Lady. I caught her completely off guard, and she also didn't know what my weapon did. Perhaps Rick was also a better swordsman than I gave him credit for. Whatever the reason, I felt a sudden sting of relief we had not chosen to confront Lady out in the open, and with advanced warning.

      Lee and Lou lunged backward, stopping to look at one another in disbelief. They appeared to have had their fill and were content to accept any mercy Lady may give them. They dropped their broken weapons and backed up several steps.

      I finished scribbling my note and wadded it into a tight ball. As Lady stepped toward the two, I threw the paper at her. Despite not looking at me, her paw snapped up reflexively, and she caught it easily. She took the heavy bar under her arm, opened the note, and read silently. She fled as quickly as she came in. I did the same, stopping at the first payphone I could find to phone Buddy. He had officers on that place so fast it had to be some kind of response time record.
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      They arrested Hans, Lee, and Lou without a fight. The trio had a real tight story ready for the police about how it was a peaceful place to meditate and practice martial arts, but I was certain the dogs in blue would find something on them soon enough. Buddy took no one's story at face value, and mine wouldn't be any different. He was furious with me. I was causing trouble in his district and he wanted an explanation or he would throw me into the slammer along with the cats he'd just arrested. But if there was one thing you could say about Buddy, it's that he was a good cop.

      "What do you mean warned her off? I ought to toss you in a cell and charge you as an accomplice. We could've had this whole thing wrapped up and be talking about it over breakfast tomorrow. Instead, you warn off the most rotten of the lot, this dangerous dame responsible for at least one murder, maybe more. Give me one good reason why I shouldn't lock you up and throw away the key. Go on, I'm listening!" he yelled. He was almost feral.

      "Here's one for you, Buddy. You wouldn't have gotten her. In that big open courtyard she would've escaped no problem. She might've even taken out a couple of your officers before she left just for good measure. Put them in the hospital, or worse. Also, you wouldn't have gotten Fernando. He'd have been warned off, and with him assuming Lady had the Gobbler, you'd never have pulled him in from the cold. With my way, we get both of them, at once, in a little room that already looks like it's set up for a police interrogation. It's so small and cramped that not even Lady could fight off all your officers. She couldn't escape. Buddy, I know we have our differences, but I need you to trust me on this one. I need you to stay away from the Swindler's Den for just one more day. I need you not to go after Fernando or try to follow Lady. I need you to keep this out of the papers. Keep Hans and his two cronies locked up somewhere in solitary so they can't spread word that Lady was there. Can you do that for me? Can you trust me on this, pal?"

      Buddy slammed his paw down on his desk, hard enough to send two pencils flying off the edge. "I'm not your pal, Trigger. If we were just pals, I wouldn't have hesitated to toss you in there with those other three. No, I respect you as a professional. If it wasn't for your work on putting Mr. B away, I wouldn't be listening to a word you had to say right now. I don't know what it is about you, Trigger. Maybe there's somethin' in the air, maybe I'm just feeling particularly foolish, but we'll go with your plan." I grinned and started to speak, but he raised his paw to stop me. "Even though I think what you did was idiotic. Even though I think you're risking too much by letting her walk away. Even though I'm confident we would have gotten Fernando anyways. Even though I think you take far too many liberties, cause me far too many headaches, and you're far more trouble than you're worth sometimes, you could be right," he continued, "as much as that pains me to say it."

      I wanted to laugh, but thought it wise not to.

      "Thank you for the clarification, Buddy, but I'll hold you to buying me breakfast when all this is over."

      To my surprise, that got a chuckle out of him.

      "I'll tell you what, Trigger. This crazy stunt, if you can pull it off, not only will I buy you breakfast but I also won't charge you as an accomplice in aiding and abetting a murderer. How's that sound, pal?"

      "You are the embodiment of generosity. I won't let you down. However, I won't be able to do it without you."

      He grinned. "I figured as much. That's why I blew my top in advance. Let's hear it."

      "I'll start with what I wrote on that note I tossed Lady: 'Turns out everyone's in on it. Cops will be here any second to arrest Hans and crew. This was Fernando's plan to get rid of all of you. Bringing in the Grand Gobbler at ten tomorrow night to the back room of the Swindler's Den. Be my guest in killing each other over it.'"

      Buddy tilted his head. "You were never one with words, Trigger. Don't you think that's a little on the nose?"

      "Not really. I seem to recall you believing that I was helping her at first. Besides, she's come out on top in almost every encounter. She even took down her rivals and escaped the cops in broad daylight yesterday. She feels emboldened. Probably intends to betray my gesture and take me out tomorrow, along with Fernando. Then, there you go, all loose ends tied up. No more threats. I think from where she stands it's too good a payoff not to gamble."

      "Sure, maybe. Get to the part where I come in," he said.

      "I'm sure you know all about the Swindler's Den. There's a bar out in the front lobby. I want you to send three of your biggest, strongest plainclothes there. Have two of them order drinks. Have the other browse through the goods and ask a lot of stupid questions. There's a restaurant across the street. Have two of your officers pose as a married couple on a dinner date. Use two that are really married if you can. The more convincing the better. Assume that anyone in the area might rat us out. Across from the back alley, which is the entrance I expect she'll try to escape from if she can, is a small grocer. Send another couple in their shortly before ten. I want your fastest runner watching this back alley from as far away as he can see it and no closer. Make sure everyone's watches are synced perfectly. When that second hand touches five minutes past ten, I want everyone to rush that room at once. No one in that place will be a friend, so don't worry about taking it easy on anyone that 'accidentally' gets in the way."

      "Looks like you might actually still be a cop at heart. All right, seems reasonable enough. I'll head the operation myself. What about you?"

      "I'll be taking that statue there myself."

      "Is that necessary? Why not just let her think you'll be there and stay out of danger?"

      "Lady may be bold, but she's still cautious. She sees something that doesn't add up, she'll bail. She'll be watching, and if she sees me coming with the statue, it will give her the confidence she needs to take the chance."

      "You're taking a big risk here. Sounds like you're gambling too much, putting yourself in that room with the two of them and the statue." He paused, as though he'd just realized something, and shook his head. "All right, I know how pointless saying that to you is. You've been at this just as long as I have, so you don't need me to explain the risks. If that's how you want this to go, that's how it'll go."

      He waved his paw toward the door, ushering me out.

      "Thanks, Buddy," I replied.

      As I grabbed the door, Buddy stood up from his chair and walked over.

      "Good hunting."

      He held out his paw and we shook. Now it was time to pay Rick a visit.

      When I arrived I noticed several other business owners were there, likely ready to exaggerate their concern and offer their well wishes in the hopes of earning major brownie points. A journalist from the Arc Daily was on her way out as I went in. The receptionist out front recognized me this time as soon as she looked up and saw me.

      "Oh, Mr. Trigger. Rick said you would probably come by soon and wanted me to tell you he'd see you shortly. Give me a moment to notify him so he can wrap up his current meeting."

      She buzzed his office. "Mr. Rick, the detective is here to see you."

      "Thanks, tell him I'll see him in five."

      I leaned back in my seat and slipped my hat over my face. Five minutes might not sound like a lot for a nap, but I was exhausted.

      "Excuse me."

      I ignored the voice beside me at first, but the next time it came with a gentle tug at my sleeve.

      "Excuse me. I'm sorry to disturb you, but is your name really Trigger?"

      I slid my hat back up my face and eyed the young cat beside me. "Yeah, that's right," I grunted.

      I started to push my hat down my face again, but this time I was interrupted before it made it over my eyes.

      "The private detective?"

      I was alert now. I slipped my paw inside my coat and rested it on the old reliable shock stick. Needed to get that thing fixed soon.

      "The one and only. Well, as far as I know."

      "I thought I recognized you..." He choked up, and cleared his throat before continuing. "My father passed away not too long ago and left me our family business. I'd helped him run it since I was a kitten. Mr. B's lackeys came by and demanded higher payments. We were just about to close the business when we heard they had arrested him. I went to the trial and saw how you testified and how he reacted. I did a little asking around and folks in the know credited you with taking him down. I wanted to thank you."

      He held out his paw and I shook it. It was funny. Here he was sitting in the building of a dog who deserved more credit than me, and I couldn't even say so.

      "Don't mention it, kid. Glad to hear it made your life a little easier, and you kept your business."

      "Actually, that's why I'm here to see Rick. We're looking to sell. This is a canning business and I thought it might interest him in having the business to prevent waste. See, fresh strawberries don't last long. If you manage to can them before they go bad, you can use them in things like jellies years later."

      Three cats walked out of Rick's office and slammed the door behind them. They didn't look happy. His secretary stepped in for a moment, then came back out.

      "Mr. Trigger, Rick will see you now."

      I gave the cat beside me a pat on the shoulder. "Good luck, kid."

      I went into Rick's office and closed the door behind me.

      "What was that all about?"

      "Oh, you mean those cats? They want me to support their political organization, the Feline Liberation Party. I'm a businessman. I need to stay out of politics, but between you and me, these guys are dangerous and they'll cause problems down the road if I don't... nevermind. What brings you here?"

      "I'm here about the statue. I ended up tracking down the head honcho that both Fernando and Lady were trying to get it for. It's a long story, and I'm still trying to get all the details straight myself. I'll fill you in on everything later if I come out in one piece. I need the statue ready tomorrow for easy transport by me, preferably in some kind of rolling luggage box thing. You know the thing I'm talking about?"

      He grinned. He was still in the wheelchair, but he seemed to be in less pain.

      "Sure, I can arrange that for you. I'll have one of my security dogs deliver it to you in time for you to get there."

      "Thanks, Rick. Wish me luck."

      "Let's hope you don't need it."
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      I was expecting a hulking mass of muscle to show up outside my hotel to hand over the Grand Gobbler. Instead, it was a skinny poodle dame wearing glasses. Guess I should've expected that with Rick. Hide in plain sight.

      She had a bag thrown over her shoulder that looked like dry cleaning. The rolling luggage box drew no attention at all; it looked like more dry cleaning. She waved at me when she got closer, whistling a tune I didn't recognize.

      "Oh, hey, detective! Here's that thing you asked for."

      "Thank you, ma'am. Have a nice night," I replied.

      I wanted to stop her and ask if she knew what was in this box, but thought better of it.

      As I began my walk to the Swindler's Den, I felt a strange sense of calm. I thought of Constance, the cat that was murdered at my door. I was glad Benjamin wised up and backed off, or he'd have ended up the same way.

      I tried not to look around too much. I knew Lady was watching me, and she could take the Gobbler whenever she chose. Wouldn't be anything I could do about it. No, I was counting on the fact that Lady would be out for revenge against Fernando. If she let me deliver the statue, she'd have him off guard.

      When I arrived to the back door, I didn't bother to knock. I opened it up and walked in like I owned the place. There were three cats standing around a circular table at the center of the room, a pile of assorted valuables sitting on top. One spoke up as soon as I closed the door behind me.

      "Who are you?" he asked.

      "Friend of Fernando's. Got something for him."

      "Don't we all? We're a little busy tonight, so why don't you get outta here and come back tomorrow."

      "Afraid not. It's important."

      The cat's lip twitched and he dug his claws into the table as he leaned toward me.

      "You can either take whatever's in that box and go somewhere else or we'll do it for you, little dog."

      I said nothing. I reached down and opened the latches on the box. I lifted the lid.

      "I wonder what Fernando will say when he finds out I sold the Grand Gobbler somewhere else at your request?"

      His expression changed instantly. "The Grand-" he interrupted himself, rushing over to look into the box. "Wait here. Don't move."

      He was gone less than a minute before returning with Fernando. Fernando signaled for everyone to leave and greeted me.

      "Hello, Mr. Trigger. I was just told that you have the Grand Gobbler with you. Surely he misunderstood you."

      I pointed to the box. "He understood me just fine."

      His eyes grew wide. "You mean..."

      He froze for a few seconds, his breathing becoming faster. A moment later he broke from his trance and jumped up to the table, taking his arm and pushing everything off onto the floor. All manner of gold jewelry, cash, and other valuables hit the floor and rolled to all corners of the room. I took the cue and pulled the statue out of the box, placing it on the table. He took a deep breath before pulling the sack off. When he saw it, he placed both paws over his mouth, as though he'd just reunited with a best friend he thought long dead.

      He looked to me and his eyes narrowed. "Detective, how did you get this?"

      "Easy, actually. I retraced Rico's steps. I thought to myself about what I might do if I'm running away with a heavy statue like this and my pursuer is gaining on me. Then it hit me. I'd toss it in a dumpster or a can before they caught up and then try to use the extra speed to get away. I could come back later and get it once I was safe. It turns out that's exactly what he did. I found it in the dumpster just a couple of turns before where their fight happened," I lied.

      "Genius, Mr. Trigger. You truly are a remarkable sleuth." He picked up the statue and turned it over, noticing the hole drilled into the bottom. He closed his eyes and took a deep breath. "You've damaged it, but nothing that can't be fixed. I can have something like this repaired easily. It will affect the value very little."

      "Don't worry too much about that, Fernando. With it being a fake and all, I don't think it'll devalue it by much."

      He looked it over and looked back to me before a smile appeared on his face. "Oh, you mean because of the tungsten core?"

      "That's right."

      He laughed hysterically. "Oh, Mr. Trigger. You really know how to give a cat a good chuckle!"

      This confused me. I half expected him to blow a fuse when he saw the tungsten. Instead, he reacted like... this.

      "I'm not sure I follow," I said. This situation was taking a turn.

      "Oh, you don't. Let me ask you this: why would having a tungsten core prove this was not the original?"

      "Because the original was solid gold?"

      "Wrong! Isn't that funny? The Grand Gobbler was never solid gold. It always had the tungsten core. Common idiots who assume too much started those rumors. When it first arrived, it was common knowledge, but rumor always takes the upper paw I guess. Rather than make a point of disproving it, any of us who knew the truth used this rumor as a tool for getting the statue. Someone, like you, would inadvertently find it. Then their own inquisitiveness would work against them. If they drilled, they'd discover the tungsten and discount it as a clever fraud, landing it right into the paws of one who knows better. Me. Funny how these things go according to plan," Fernando explained through a devilish smile.

      "What about Constance?"

      "What about her?"

      "Was that according to plan?"

      "It was."

      I glanced down at my watch. Still two more minutes until ten o'clock. "You don't say?"

      "Don't bother trying to play it cool, detective. I know how upset it must make you to hear that. Constance was some filthy cat I found in your disgusting district. I told her if she delivered it she could come work for me here. I wasn't lying. I'd have hired her if she managed to get out of such an impossible situation. I knew who Lady and Agatha were before I ever went there. I made sure Lady could get a good look at her and could follow her easily. I carefully planned her timing and delivery so she'd at least make it to your apartment. I never could've imagined it would work out so well. She made it all the way to your door, and Lady didn't get the letter off her. It gave you a jump start. I knew your reputation and I was working for Mr. B when he finally caught onto you. I knew if I could put you on the right path you'd take care of all of them for me and then deliver to me what you thought was a fake. By tomorrow, I'll be long gone from here before your cop friends start looking, and there'll be no more Hans and his attack cats and no more Lady and Agatha. Detective, thank you. You have lived up to all of my expectations. As a reward, I'll allow you to leave here with your life. I know you were expecting financial compensation, but as you can plainly see, you're in no position to demand it. Farewell, Detective Trigger."

      "No thanks. I think I'll hang around. I enjoy hearing you talk." I looked at my watch again. Ten o'clock.

      His smile faded. "Why do you keep checking your watch like that?"

      Before I answered, the handle turned on the back door. Like clockwork.

      Time seemed to slow down to an agonizing crawl. Even though I knew who it was, it didn't make it any easier. I hoped Fernando and I could talk ourselves out of death for a long five minutes.

      Lady walked inside, hood on, the weapon tucked under her arm with the casual stance you might use to carry an umbrella out of the house when you were expecting rain. Fernando froze and glanced toward the door leading to the front lobby.

      "You won't make it. To the door, I mean. You'd be dead before you touched it. Dead before you hit the floor. May as well stay right where you are," Lady demanded. She walked over and picked up the statue. "There it is. You know, the detective must really hate you to do this. He could've let the cops try to get me yesterday, but he let me go. I'd have gotten away regardless, but it's the thought that counts. Isn't he just a sweetheart? He let me go all so I could come here, take the statue, and we could kill each other. Isn't that right, detective? Though, that will only be half true. I'll make it away with the statue just fine. Though, I must kill you both. I can be clever, sure, but not compared to the two of you. You fooled me once already, Trigger. Shame on me. And you, Fernando, well, I just don't like you. I'm afraid I can't take the chance of leaving either of you to your plotting."

      I looked down at my watch. Three minutes past ten. This wasn't good. There wouldn't be time.

      "Wait! You really think I'd bring the real statue here just so you could kill me? If you want to know where the real one is, I'm afraid you'll have to keep me alive."

      She grinned. "A fake, huh? Looks exactly the same as the one I had recently."

      "Look at it for yourself."

      She obliged, picking up the statue and turning it over, examining every angle.

      "Other than the hole you drilled in it, it's the same statue. It's pointless. Did you really think I'd be so stupid as to not recognize the statue I held in my own paws?"

      I looked down at my watch. Four minutes past.

      "Don't you want to know why I warned you away yesterday?" I asked.

      "No, Trigger, I don't. I want to know what it sounds like when I bring this steel down on your skull."

      She brought out her bar and I glanced at my watch. I had to make it a few more seconds. I dove under the table as the bar came down. It shattered the table in half. I rolled between her legs, but it was the end of the line. I was a detective, not a martial artist. I only hoped she'd have some last words for me. Luckily, she did.

      "But I must thank you for placing everything in my lap, detective. As a professional courtesy to you, I won't make you suffer. This will be clean and quick." She brought up the bar again and as she brought it down, two officers burst through the lobby-side door. The first one knocked the bar from her paw, but she grabbed him and flipped him into the wall on the other side of her. By the time the second officer got to her, she was facing off with Lady alone. She swung her shock stick, but Lady dodged it easily. Lady countered with a kick to her chest, sending her staggering back, but not enough to knock her down. Two more officers burst through the back door just as Lady delivered an open paw chop to the second officer's neck, dropping her to the floor. Both officers got behind her, grabbing her arms. She struggled for a moment, overpowering both officers at once and slamming them into one another, sending both of them to the floor.

      I tried to make my way toward the back door, but she caught me with a kick to the ribs, sending me rolling across the floor. She kicked harder than I could've imagined. It was like getting hit by a sack of bricks that fell from the top of a building. She busted me up good. The pain was white hot and I couldn't move. All I could do was gasp for breath and rely on Buddy and his cops. She picked up her weapon, walked toward me, held it above her head, and brought it down. It stopped halfway. Buddy had grabbed her, and not a moment too soon.

      He grabbed onto her arm and stopped it from coming all the way down. She tried to bring it down again, but Buddy was strong and she couldn't manage it. She let go with one paw and planted a perfect shot into his face. Blood dripped onto the floor, but Buddy refused to let go. He brought his foot down onto the back of her leg, and she went to one knee. She pulled Buddy to the floor and landed punch after punch on his face, but he wouldn't let go. He turned his head and spit out a couple of teeth, but even after several more punches he refused to let go of her. It was only a few seconds, but it seemed like an eternity. Several more officers made it into the room and piled on top of Lady. She yelled out with all her strength, lifting several officers up as she attempted to make it to her feet. But even more officers poured into the room and jumped onto her, pinning her to the ground.

      I breathed a sigh of the relief. Marty put me in the hospital when he showed up to my office with Mr. B, but I'd never been so close to death as I was just a moment before. So much for Buddy buying me breakfast. I was just happy I'd live to see my next meal.

      Fernando, who was now sitting in the corner of the room, pointed to me and shouted. "All of this! Luring me into the room. Luring Lady here. Stealing the statue. Setting up this ambush. You planned this?"

      I squeaked, more than spoke. "That's right. This was for Constance, you scumbag."

      After a moment of silence, he struggled to his feet and began slowly clapping. "Bravo, detective. Bravo..."
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      Buddy had to spend a few minutes at the local hospital getting patched up, but not before he had to field a fleet of press conferences and interviews. He seemed pretty pleased with the outcome. He told me over the phone to stay put in his office until he got back, no matter how long it took. Considering he'd just kept me from entering the afterlife, I was more than happy to wait until the early morning if I had to. I didn't expect I'd be able to sleep anyway, considering everything that had just happened. Or, so I thought. I eventually fell asleep in my chair. I'm not sure how long I was out when Buddy opened the door to his office and startled me awake. He had a big bandage across the top of his nose, and his eye was swelled up something awful.

      "We did it! I can't believe it, Trigger. Your plan worked. We'll make the front page tomorrow! I never doubted you for a second."

      I offered him a thin grin before replying, "Good to know you had my back through all this, Buddy."

      He laughed, then pointed to my ribs. "What about you? What did the doc say?"

      "Couple of broken ribs. No lasting damage to any organs as far as they could tell. Got off lucky, all things considered."

      He laughed. "Maybe you ought to consider getting into a new line of work."

      "At this point I wouldn't be good at much else. I better stick to my day job," I said. "Say, did my watch get busted when I got kicked around or is this the right time?"

      "It's the right time, I'm afraid. Four in the morning. There's an all-night diner two minutes down the street. Great plate of eggs and bacon, and a halfway decent cup of java. Not much point in us heading home for little more than a cat nap. Care to join me?"

      I took a deep breath and exhaled. "You still owe me breakfast after all."

      Buddy and I walked down the street toward the diner. Even at this hour, the district was living and breathing. Dogs shipped cargo in carts up and down the street, and others just enjoyed the night life, many just now heading home from some big party. As for the diner, I could smell it well before I could see it. As I suspected, they employed an open door strategy this time of the morning when few other places to eat were open for business. My nose was flooded with the scents of eggs, bacon, sausage, coffee, and more. We walked in the door and were met by a feline dame.

      "Welcome to the Moonlit Plate, would you like to try our..." She stopped mid-sentence. "Oh my, are you two alright? Do you need help?"

      Buddy grinned, taking his badge out of his coat and showing her. "Sorry for the sight, ma'am. We're fine. Had a bit of a rough night is all and we're starving and heard this is where they make the best eggs in the district."

      "Oh... sorry to hear. What can I start you off with?"

      "Eggs and bacon and a coffee," Buddy said.

      "Same," I added, while taking off my hat and tucking it under my arm.

      She smiled. "Coming right up! Have a seat wherever you like. You've got a lot of choices this early in the morning."

      It only took a couple of minutes to get our plates and coffee, and we wasted no time catching up.

      "I'm told that statue we seized is worth a fortune. Some old relic everybody thought was lost. Why didn't you sell it and retire? You could've been rubbing elbows with the top canines and felines in the district and hired a few bodyguards to boot. You could take up knitting," he said.

      "That doesn't sound half bad. I bet I could get good at knitting."

      "Yeah, bet you could. Anyway, let's get down to business. You know you have to give a statement on what's happened. You can come by later after you've rested to give me all the finer details, but how about you summarize it for me so I know what we're working with here?"

      I nodded. "Now keep in mind, a lot of this I don't know for certain. Just informed speculation. There was this dog, Benjamin, in the Capital District."

      "Informed speculation is my bread and butter. It'll at least give us something to investigate."

      "So Benjamin, he's the descendant of this mayor who received the statue as a gift a long time ago. Somehow, the thing ends up in a box to be auctioned off. Now, I expect the foul play started somewhere around this point, maybe even before. My guess is that someone working for Benjamin made sure that statue ended up in a box. Now, that statue is supposed to be picked up by Fernando. Instead, a couple of boxes went unaccounted for. Fernando had already left, and by the time he discovered the statue wasn't in the boxes, the remaining ones were already gone. Bought by Agatha. There's a couple of different ways this could've gone down, and only Lady can tell you that. It was either that Lady went to work for Agatha to embroil her in this insurance scandal, convince her the statue was a fake, get a little payout, and make a clean getaway. As much as I hate to say it, because I like the old cat, it's possible Kerdy had an angle some way or another. Then again, maybe not."

      "Assuming she's still there, Kerdy is Black District's problem," Buddy said. "Unless they find evidence proving she's tied to the statue case, finding and arresting her is up to them." He scooped up a pile of eggs and dumped them into his mouth, then quickly washed them down with a generous gulp of coffee. "I'm not getting' any younger. Please, continue."

      "So Lady convinces Agatha to let her take the statue, right? In the meantime, this Fernando character was actually working for a cat named Hans who likes to drink from green cups."

      "Pardon?"

      "Strange cat. You'll see. Hans still expected Fernando to get the statue for him, but apparently knew about Lady. I don't know what the deal was with that. Maybe they both worked for him and were competing? Maybe not. Anyway, at one point, Lady would sell the statue to Fernando. Fernando hired someone to steal it instead, so he could keep the money and have the statue too. I was a witness to that one. Witnessed it firstpaw, actually."

      Buddy raised his paw, coughing as he choked on a piece of bacon. He eventually recovered and cleared his throat.

      "Sorry, you what?"

      "Both of them thinking the other had the statue presented a unique opportunity, but it also made both of them lie low for a while. You'll like this next part. At this point I still thought the statue was a fake. I did some digging into who might've had it counterfeited, or who counterfeited it. That led me right to Hans. As soon as I mentioned the statue, he acted strange. Stranger, I mean. He was strange already. I could tell something was up. Then, Lady shows up right when he says he'll lock me up somewhere for asking too many questions. I escaped and set up the trap and you know the rest from there."

      Buddy laughed. "Trigger, you think I can't see how full of holes that story is? You expect me to believe you somehow got the statue away from that dame? I go to the gym and do boxing on the weekends. I'm a strong dog and I couldn't even come close in a one-on-one fight. You expect me to believe you somehow overpowered her and took it away on your own?"

      "Well, you see, I've been eating a good hearty breakfast every morning. Sometimes I even go for a morning walk. Don't judge a book by its cover. It's impolite."

      "Yeah, that's hilarious. So I take it you'll not give me a name?"

      "Sorry, confidentiality and all that. Anyway, he's on our side."

      "So maybe I want his name so I can send them a thank you letter. Besides, I'm skeptical whether anyone who feels the need to hide their identity is on the side of justice."

      "Buddy..."

      "All right, I know you well enough to know that I couldn't beat that name out of you, so I'll drop it." He pointed his paw me for emphasis. "For now."

      I scraped up the last bit of my breakfast and drank the final drop of my coffee. The waitress came over and offered a refill, but I turned it down. "This should be enough to get you started, Buddy. Part of this happened in the Black District so I really need to be phoning Petey to give him the lowdown, so he can tie up the loose ends over there. Thanks for the breakfast, pal."

      "I think I might actually owe you a few more. So come by and collect sometime, all right?"

      "Take care, Buddy."

      As we went up to the counter to pay, the manager, and big gray cat, stepped out and held up his paw.

      "You're Colonel Buddy, right?"

      Buddy nodded. "That's right."

      "Don't sweat it. This one's on the house. We're only able to open our doors at this hour thanks to what you've done here in the district with all the crime. Least I can do is treat you and your friend here to a breakfast."

      "Thanks. Means a lot," Buddy said, waving his paw as we walked out. I did the same.

      We left the diner and walked our separate ways. When I found a payphone with a private booth, I dialed up Petey.

      "That really you, Trigger? You sound awful. You sound like you went in for the title fight and lost."

      "Won, actually. Wait until you see the papers. Try to get the Adria one, too."

      "You mean you tracked that Doberman dame down?"

      "Sure did, but they'll want to hold her here, at least for the time being. I didn't figure you'd have any complaints."

      "They'll send her over here at some point. A murder probably trumps whatever she did over there. Especially since it looks like Kerdy survived the attack."

      "Actually, Petey, Lady didn't even attack Kerdy. It was a cat over here. Worked for the head honcho who was after that statue the entire time. Kerdy wasn't even there when they fought. Look, this won't be a lot of fun for you to sort out, but they'll probably do all the questioning here and then transfer the cat and Lady over to you so you can formally file charges against her. Make sure you pile them high. I don't want to have to deal with these characters ever again, but I'm sure they'd love to deal with me. I've already got enough dogs and cats after my hide."

      "Can't promise anything on Agatha. Her involvement will be hard to sort out, but you can count on Lady."

      "Let's grab lunch in a day or two, I'll tell you everything."

      "Sounds good. Oh, and good job," Petey said.

      "Wait a minute. Petey, why did you decide Kerdy survived the attack before I told you she wasn't even there?"

      "She was spotted over near the river, near the city wall in Black District. Earlier tonight, actually. A dog was out late closing up his shop and saw her pacing. Looked irritated. By the time we got there to check it out, she'd already left, but the description was a perfect match."

      Why was she... No. I'd had enough mystery solving for now. I felt relieved that she was safe.

      "Thanks, Petey. We'll talk soon."

      When I got back to the hotel and into my bed, I tossed and turned. My ribs ached in every position and I couldn't fall asleep. Still, it was probably the best night of sleep I'd had in my life. The pain meant I was alive, and it was good to be alive.

      I slept in late and made my way to Rick's office around noon. His secretary gave me the fast track in again, and when I walked into his office, he already had the morning paper laid out across his desk.

      "Well, if it isn't the big shot detective himself. Got the whole crew in less than forty-eight hours. You better be careful setting standards like that, they'll think you're a good detective."

      "Well, we certainly can't have that. If these are the cases I'm getting as a bad detective, I'd hate to see the ones a good detective has to deal with. And if I was a good detective, you couldn't afford to hire me anymore. What would you do then?"

      He laughed. "Good point. Guess I'd be out of luck. I'll just have to keep settling for you."

      "You'll manage somehow. Oh, and what's this 'I did it' stuff? Here you are again, the real hero behind the scenes. You do all the work and get none of the recognition. One day it might play out where you'll be the one to quit on me."

      "Don't worry, you'll probably get me killed before that happens. At least give me a break for a little while?"

      "I don't think I have much of a choice. Besides, don't forget that Rico's dead. Maybe let him stay dead this time, all right?"

      "Only if he's never needed again. Say, how in the world did you land in the lap of this Hans fellow, anyway? I didn't really think we were that close."

      "It's a long story, and I'm always tempted to give the background because I'm sentimental, but I know you're busy so I'll try to keep it short. Harvey's a kid in the Black District I got out of trouble a while back. A good kid with a real knack for identifying, and making, counterfeit documents. I went to see him to ask who might've made a statue like that. He thought of Hans because Hans was known for making quality 'replicas'. Turned out he's quite the collector, and the statue we got wasn't a fake."

      "Who is Harvey working for right now?"

      I tilted my head. "No one. He's freelance. I'd recommend him if you're interested."

      "Do you think he'd be interested in coming to work for me? I need someone with that kind of skill here. You wouldn't believe how often forged documents land on my desk as a dog with a business as large as mine. Costs me a lot of money, too. Here, take my card. Tell him I'll pay him a sign-on bonus and tell him I'll double it if he'll start tomorrow."

      "It'll mean a lot to him. This is just the break he needs, and you can never have too many dogs and cats around you can trust."

      I delivered the card to Harvey that evening and the next day he was heading into Adria District. A few weeks after that I pulled a wedding invitation out of my mailbox.
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      The next few months went quickly. I bounced back and forth between Petey and Buddy, corroborating stories and helping them get their facts straight. They scheduled the trial, but because we had almost every significant person of interest in custody, along with all the physical evidence, prosecutors believed this to be an open and shut case. Kerdy was never seen again.

      I made good on my intentions to get up early and join Petey on his morning run after I gave my ribs time to heal. By then he'd already taken his exercise pretty seriously. The new look caused a change in his personality, too. Well, not so much his personality but the way people saw him. He wasn't the ironically chubby greyhound anymore. He was lean and mean. I'm kidding about that last part. I'm not sure what Petey would have to do to look mean. That would probably be impossible.

      I had a wedding to prepare for, but I'd never owned a tux in my life, so getting fitted for one was quite an ordeal. Come to think of it, I'd never even been to a wedding. I wasn't sure what I was supposed to say or do. Just two people getting married, then we all eat dinner and have cake. How bad could it be?

      Another month passed and the big day finally arrived. Harvey's luck was holding strong. He snatched up a home for sale in the Rose Garden Estates. It opened just as Rick had given him his sign-on bonus. He asked Rick if he would mind if he continued living in the Black District; Harvey wanted to stay and do good here. To help kittens and pups like him being dragged into things they didn't want to be a part of, heading down the wrong path to nowhere. He wanted to teach them how to seize the opportunities that came their way, and how to take advantage of any break they were given. He also wanted to help create some of those breaks. He intended to create something he had wanted but didn't have access to.

      Rick wholeheartedly supported the idea. He even promised a big check to get them moving once they got everything up and running. Petey got on board. He added a phone line solely devoted to helping the foundation. Someone could use it to report anonymously or just to talk. Just having someone to talk to was what a lot of these kids needed. I didn't know all the details, but it sounded great.

      They held their wedding in the large park that no one ever used in the middle of the Estates. It was nice to finally be walking down there for a positive reason for a change. I flashed my resident pass to the security guard as I was walking through the entrance. I'd gotten it a while back so I'd have easy access to work a case here, even though I didn't live in the neighborhood.

      "Oh, stop showing off, detective. You know you don't need that thing today," the security guard said. I laughed, then stopped and chatted with him for a few minutes since I was early. He gave me directions to Harvey and Priscilla's new house, and I thought I would laugh so hard that I'd end up falling onto the ground and dirtying up my tuxedo.

      Even with the chat, I was one of the first dogs to arrive. Sure enough, there was Harvey in a tuxedo and sitting on the front porch of what was once Agatha's house. After they seized the big insurance payout, Agatha had to sell her home to pay for her defense. Maybe it would be enough to get her off, maybe not. Either way, I wouldn't lose any sleep over it.

      Harvey perked up his ears when he saw me. "Trigger, you came!"

      "You didn't think I would? That hurts my feelings. Guess I'll let you away with it, though, since it's your wedding day," I replied.

      "You don't seem like the type who attends big events like this. How many weddings have you been to?"

      "This would be the first."

      "Well, I'm humbled to be the one to bring you into civility."

      He offered me a big cheesy grin and stood up out of his chair. He pointed to several glasses next to a bottle of wine sitting on a table beside him.

      I shook my head. "You're welcome, and no thanks. Believe it or not I'm getting into better shape and I wasn't as winded on this trip as I used to be."

      "Glad to hear it. How did you manage that?"

      "Been joining the lieutenant on his morning runs."

      "Oh, you mean Lieutenant Petey? He's been a tremendous help over at the foundation."

      I nodded. "He seems to like being there. You got yourself a good ally in Petey. How are you enjoying working for Rick?"

      "He has high expectations of those around him. Not surprising considering he's a workaholic himself. But he has impeccable character, and he pays me far more than I'm worth. It's really changed my life, Trigger. I really appreciate you putting him in touch with me."

      "Don't mention it. You've mostly got yourself to thank for that."

      I made small talk with everyone that came in who I knew. Petey showed up with two other dogs from the department, and we chatted about some trumped-up nonsense from the good ole days, just like we always did. Since I arrived plenty early, I walked on down to Lily's house to say hello and we spent a few minutes catching up. She seemed like she was doing pretty well for herself, same as always.

      I made my way back just in time for the wedding to start. It was a strange experience; dames crying and blowing their noses into tissues were all over the place. I'd seen less crying at a funeral. Harvey and Priscilla said their vows, and everyone was cheering, laughing, and crying all at the same time. It was some fascinating stuff. Next came my favorite part.

      We all sat at a long table and fine cats in fancy suits set fancy dinner plates in front of us. This was the good stuff. Two large salmon fillets and a heap of fresh strawberries next to it. Next to that was a nice tall glass of milk to wash it down. Gee, I wonder where this came from. Then I saw a Rick walking over to the table. He was on a cane now, walking mostly on his own. I couldn't describe how happy it made me to see him out of that wheelchair. He gave a shameless speech about how he had donated the food and refreshments to the wedding, and why those of means might consider investing in his company if they enjoyed their meal. He was a businessman through and through. It was a tragedy that everyone here didn't know him like I did. Then again, he wanted a reputation that wouldn't impede his true intentions. Still, being a dog that did so much for the city, making himself out to be just another greedy businessman was a real shame. Hopefully someday the city would find out about his good deeds, when he no longer felt the need to hide them.

      I'd just picked up my fork and jammed it into the salmon when an old dame to my left cleared her throat loudly. I looked up and noticed that no one else was eating yet and took the hint.

      Harvey stood up and tapped his glass with his fork.

      "Hello, can I please have everyone's attention? I'm sure everyone has been looking forward to the meal, and even more so now that you've seen it. I'll keep it brief, but there is a very important guest here today I wish to honor with a toast. Many of you here know me well enough to know that when I was a pup, I found myself on the wrong side of the law. My wife and I founded an organization to help young pups and kittens, much like I was once, find the breaks they need to get out. My special guest didn't know I was planning to make this toast or he may have been too embarrassed to come at all..."

      Oh no.

      He paused for a moment using his sleeve to dab his eyes.

      "This special guest is actually the one who gave me my first big break. When everyone else around me was trying to use me or send me to prison, this dog thought I deserved a second chance. Sure, he could've been wrong. But he thought if someone gave me a second chance maybe I could make something of myself. Maybe I could turn it around."

      Please no.

      He held out his arms and looked to everyone around him. "I think you'll agree that I've done that, and more. Please give a round of applause to my friend, Trigger, who, through his selfless nature, has inspired me to be selfless and help others. Thank you, Trigger."

      Everyone broke out in applause. By now, despite my best efforts, I was leaking like those old ladies I was making fun of just a few minutes before. Harvey made his way around the table where I was sitting. He asked me to stand up, and when I did he wrapped both arms around me and gave me a big hug. After a few seconds of surprise, I returned the favor. I pulled him down and whispered, "I'm proud of you, kid."

      Then I abruptly sat down and dug into my plate as if I hadn't eaten in days, trying to stop dripping tears like a newborn pup.

      Maybe this job wasn't so bad after all.
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      “Yes, that amount will do quite nicely. Though, I’m surprised at your apparent reluctance,” Saint said to his speakerphone, leaning back in his chair. “I recall you being more enthusiastic about our cause.”

      “You’ve got some nerve, taking that tone with me,” snapped the female cat’s voice from the speaker. “If I didn’t believe in our cause, I wouldn’t be funding it.”

      “Sorry. You’re right, of course.” He paused, taking in a deep breath before exhaling slowly. “I’ve decided to run for Mayor.” Saint leaned forward, clasping his paws together in front of him. “I think it’s about time, don’t you?”

      “You’re asking me?” she asked, with a chuckle.

      “It’s as you said. You are funding this little project of ours, after all, so I do value your input.”

      “Do you think it’s wise to be so visible at this stage?” Her voice softened.

      “I see your concern, but we’ll have to take a more hands-on approach eventually. Simply buying off allies can only take a cause so far. That’s something Mr. B learned the hard way.”

      The line went silent for a long minute, before the female cat finally spoke up again.

      “Aren’t you forgetting something?” she asked.

      “Must you ask all these rhetorical questions?” He paused, before allowing a grin to escape his lips. “Never mind. Now I’m doing it. I assume you’re referring to what happened to Mr. B. My dear, the matter is simple. I can have that little dog put out of his misery by the end of the week, should I so choose. He knows nothing about me at the moment. He’ll never see it coming,” he said, making a sliding motion in front of his throat, as though she could see him.

      “I have a better idea,” she said. “What if we turned him into an ally instead?”

      He started laughing, but quickly stopped himself. “Hmm. Yes, you’re right. I shouldn’t laugh. Do you really think he can be converted?”

      “I’m not so sure he needs to be. I’ve heard he’s a very open-minded dog. Maybe he’s already more on our side than you think.”

      He leaned back, scratching the back of his head. “I hadn’t considered that.” He cleared his throat. “Alright. New plan. When the opportunity presents itself, I’ll have our would-be ally picked up by some friends of mine. I’ll have a friendly chat with him.”

      “You know, he isn’t going to jump on board, just like that,” she interrupted. “Even with your diplomacy skills, it’s going to take some considerable convincing.”

      “I suspect you’re right,” he agreed. “We’ll give him a couple of chances to do things the easy way.”

      “And if he doesn’t want to do things the easy way?” she asked.

      “Then we do things the easier way. We hurt him. Not my first choice, of course, but it’s effective, you must admit. Not just physically. Well… maybe a bit physically. If he doesn’t want to play ball, I’ll have my cats do some digging. I’m sure we can ‘convince’ him, one way or another.”

      “And if you can’t convince him, even with your… more traditional methods?”

      Saint gave his best impression of a knife sliding across fur, with sound effects this time, moving his paw across his throat again. “Goodbye, private eye,” he said, bursting out into full-blown laughter.
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      Some days being a Chihuahua private detective isn’t all that bad. You get to visit marvelous places, meet some big shot movie stars, boxing champions, millionaire business owners, along with a whole host of other possibilities. And all on the client’s dime! These are the days when you just might feel like maybe this thankless, underpaid, dangerous, second-rate, rent-a-cop business wasn’t the worst thing you could do with your life. Yeah… this wasn’t one of those days.

      I started my morning with a late breakfast at Elly’s Diner, just a few blocks down from my office in the Black District. I’d gotten up early to meet with a potential client at my office, who thought his neighbor might be up to some funny business with his garden. Over the phone he was barking about how some of his vegetables were going missing, and he swore it had to be this old feminine feline next door. Unsurprisingly, he got cold paws and didn’t show. Or maybe she was onto him and offed him in his sleep. Who knows? That’s the sort of ending I imagined in one of these cases that seem to come right out of the paper’s funny pages.

      “Could I interest you in the pancakes special, detective?”

      I was startled out of my daydreaming by a young cat in a red skirt and vest.

      “No thanks, I think I’ll have…”

      She puckered her lip, saying nothing, staring at me.

      “Okay, fine. Pancakes it is,” I said. “And a coffee.”

      She grinned and yanked the menu from my paw, skipping away. As I watched her go, I noticed out of the corner of my eye that someone else was watching me. A big black and white tabby was sitting a few tables away, looking up at me once in a while, trying to avoid my attention. He was doing a poor job.

      I finished my breakfast at the same pace I normally would, tipped the waitress, got up, and started walking. Not toward my office, though. Too many opportunities for an ambush down that way (maybe I need a new office), not to mention that’s probably where he expected me to go. No, I headed in the opposite direction. I needed to feel the situation out a little more, buy some time. Sometimes you get a little paranoid when you’ve been in the business as long as I have. Sometimes you jump to conclusions. One thing you don’t do, however, is ignore your gut, unless you wanted to end up face down in some alley dumpster. My gut was telling me that this cat was trouble.

      Sure enough, he followed me. I hoped that, with a little luck, I’d run into one of the boys in blue and could give them some subtle signal that I was being followed and to move in. Not that I had particularly thought this through. Just seemed like a halfway decent plan in my head and I didn’t like my chances one-on-one with my new admirer.

      After about ten minutes of walking, it occurred to me that he was no better at following me than he was at not being noticed. He took all the same turns I did, stopped when I stopped, and never took his eyes off of me. I continued heading toward Adria District, the wealthy part of town (the polar opposite of my district), knowing that my chances of running into some brass improved dramatically the further I went in this direction. Funny how things seem to work out that way. Follow the money, they say.

      After a few minutes of walking, I finally saw a familiar face. I knew this pooch from seeing him with Lieutenant Petey. Even better that he was in plain clothes. The first problem was that I couldn’t just yell out. That would alert my follower, no matter how dim he may be. I quickened my pace just a little, hoping to catch up to the officer before he got too far away. When he headed down an alley, I turned down the same alley less than a minute later, only to realize he wasn’t in sight. He disappeared.

      Fantastic…
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      The detour turned out to be a poor gamble; the only choice I had was to keep walking. Problem was, my officer friend could be anywhere and I wasn’t likely to run into him amongst the many potential routes he could’ve taken. So I kept walking, my pursuer never far behind.

      I probably could’ve lost him, but I still needed to find out why he was following me. I took another turn toward Greenclaw Avenue, a neighborhood that was being improved by my pal Harvey’s charitable organization, the Second Chance Foundation. Had a nice ring to it and it really resonated with a lot of the folks around here. It was about time somebody cared about the Black District.

      There were some building materials nearby, and I assumed the police were keeping a close eye on all the copper piping and equipment. Apparently not, since they gated off the doggone entrance from this side. It wasn’t like this last week, there were guards, security, police. Now they were furloughed for a fence instead and it seemed I was in for a day of lousy luck. I reached into my trench coat to ready my trusty shock stick, a metal baton that could deliver a nasty shock if you held down the button at its base... unless it was like mine and busted, which was one thing I couldn’t blame on bad luck. Broken or not, it was still useful for clobbering a cat who picked the wrong dog to make trouble with.

      I got the jump on my pursuer as he came around the corner, but he was ready for me. He dodged the first swing and deposited his claws across my left cheek. I had to be careful with that sort of thing, given I only had one good eye that just happened to be on that side. I countered with a right hook to the gut. It connected, but to a minor effect. This was no velvet-gloved cat, and worse yet, I recognized him at this close distance.

      I helped put his brother away for a very long time for a nasty armed robbery that landed a jewelry store clerk in the hospital. The perps thought they covered their tracks, but not good enough. Dame’s husband hired me to crack the case, and it didn’t take very long. Tried to ditch their clothes in the dumpster nearby but forgot to clean out the pockets first. That led me to a place that led me to another place, and so the story goes. Made my job a lot easier now that I could depend on honest police. On the other paw, honest police were bad for the private detective business, and I was back to scraping the bottom of the barrel again.

      This cat ended up getting off on a technicality, on account of one witness claiming they only saw one cat leave the shop. Maybe the other one left the shop later, maybe it was before, or maybe the witness just plain lied. Either way, his lawyers worked their magic, just like Mr. Scumbag here was about to work his on me.

      As he was bringing his paw around to claw the uglier side of my face, I lunged forward, sinking my teeth into his shoulder. Unfortunately, other than the taste of unwashed feline I’d have to spend an hour washing out of my mouth, this didn’t buy me much. He tackled me into the wall as most of the air rapidly escaped my lungs. Yelling wouldn’t do me much good now. I jabbed my shock stick toward his ribs, hoping for a connection worth pressing the stun button for, before remembering the thing didn’t even work. He used the opportunity to grab my arm. This scrap was making a quick trip in the wrong direction.

      He threw me to the side, and I fell over a metal trash can. Prompted by the racket, a voice carried over from the other side of the gate.

      “What’s going on over there?”

      Mr. Scumbag got distracted, turning to look in the voice’s direction. But once I finally got an opportunity to turn the tables, I’d dropped my shock stick and didn’t immediately see where it landed. Instead, I picked up the lid of the trash can and whacked him across the back of the head with it. He staggered forward, bracing himself against the wall opposite me.

      At about that same time, a cat came into view from the other side of the gate. He was dressed in a security guard uniform and already had his club out. “Look, why don’t you go somewhere else to have your little spat. I’ve got a–” He squinted. “Wait just a minute! That you, detective?”

      Mr. Scumbag tried to seize the opportunity to escape, turning and bolting toward the other end of the alley. But before he made it three steps, I had him tackled and we were struggling on the ground.

      The security cat snapped out of his stupor, jerked the keys from his belt and made quick work of the gate lock before rushing through and piling on Mr. Scumbag. With both of us on him, the tomcat finally tuckered himself out. My newfound backup had a set of cuffs on him, which we used to secure our friend to a sturdy drainpipe bolted into the brick wall. I tried to talk to him while the guard ran to call the cops, but he didn’t offer so much as a peep.

      It didn’t take long for the police to arrive. And wouldn’t you know it, the officer I tried to catch up with earlier was first on the scene. Turns out he had the day off and was helping his brother clean up his restaurant. The back entrance was in the alley. No fault of his, but that didn’t stop him from apologizing no less than twenty times and offering me a free meal. As he escorted Mr. Scumbag away, he reminded me to come by later to fill out a police report with Lieutenant Petey, who was top brass in Black District while the colonel's position remained vacant.

      I cleared my throat and looked at the familiar security guard. “So, Robby… I guess I owe you one.”

      He scratched the back of his neck. “Yeah, about that... This is a little awkward. Last time we saw each other I clocked you with a broom handle. What I want to know is why you didn’t press any charges. You had me by the whiskers. I already had priors. You could’ve sent me away for a long time.”

      I tried to offer a serious response, but just chuckled. “Think I should have? Look, kid, I’ve had a lot worse than a broom handle to the noggin, especially since then. But I knew why you were spooked of badges coming around, or even a private eye like me. This city hasn’t always been so good to cats, and when it feels like everything and everyone is against you, before you know it everyone looks like an enemy. I just thought you deserved a second chance is all.”

      He clenched his teeth and lowered his head. Great. The waterworks were coming, so I tried to change the subject. “By the way, how’s that gal you were with? Molly, right?”

      “That day you and I met, after you recovered the jewelry she’d stolen from that rich dame from over—”

      “Lily,” I corrected him, before I realized it.

      “Sorry. Lily, from the Rose Garden Estates. She said she was leaving if we didn’t change our ways. She was tired of me losing my temper. She was tired of her own sticky paws. Tired of always looking over our shoulder for the cops or somebody we owed money to. It wasn’t easy. We slipped back into the life more than once. I’m not gonna lie to you and say I kept my nose all clean after that. But then Harvey opened up his foundation. Started all these projects. Rebuilding neighborhoods, helping create jobs, things like that.”

      “Yeah, that Harvey, he’s a good kid. So, he hired you on as private security?”

      “He sure did. Been working for him about a month now.”

      “Well, I’ll have to let Harvey know you saved my hide today. Anyway, I’d best be heading down to the station to give my statement. Keep up the good work, Robby.” As I turned to head back down the alley, I heard his voice behind me.

      “Say, detective... You’re really not sore at me?”

      I sighed and turned to face him. “If I stayed sore at everybody that whacked me over the head or scratched my face at some point or another, I wouldn’t be able to think straight. It’s water under the bridge.”

      “You mean that?” he asked, his voice cracking.

      “Wouldn’t say it if I didn’t. Now quit gabbing and get back to work, or I’ll rethink that whole ‘good word’ thing.”

      He stood up straight, rigid as a statue, giving me a salute. “You got it, detective!”

      I turned around and resumed walking down the alley, shaking my head as I went. At least something good came out of this lousy day.
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      Lulu, the young feline secretary with a bottomless pit of spirit, greeted me as I walked through the door of the Arc City Police Department HQ here in Black District. “Oh, heya Private T! Here to see the big boss himself?”

      “Afraid so. I just can’t seem to stay out of trouble. Seems like the only three places I find myself these days are here, the hospital, and the bank. In that order. The bank being a distant third, and I’m taking out more than I’m putting in.”

      Lulu erupted in laughter. “Sounds like you need a vacation. Write an autobiography, or–oh, oh! Write yourself one of those detective novels!”

      I tilted my head. “About myself? About clients not showing up to appointments, getting beat up by cats in alleyways? Thanks, but no thanks. Not much point in writing something nobody’s going to read. Say… that reminds me, you remember that detective show on the radio a few years back? That German Shepherd… What was his name? Oh, that’s right, it was–”

      Lulu slapped her desk with both paws. “Stone! Detective Stone! ‘Detective Stone always gets his cat,’” she mimed before looking down at her desk with a frown.

      Yeah, guess that show was a little different from how I had remembered it. The city wasn’t a very “progressive” place when that show was produced. Cats didn’t have basic rights, and the crook in every episode was a cat, thus the catchphrase. Funny how you remember things differently sometimes. Your memory plays tricks and how you remember it can be a lot more romantic than how it actually was. “Yeah, Detective Stone is a little outdated. Maybe they should remake it with a cat as the lead.”

      She looked up and quickly shook her head. “No no, you can’t change Detective Stone. That wouldn’t be right. Maybe Detective Stone could have a partner this time.”

      I shot my paw up into the air. “Detective Lulu. The new detective dame on the scene, taking the city by storm.”

      She reached down and grabbed a sheet of paper off her desk, wadding it into a tight ball and throwing it straight at me, but missing terribly. “Oh, Private T! You’re such a hoot! I’ll buzz Petey and let him know you’re here.” She pressed a button on the box in front of her. “Hey, boss dog. Got a minute to speak to your favorite private detective?”

      A familiar greyhound’s voice came through the speaker. “Let me know if he comes by. In the meantime, I’ll make do with Trigger.” I could still hear him laughing when he let go of the button. Bunch of comedians around here. I tipped my hat to Lulu and made my way to Petey’s office.

      A few months ago, I remember thinking to myself that Petey’s desk couldn’t possibly get any worse. But seeing it now, it’s clear I was wrong. When I first walked in, I didn’t even realize he was sitting there. Paperwork was haphazardly strewn into various stacks with some of them being knocked over and onto the floor.

      “Hey pal, have yourself a seat.” He stood up and leaned over a stack of papers, peering down at the short Chihuahua that was me standing in front of him.

      He grinned. “On second thought, let’s see if we can borrow one of the other offices.” He walked out of the office quickly, motioning for me to follow. He settled on a vacant room two doors down, and we walked inside, sitting across from one another at a nice clean desk. This wasn’t an office, and I recognized where we were right away.

      It wasn’t just the desk in this room. In fact, the only things in the room were the two chairs we were sitting in and a table between us. Oh, and the big lamp hanging above us that felt like it belonged inside of an oven.

      “Reduced to taking statements in the interrogation rooms now, Petey?”

      Petey responded in the same manner he responded to just about everything, with an exaggerated shrug and an enormous grin on his face. “Well, believe it or not, Trigger, things are looking up around here. The number of new reports hitting my desk every day has slowed down quite a bit. Most of what you saw were older reports that I’m still playing catch-up on.”

      “Say, didn’t you tell me a while back that the only reason you didn’t pin the colonel badge on yourself is because you didn’t want to be taken out of the field?”

      “Yeah.” His grin weakened a bit. “Funny how things turn out.”

      “So, how long has it been since you had the chance to work a case yourself?”

      “Too long,” he said, the rest of his grin giving way to a bitter smile.

      “So, why not just pin the badge on? Take the pay raise. Assume more authority.”

      He chuckled. “Because once I put it on, Chief Patches will never let me take the blasted thing off. They may as well brand it on me with a hot iron. I’m surprised he hasn’t thought of that idea already and came all the way from Blue District ACPD headquarters to do it himself.”

      “Yeah, I wouldn’t put it past him. While we’re on the topic, it seems the chief respects you a lot if he’s willing to let you refuse it like that. Don’t think he let Buddy refuse to take the role in Adria.”

      Petey shrugged. “He didn’t try. See, you and I have a bit of the same problem. We just can’t stop working cases, no matter what reward they dangle in front of us, or what punishment we’re threatened with. But we should get down to business. I’ve got about ten minutes before I need to report to the chief.”

      “Right. I’ll make it short and sweet for you. Remember the two cat burglars that robbed a jewelry shop not too long ago? Well, this was the one who got off without so much as a slap on the wrist. After what they did, he didn’t deserve a second chance, but he got one anyway, and this is what he did with it. Follow me down an alley and try to do me in. A security guard saved my hide. Name’s Robby, someone else on the wrong side of the law that I’ve had a run in with in the past, only he made better use of his second chance.”

      “Thought you were going to make it short and sweet?”

      “Did I say that? Anyway, throw the book at this cat. Throw in everything you think will stick, and then maybe pin a few more things on him. He’s a danger to society, plus he’s late for a family reunion. His brother must get a little lonely behind bars.”

      Petey finished some scribbling on a piece of paper and spun it around for me to sign, which I did. I didn’t even need to read it. Had the entire thing memorized by now, and not just because I used to be a cop. I think I saw just as many of them since going private. Probably more. We stood up and shook paws.

      “So long, Petey.”

      “You know, Trigger, why don’t you do me a favor and take a vacation? I can credit an enormous chunk of that paperwork to you. You’re getting yourself into too many close calls, and you’re working too hard. Take a week off. Take a day. Take a weekend. Take something. Anything.”

      I put my paw on his shoulder and said, “Sure. After you.” We both laughed. Like that would ever happen.
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      I arrived back in my office that afternoon, and Zelda, my elderly German Shepherd secretary, greeted me as I walked through the door. “Did the meeting with the client go long, Mr. Trigger?”

      I shook my head. “As usual, long story. Client never showed. Any calls for me?”

      “No calls, but a snappily dressed pooch is here to see you. Been here about ten minutes. I told him I could schedule an appointment, but he said he would wait.”

      “Wonderful. Thank you, Zelda. Probably the pooch I was supposed to meet earlier, got mixed up on where and when to meet.”

      When I entered my office, a tall golden retriever was sitting in the chair across from my desk. We exchanged nods, and I sat down. “So, having problems with your neighbor, are you?”

      He raised his eyebrows. “Well, I’m afraid my problem is a bit larger than that, and I somehow doubt my neighbor is the one responsible.”

      His suit wasn’t anything remarkable. It was a pleasant navy color, with no holes or tears, but with the general level of wear that placed several years on it. But it was the way he spoke that gave him away. His speech lacked our unique dialect, and he spoke a bit more slowly. The difference was subtle, but perceptible.

      “You’re from Adria?”

      He slowly nodded. “Very good, detective. Seems your reputation wasn’t exaggerated. What gave me away?”

      “Nothing special. It’s just that you big shots from Adria have a distinct way of speaking that’s pretty easily recognized by us small timers here in Black District.” I shrugged my shoulders. “No offense.”

      “None taken. And here I thought I was being careful.”

      “The suit was an excellent choice. Doesn’t make it look like you’re trying to blend in, but doesn’t make you stand out either. You’re not strutting around like you own the place, making demands, so you get an A for effort. But you didn’t come here to have me inspect your disguise and discuss the classist issues facing society today.”

      He shook his head. “No, I did not. In fact, I’m not even sure if this is the sort of case that would interest a dog like you, but I’m prepared to make it worth your while. My bank has been encountering some rather alarming issues as of late. Money being shifted across accounts, books not balancing, enormous sums of money altogether missing. That sort of thing.”

      I laughed. “Sorry, sounds like you’re in the wrong building. You must be looking for the accountant down the street.”

      “There’s no mistake, detective. Any accountant of repute will make a beeline for the police once he makes a discovery. You, on the other paw, are not only well-equipped to handle a variety of challenges, but your profession also demands discretion, and your reputation speaks well of you in this regard. Even if the case may seem unusual, I still must insist that you are the perfect dog for the job. We cannot involve the police, as I’m afraid a black stain upon the bank’s reputation could spell the end of my career.

      “Although I am president of the largest bank in Adria, we are far from the only bank, and few these days want to associate with a bank known to the public for being involved in criminal activity. That just can’t happen, detective. So I need someone who is both skilled enough to solve this case and discrete enough to protect me should your search lead you to a… potentially criminal conclusion. Whatever you find, you’ll just have to trust me to handle the matter internally. As you may already know, when money is stolen from a bank, it is typically embezzled from within by an employee. We are most likely looking at nothing more than a clever manager, in a situation solved by simple firing. I suspect this is more serious than a simple imbalance of the books. There may be a lot of firings needed, but I need this to be handled quietly.”

      I raised my paw dismissively. “Sounds boring.” And probably an insurance scam.

      “I read the papers. You’ve been in there more than once. I’ve seen the bumps and bruises, and I’ve seen plenty about your frequent trips to hospital. Don’t you get enough excitement? Wouldn’t you like some easy money for a change?”

      “Well, as you may already know, my Adria rate is double the rate I charge here, plus expenses.” My rates were already pretty high, and I intended to keep them that way. My ‘Adria Rate’ was high enough that I could afford to just work a few days a month and pay all the bills, but I knew a lot of these guys could afford it.

      “Fifty dollars, correct? Fifty dollars a day, plus expenses.”

      I had to admit, this was tempting. I hadn’t been back in Adria for a while. Ever since the Grand Gobbler incident. My reputation didn’t exactly suffer because of that case. Quite the contrary, in fact, but I rubbed some powerful people the wrong way. “I’ll think it over. Come back––”

      “I’ll pay you double that rate if, and only if, you will sign a nondisclosure agreement when you take this case. I know you’ve signed them before. I understand they’re standard in your line of work. This is easy money, detective.”

      Easy? Boring? What’s the difference? So maybe I can’t exactly take a vacation, but this could be the next best thing. Better, even. Normally, no danger meant no pay, but this was different. This was Adria. This was a big shot with a problem and more money than he could ever spend to throw at it. “Alright, you’ve hired yourself a private detective, Mister…”

      “Herman. When can you start?”

      “First thing tomorrow.”
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      I did my research on Herman before departing for Adria District. No priors. Anyone with that much money could buy themselves out of murder. I was more concerned with what my friend Rick had to say, considering that he rubbed shoulders with all the big shots over there. So, I called him up.

      Turns out, Rick didn’t know all that much about him either, other than the fact that he lived for the bank he owned, completely. All I had to go on was that he was rich and fairly reclusive. Sounded a lot like Rick, actually. I wonder if he’s ever put on a bandit costume and stole from mob bosses, like Rick had. Doubt it. Seemed the millionaire by day, master thief by night was Rick’s niche, even if he didn’t do so much of it anymore since the nasty spinal injury he got helping me solve the Grand Gobbler case. He still needed a cane to get around, but it beat the chair and crutches.

      After several hours of walking, I arrived at my destination. The First Bank of Adria was really something to behold. It wasn’t the biggest building in the district, but it was one of the fanciest. In fact, what made this bank so unique, was the fact that they had branches in every district. I did my banking with them. I suppose that may ordinarily pose some ethical issues, but considering there were no suitable alternatives, maybe not so much. The headquarters of the bank was nothing to sneeze at either. Not that my sneeze would’ve had much effect on it. The doggone thing was gigantic. Every brick fit a precise pattern, perfectly spaced, and the mortar was somehow a deep black color. It was a small detail that made the building stand out. That, and how the building became more and more glass as it got higher, eventually becoming more glass than brick. An ornate sign, edged in gold, was mounted above the entrance doors on the ground floor.

      It reminded me a little of Sugarplum’s building, with the generous spread of security. Made you wonder just what these dogs and cats thought would happen. Were they expecting some kind of large-scale invasion? Seemed like it. Then again, Sugarplum helped put her mob boss father behind bars, so she had some reason to look over her shoulder. What did Herman have to be afraid of? Maybe it was some kind of competition for these rich folk to prove to each other who had the most money. “Look at me. Look at all the money I have. I spent tens of thousands of dollars on security every year and still have to hire a Chihuahua from the Black District to fix my security problems.” Now that was a good one! Not sure Herman would appreciate the joke, but I was tempted to tell him anyway.

      I stepped inside and made my way to the front desk. There was a fountain in the center of the room, surrounded by one space of mirrored tiles, creating a strange perspective illusion as you approached it. Along each wall were evenly spaced wooden tables, all of which were home to very expensive glass art. Some in the abstract shape of dogs and cats, and others too abstract to be recognized as anything. After a brief pause to take in my surroundings, I finally made it to the desk near the rear wall, between two elevators with metal doors polished to a mirror finish. What was this dog’s fascination with glass and mirrors?

      “I’m here to see Herman,” I said.

      The secretary was an older, black, bespectacled cat. She leaned toward me and adjusted her glasses, as if I were too small to see. “Right, you must be that detective from the Black District. I expected you to be…”

      “Taller?”

      “No, I expected you to be…”

      “More handsome?”

      She leaned in even closer, pushing her glasses all the way to the end of her nose so she was looking at me above them, and raised her voice almost to a yell. “Earlier.” She sighed, waved to one of the security dogs near the door. “Please escort the late detective here to Mr. Herman’s office, but be sure to take your time. It’s not like Mr. Herman is busy or anything like that. He has all day to wait.”

      The young Doberman allowed half a grin to escape his lips before composing himself. “Of course, ma’am. We may grab a bit of lunch on the way. Wouldn’t want to wake Mr. Herman from his morning nap.”

      The black cat snapped her paw into the air in confirmation. “How silly of me to forget that.”

      “This how you treat all your customers? I don’t exactly live five minutes down the street.” I pointed toward the elevator. “Let’s go. Unless you’d rather sprint up the stairs so we don’t keep your boss waiting.”

      The Doberman laughed. “Easy, detective. We’re just having a bit of fun. I think the elevator will be just fine.” The secretary’s expression remained like chiseled marble. She pushed her glasses back up her nose and leaned into her chair, returning to whatever book she was reading.

      We got on the elevator and traveled several floors up, reaching our destination on the eighth floor. He pointed me in the right direction, which was easy enough. It was the room just across from where I’d gotten off the elevator. The entire room was enclosed in crystal-clear glass.

      I only recognized one occupant, Herman, who was sitting in a fancy leather chair at the end of a long table. When he saw me, he motioned me inside. I swung open the two glass doors and stepped through.

      “Hello there, detective. We were just talking about you.”

      “All bad, I hope. Easier to impress people when their expectations are low.”

      He chuckled lightly, as though the humor was below him, yet still amusing. “May as well be. I don’t think anyone particularly enjoys being under investigation, but as no one here has anything to hide, I suspect they will adjust quickly and cooperate fully. Let me introduce you to everyone. Starting at my left, there’s Simon. To his left Tom, and to Tom’s left, Sunny. On the other side of the table we have Carlo, Peach, and Daisy. Sunny is my personal assistant. You’re welcome to speak to all of us here, or you can interview us one by one. Let me make clear to you and everyone in this room that I didn’t start you off this way because I suspect any of my executives, only that I assumed it may help your investigation to start at the top, as each of these individuals are in charge of certain parts of the bank’s operations. If you need to reach all the way to the top on a particular issue, one of them will help you.

      “I’ve asked Sunny to take you on a tour of the bank and give you a little background and history. This is routine for any visitor of the bank, but I thought it might be helpful to you. Once you’re done, she’ll bring you by my office, and we can discuss the matter in greater detail.”

      Sunny nodded and smiled, motioning toward the door. “After you, Detective.”

      She was a young feline dame. A short-haired Siamese cat with big blue eyes. Younger than I expected her to be for a cat this accomplished.

      We stepped out of the meeting room, and she closed the door behind us. Not sure why I was getting the song and dance, but if Herman wanted to pay me to waste time I was happy to play along for now.

      “Must’ve taken a lot of hard work to get picked for something like this.”

      She stared at me blankly. “What do you mean?”

      “Just that you look a lot younger than I would expect for a cat in your position.”

      She narrowed her eyes. “You don’t think a cat can do the job?”

      I felt my face heating. Is this what the whole interaction would be like? “Not what I said, and you know it.”

      She pointed toward the room we were just in. “Let’s begin the tour. We were just in the conference room. Or the boardroom. It’s often called both. You may have noticed the large speakerphone in the center of the table. After all the executives finish their morning meeting, we call out to the other branches and bring each branch manager into a large meeting with everyone. They give the reports on the previous day and receive feedback from the executives.” She continued speaking as we walked back into the elevator. “On the seventh floor there is record keeping. That’s where-”

      I rubbed the back of my neck and interrupted. “You keep the records? Look, in my line of work I’m used to asking questions. Mind if I just do that?”

      She sighed, closing her eyes before taking a deep breath, holding it a moment, turning to me with a less-than-convincing smile. “Mr. Herman said to be as helpful to you as possible, so sure.”

      “Speaking of Herman, let’s start with him. What’s it like to work for him? Oh, and before you answer, please don’t give me that corporate mumbo jumbo. You like the guy?”

      “I guess I’m first to be interrogated. Sorry to disappoint you, detective, but Herman really is a professional. He’s always treated me fairly. As for his customers, I could hardly think of anything he cares more about.” She paused, resting her paw against her cheek. “Well, maybe I should rephrase that. He cares about them in the sense of what they represent. That’s money, in case you didn’t understand.”

      “And the others who work for him? How does he treat them?”

      She shrugged. “I can only speak for myself, but Mr. Herman has treated me very well. As you can see, Mr. Herman does not harbor any prejudices toward others. If you can make him money, he likes you. If you can’t, he’ll send you on your way. Speaking of which, he asked me to give you a tour. Mind if I do that? Really, your questions are better suited for Herman.”

      I would probably be seeing a lot more of Sunny, so there was no sense in pushing it for now. I nodded, kept my mouth shut, and behaved for the rest of the tour. Besides, she was right. I would never get a straight answer about Herman from anyone other than him.
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      About an hour later, we concluded our tour and she escorted me back to Herman’s office on the executive level. I got the impression that this dog didn’t have much of an appetite for secrets, or privacy, because he seemed really into this whole glass wall thing. His office was even worse. He was in a corner of the floor, but he wasn’t satisfied with having just two glass walls. Instead, the entire room was surrounded by glass. Guess he just hadn’t figured out how to have glass ceilings and floors. I was already feeling a little sick looking into his office from the outside. Glad I had a light breakfast.

      We didn’t immediately go inside, because Herman was entertaining guests. I kept inching my way closer to the wall, despite the disapproving look forming in Sunny’s eyes. Eventually, my back was up against the wall, and I could hear their conversation plain as day. They were arguing over the loss of an account. Both dogs were trying to blame the other for the mistake, and Herman was getting frustrated. They cared about who was to blame, about who would get canned. Herman just cared about the dough. Seemed consistent with what I learned so far.

      “Come inside please, would you, Mr. Trigger?”

      The voice startled me, and when I turned around, I could see also it startled his guests. Their backs had been facing me, and my back had been facing the entire room. I gave the collar of my jacket a quick tug to adjust it, nodded to Sunny, and then to him. I opened the door and stepped inside, nodding to the two dogs still twisted around in their chairs watching me.

      “Detective, I wondered if you might help us settle a matter. I trust I don’t need to get you up to speed about our discussion here, except for maybe some background and what little we may have discussed before you completed your tour. Just this morning I received a phone call from a very important client. He stated that he regretted to inform me that due to a recent negative interaction with one of my investment bankers, he would pull his account and take his business to one of my competitors. He didn’t wish to name any names or get into any specific details.

      “He’s a young cat who recently opened a cannery in partnership with Regal Beagle, Mr. Rick’s food and beverage company, specifically to preserve his strawberries he imports from outside the city. To prove himself to Mr. Rick, he decided not to accept the blank check he’d offered him to buy the business. Rather, he wished to grow it himself in exchange for being able to keep a larger share of it. The controlling share, I’m sure, much to Mr. Rick’s disappointment. My bank has helped him tremendously in this effort, but due to him being a high-risk client initially, interest rates had to be high. I still undercut my competitors to offer him a most competitive rate. Though the rate may be technically competitive, detective, let me stress that we were making a lot of money from this client with each monthly payment, and likely would have continued to do so for quite some time, as I don’t suspect he’s even close to his growth potential yet. Just last week he expressed interest to one of my investment bankers about purchasing a larger property closer to Rick’s principal building. So, understand my extreme disappointment to find that he has closed his accounts and will secure his future loans elsewhere. I brought in these two for an explanation, as they are the only two aside from myself that he has ever interacted with. But neither of them are comfortable being honest with me, and since solving mysteries is your forte and not mine, I wondered if you might help with the matter. Don’t worry, it’ll be considered a paid consultation. A generous added expense on your part.”

      While the two dogs had turned to listen to Herman as he spoke, they now contorted themselves in their chairs again, eying me with equally horrified expressions. “You both know who I am now. Now it’s your turn,” I said, circling around the desk to stand beside Herman.

      The chubby terrier to my left spoke up first.

      “Name’s Chop. First, let me just-”

      “Yeah, yeah. And you?” I pointed to the slightly less chubby terrier to my right.

      “I’m Gob. I’ll tell you this whole-”

      “Right, well anyway, my suggestion would be to investigate. Maybe hire a private detective who isn’t already working on another case, since the decent ones only work on one at a time.”

      Herman tried to stifle a chuckle, but failed. “Fair enough. I’ll deal with these two later.” He motioned for both dogs to leave. They all but tripped over each other to be the first dog in the room to do what they were told.

      “I suspect you have questions for me,” he said, once they closed the door.
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      “Not going to take a seat?” he asked.

      “Prefer to stand.”

      He grinned and relaxed further back into his chair. “Suit yourself.”

      “Nice place you’ve got here,” I said.

      “Thank you. You know, your place wasn’t so bad either. New building, right?”

      “You noticed?”

      “Sure did. It pays in my profession to notice things like that. I wish you and I had met a while back. I would’ve made you a good deal in financing the construction.”

      I laughed. “It may surprise you, Herman, but I wrote the check for it, one payment in full.”

      His ears perked up, and he stretched his eyes open. “No kidding? Bravo. I’m sure a project like that costs a lot less than in the Black District, but that still had to have taken a hunk of change.”

      “It did, but I’m sure you already know that since I have an account with this bank. I’m guessing you already had me checked out, and you know all about my history with the bank, and my account balance to the penny. You even know the amount of the check I wrote to the cats who built that building.”

      He raised his eyebrows. “Would you find such a background check unreasonable, detective?”

      “No, not at all. Just like to remind people I notice things related to my profession too.”

      “I like you more and more every time we talk. But it’s getting late so we don’t have a lot of time before dark, we should get to the matter at hand.”

      I had to think for a moment to remember what I’d specifically planned to ask him. The spectacle going on when I first came in distracted me from my itinerary. Was that intentional? Certainly wouldn’t surprise me.

      There was something I couldn’t quite put my finger on about this dog. I liked Herman well enough, but there was something about him, something I just couldn’t quite grasp in my paw. He reminded me of someone, and I finally remembered who it was: Mr. B. That’s right, the notorious mob leader of the city I helped put behind bars. Sure, I’d only met him that once, but that calm authority he exhibited… they had that in common. They gave you the impression that nothing else was real but them and whatever it was they wanted. It wasn’t just a confidence based on competence. It’s like they possessed the absolute knowledge that the outcomes they desired would come to pass. Even though that one thing was similar, Mr. B was on a whole other level. The thing about Mr. B is not only did he believe it, but he made everyone else believe it too.

      Herman twisted his head, hunkering down to look up at me. “Detective?”

      My eyes darted up to meet his. “Oh, sorry. Just that something you said reminded me of an old friend of mine. Anyway, I won’t hold you up with small talk.”

      Herman nodded. “As I said, I’m at your disposal. Please, take your time.”

      “When did you first notice the money going missing?”

      Herman placed his paws behind his head, leaning back and looking up at the ceiling. “I suspect the money started going missing somewhere around a year ago.”

      I tilted my head. “You suspect?”

      Herman sighed, bringing his paws down to clasp them together in front of him, on his desk. “I’m afraid so. I’m a little embarrassed by how long it took us to get a handle on what was happening. But don’t let that fact fool you. We’re typically very good at detecting these kinds of anomalies in this bank. In fact, as far as I’m aware, this is the first time anything like this has happened where it wasn’t caught and dealt with right away.”

      “As far as you know?” I pressed.

      “I’m afraid so. This whole incident has really rattled my confidence about these matters. Now I can’t say for certain whether it’s happened before, or how often it has happened, or of how much money we think has gone missing. When all this is over, there will need to be some major overhauls in the way we track our transactions, as well as our employees. Particularly those with power within the organization. This incident has made me consider that perhaps I’ve given them a bit too much freedom and trust. Given that, I trust you now understand why none of this can get out to the press or the police. It would destroy this bank’s reputation should word get out.”

      “That’s why I signed the contract. You got any suspects?”

      He shook his head. “I’m afraid not. Everyone else on the board seems as upset and confused about the entire thing is I am, but I guess that just means one of them is a convincing liar. One or more, I suppose.”

      Seems this entire thing was turning Herman into a real cynic. Or perhaps he’d always been that way. He seemed proud of the fact that he’d given all his executives breathing room, even if he regretted it now. I had to admit, the thought crossed my mind more than once that maybe he knew exactly who was responsible, or maybe he himself was the one responsible. I’d considered that possibility when we first met, because I’d seen it happen before. They were usually straightforward about it. Say you investigated, get a cut of the money, and let the insurance take the loss. Having a private investigator look into a matter gave some of these claims the extra credibility they needed to be approved for quick payout. But this didn’t quite line up with that, not exactly. Herman seemed determined to keep this from getting out, maybe even to an insurance company. No police, no papers. Because of that, I was inclined to believe it was at least possible he was being straight with me. Maybe. But it seemed strange that someone like Herman wouldn’t notice something like this for an entire year, or possibly longer. What about the other executives? Had they really not noticed?

      “Who was the first to notice that money was missing?”

      “Sunny, actually. At least she was the first to bring it to my attention. Specific branch managers reported smaller discrepancies, but Sunny was the one who put the pieces together and encouraged me to investigate further.”

      “When was that?” I asked.

      “About two months ago.”

      I looked over my shoulder and realized everyone must’ve gone home while Herman and I were talking. Time flies when you’re having fun.

      I grinned at Herman. “I suppose we should pick this up tomorrow. I’ll need to speak to Sunny in the morning, but I’d appreciate it if you don’t give her a heads up about it. Don’t want to worry anyone or let people take the time to rehearse things, you know?”

      Herman unclasped his paws and held them out to each side. “I’ll make sure her schedule is clear. As I said before, we are all at your disposal. Oh, and…” He slid open the drawer of his desk and pulled a card out, scribbled a few words on it, and handed it to me. “I had Sunny reserve a hotel room for you, not far from here. Best room available. Get some rest. I just need to finish up a few things here, and I’ll see you early in the morning.”

      I nodded, showing myself out.

      Gigantic buildings like these always creeped me out when they were empty. It was a feeling that everyone in the city had vanished and you were the only one left. Maybe it was because I wasn’t used to big buildings like this in the Black District, or that even the nicer buildings were like a broom closet compared to these. A different security guard than the one from earlier let me out the front door. Usually when I walked the streets at night, there were almost as many cats and dogs out and about as there were during the day, but not on this street. It was all offices, and they were all closed.

      I followed the directions on the card, but didn’t make it far before I heard a voice calling after me.

      “Excuse me, sir!”

      I raised my head and took my attention away from the card. A cat in a gray pinstripe suit and yellow dress shirt was waving at me from the side of the street.

      “Can I help you?” I asked.

      He laughed nervously, scratching the back of his head with his paw. “I sure hope so. I think I took a wrong turn. I was hoping to meet a friend of mine, about half an hour ago. Man, she’s going to be ticked at me. Could you come look at these directions and see if you can make heads or tails of them? I’m stumped.”

      “I’ll certainly do the best I can. I’m not a regular around these parts. In fact, today is the first time I–”

      I felt a stab of pain in the back of my skull, and everything went black.
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      I woke up sometime later, which I guess was at least one thing I had going for me. This team didn’t want me dead, or I’d be just that. Dead. I was slightly intrigued, I must admit, because anyone I could think of who would do this to me would have wanted me dead. I was sitting in some kind of chair with my paws tied behind my back. I gave them a quick tug, but no dice. They were good with knots, too.

      “Our guest is finally awake.” I heard the familiar voice say. It was the lost cat. Less lost than me, it turned out.

      Another voice spoke up. The accomplice? Another cat? “Are you sure? He doesn’t seem to have a lot to say. Maybe he’s dreaming.”

      I played into that assumption. I started mumbling incoherently, rolling my head from side to side. Now, if I could just get them curious about what I was saying.

      I whispered. “Lean in here, honey. Let me give you a kiss.”

      The familiar cat spoke up again. “Huh? What’s he saying? Something about giving somebody a kiss. This should be good.”

      I could hear him taking steps toward me, then I could feel his breath as he leaned close. I mumbled something else, just gibberish this time, and he leaned in just close enough.

      I leaned my head as far back as I could and slammed it forward with everything I had. I connected hard about halfway along the return trip, and my target let out a squall.

      “There’s your kiss, sweetheart!” I barked. “Now untie me or off me... Pick one, and let’s get it over with, because you ain’t getting nothing from me!”

      He cracked his knuckles. “Alright, little dog. You asked for-”

      A thunderous laugh interrupted him. A third voice?

      “See, I told you he was energetic. Anyway, calm yourself. We don’t want to get started off on the wrong paw with our guest here. You, take the hood off. Oh, and wash it later. Got a bit of blood on it now. Wouldn’t want to give our guest the impression that we’re not civilized cats here.”

      I offered some laughter of my own. “Yeah, real civilized place you got here. Silly me, always behind on the trends. Should’ve realized being knocked out and abducted in the middle of the night was all the rage these days. A real hit with the youth.”

      The voice chuckled again. “See? How about that sense of humor? You cut deep, detective. You cut deep.” They pulled the mask from my face with an abrupt yank, and my eyes took a moment adjusting to the artificial light pouring into them. “Obviously, we had to take some precautions in bringing you here. Otherwise, I’m sure you’d find some way to put it all together. See, I’m taking you seriously. Isn’t that nice for a change?”

      “The opposite, actually. So if you think I’m a threat, why didn’t you just kill me?” My eyes finally adjusted clearly on the figure sitting in front of me.

      We were sitting in what appeared to be an old warehouse. I recognized nothing, but then again I would’ve been much more likely to recognize something if I’d seen it from outside the building. As things stood, what I could see now really didn’t help at all. There must’ve been hundreds of these warehouses, almost exactly like this one, all over the district. Empty containers occupied most of it. Storage? Shipping? Too hard to tell. Some moonlight shone through the windows that lined the top of the walls. Several of the windows were broken; if I yelled loud enough, maybe someone would hear. Though, if they thought of this much already, probably not. Besides, I still had some chance of getting out of this, and now that I had a cat sitting in front of me who wanted to talk, I wouldn’t do anything to jeopardize that just yet.

      This cat dressed well, much like the other one. He was a Flame Point Siamese with bright pearly blues. Distinct. His suit matched his eyes and it was obvious by the natural changes in shape that he had worn the suit for quite some time. Probably often. Still, I was certain I’d never seen him before.

      “So you didn’t bring me here to kill me. You also assumed that I might be happy to meet you. Yet, I don’t recognize you at all. In fact, I never forget a face. I’m positive that I’ve never met you or your goon here before. What’s your beef with me?”

      The cat offered a sly, half grin.

      “Beef? There’s no beef at the moment. What beef we have after you leave here today will depend entirely upon you. Personally, and this may surprise you to hear, I would prefer that we be friends. I mean that.”

      It was odd, but he really seemed to mean it. When he looked at me, he had the same look in his eyes that a kitten might have when meeting their hero.

      “You’ve got a funny way of making friends. But say I believe you. That still explains nothing. In fact, it only makes this whole situation far more confusing. Why would you want to be my friend?”

      “Because, you removed an obstacle from my path I’m very confident I could never have removed myself. We could never pursue our goals in this city with him in the way.”

      “Enough with the vague setup. Get to the point. What obstacle? What goals? And could you please get to the doggone part about what this has to do with me?”

      “Why, Mr. B of course. Who else? I’m the leader of the Feline Liberation Party, and given our rivals prompt removal, we have you to thank for that. In fact, let me just thank you right now.”

      My stomach twisted. “Now, wait just a minute… Mr. B was the most powerful, most feared cat in this entire city. I was there at his trial. I seem to recall the only redeeming trait the cat had was the fact that he was a major advocate for the equal rights of cats in the city. You’re telling me a cat like that, with all that power and influence, who wanted equal rights for cats and dogs was an obstacle for you? How so?”

      He sighed. “That’s the very problem, Trigger. He wanted equality. After what your kind did to us, and for years, equality doesn’t cut it. We need to be in charge so we can fix things here. I’m afraid equality is a long way off yet. We have a lot of damage to undo first. Mr. B wouldn’t hear of it. He said it would be… heh, what’s his favorite expression—bad for business.” He tapped one of his claws rapidly on the table and looked down instead of maintaining eye contact with me. “Can you believe it? Bad for business. I believe there are much more important things than business. Making right the injustices, several injustices, done to our people would be one thing I would place high above business.”

      Now we were getting somewhere. I remembered some of these jokers visiting Rick a while back and seeing how flustered he was when they left. He specifically said to me that these cats would be trouble. How right he was.

      “I’m not sure if you’ve noticed, but I’m a dog,” I said, tilting my head.

      “Not all dogs are enemies. There are some who dedicate themselves to our cause. Those dogs will be an exception to the second-class citizenry status that would apply to all other dogs in the city.”

      I smirked. “Yeah, you’re definitely a politician. You’re all about tolerance and acceptance… of everyone who completely agrees with you. Everyone else is evil. Well, no thanks, pal. Just put me to the sword. Or boil me alive, for all I care. It would be better than listening to any more of your self-righteous pontifications.”

      He shook his head. “You really have a temper, don’t you? Well, I think you’ll come around soon enough. Since I’ve upset you, allow me to move things along and not take up any more of your time. To the point, then. My name is Saint. I know you’ll remember it, but like I said, I hope it’s because we're friends. You really wouldn’t like me as an enemy. So, let me tell you how to keep that from happening.”

      “I’m all ears,” I said, sarcastically.

      “I will do something that’s probably a first for you. Allow me to spoil this case you’re working on. Well, partly anyway. The missing money that you’re looking into? It’s going to me. Specifically, it’s being funneled through various other accounts and shell corporations that eventually lead to the FLP. Look, that rich hound you’re working for, he won’t miss this money. It’s a drop in a very large bucket. But he is, more or less, a dog of principle. Once you tell him you can’t figure out where it’s going, and who’s taking it, the insurance is just going to reimburse him, and he’ll forget this in a week. For us, this is crucial funding. We aren’t on any official ballots yet, but this money will get us there. All I need you to do is look the other way, and you’ll have a powerful friend in me, and many grateful cats who will cheer us on. I won’t forget your contribution, and you will be amply rewarded for it. You have my word. You’ll be the only dog in the city still allowed to do what you’re doing. You will have your pick of cases, and it’ll be your choice whether you even want to work them at all. Once I’m mayor, I can appoint you to a position that will allow you to live comfortably for the rest of your life. You’d never have to lift your paw again.” He stopped speaking, leaning in to look me directly in the eyes. “Now, because I know a bit about your history, I know you can be a very unreasonable dog, bordering on unhinged. But I implore you, give this your utmost consideration. It’s all I’ll ask of you, and I’m asking you nicely… this time. I’d prefer that there not be a next time. Do you understand?”

      “Oh, gee whiz. I think I’m understanding things pretty well by now. You certainly have my word that I’ll think it over. I’ll give your plan all the consideration it deserves.” Which, I’d already decided, was none. The question was, how was I going to do anything about it?

      “Great. I’ll have my comrades escort you back to your hotel. But with the hood again. I hope you understand. They’ll drop you off in an alley, just near the entrance.” He nodded, bowing his head. “Until next time, Trigger.”

      Begrudgingly, I returned the bow.

      So much for easy money.
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      The next morning, I made my way back to Herman’s office, only a little more slowly this time, keeping a keen eye on every corner and alley. Once again, I thought about how I would feel safer in the Black District right about now.

      I put on my best poker face, hoping to catch a reaction from someone when I behaved like nothing was out of the ordinary. I knew someone must’ve tipped Saint off. How else could he have known? And if it was someone outside of that building, Saint wouldn’t be concerned enough to go through the trouble. No, it was definitely someone among the higher ups at the bank, just as Herman suspected.

      I greeted the Doberman at the door. “Good morning. Hope you don’t mind that I slept in.”

      He laughed. “Wouldn’t expect any less from you, detective. We’ve got some coffee and bagels in the break room, if you want to make a detour on the way.”

      “Thanks, but I already had breakfast. We better head straight up. Oh, I don’t think I got your name. I’m Trigger, which you already knew.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “Ben. Thanks for caring enough to ask. Most don’t.”

      I motioned to the elevator and we stepped inside. When the door closed, I changed the topic. “Say, how much do you know about the case I’m working on?”

      He tilted his head, obviously curious why I would ask. “Not much. I know that some money’s gone missing, and you’re trying to figure out what happened to it.”

      “It’s not so much about what happened to it, so much as who happened to it. At least, that’s where we are now. Mind if I ask your opinion about something?”

      He paused and eyed me for a moment. “Sure.”

      “If someone was funneling money from the bank, let’s say for their own pet project, who do you think it would most likely be?”

      He seemed to ponder the question seriously, taking a few precious seconds to think about it, given the entire elevator ride only lasted a minute. “Honestly? Everyone here seems to like Herman well enough, myself included. He’s not what you might call overly kind, but unlike a lot of others in the city, he does what he says he’ll do, and he’s fair. You might say his only flaw is that he cares so much about the bank. He’d do anything for it.”

      I nodded my head, disappointed that I learned nothing new, but happy this young dog came to the same conclusion I did, almost verbatim. I had a good feeling about Ben, and I wanted to believe I had an ally here, but I didn’t have the luxury to completely trust just anyone. Not yet.

      “Thanks, Ben. Do me a favor and keep this conversation between us. Forget I asked the question.”

      “Sure thing, detective. Let me know if I can be of any help.”

      The elevator dinged as we reached our floor, and I threw a quick nod in Ben’s direction before stepping off, making my way straight to Herman’s office. He was sitting inside, along with Sunny, apparently waiting for me. Pointlessly, I knocked when I reached the glass door. Sunny narrowed her eyes at me, and Herman grinned before motioning me in. “Come on in, detective. We were just talking about you, weren’t we Sunny?”

      She nodded, but I couldn’t help but notice the sigh and eye roll that followed.

      “Sorry, I thought of a few of the questions I wanted to ask you before I talked to Sunny,” I said, looking at Herman. “Sunny, would it be alright with you to give us about ten minutes?” I asked, looking at her as apologetically as I could muster without feeling apologetic.

      “Sure. Not like I had anything else I could have been doing this morning,” she said, before standing up and silently leaving the room.

      Herman spread out his paws in a welcoming gesture. “What did you come up with?”

      I sat down in the chair in front of him. “I had an interesting night last night.”

      “Really? What do you mean?”

      “Got jumped by two cats on my way to the hotel. Spent half the night tied up in some backstreet warehouse playing twenty questions with a cat who claimed to represent the Feline Liberation Party.”

      He looked genuinely surprised, but remained fairly calm. “You serious?”

      I tilted my head at him. “What do I look like, the court jester?”

      “Alright, no need to be snappy. Sounds like you had a rough night, and I want you to understand that I didn’t put you in a situation like this intentionally. I’m sure you agree that your current rate is already substantial, but in fairness to you, I’m willing to increase it by another twenty percent. Call it hazard pay.”

      “Look, I’m not trying to imply you had anything to do with this, or knew anything about it. Your reaction inclines me to believe that you didn’t. Still, this is serious. I’d love to take big, bursting-at-the-seams sacks of money from you, but these cats may pose a genuine threat to the city. Don’t you think we have an obligation to go to the police at this point?”

      He looked panicked at this. “With all due respect, detective, I think I’ve made myself abundantly clear on issues regarding the police. If you can’t handle keeping this out of the press, then I’ll look elsewhere, or maybe we’ll write this off the books completely. I think it benefits us both to cut their funding off, but we need to keep this on the down low.”

      I wanted to be angry. Correction, I was angry, but he was correct that this is what I’d signed up for. He was upfront from the start that he wanted to keep this away from the police and the press, but was he comfortable endangering what could be the entire city, just for the sake of his bank? Yes. The answer, most definitely, was yes.

      I raised my paws into the air, defeated. “Fair enough. Let me get you up to speed on everything he had to say. First, he suggested that you should let the insurance take care of everything, and that you’d forget about the entire thing in no time. Someone here is definitely funneling him money, and he’s afraid that I’m close. He thinks maybe I’m an ally because I helped take down Mr. B. According to him, Mr. B was a big thorn in his side.”

      Herman laughed a little more authentically at that statement. “His and everyone else’s. It made things a lot easier around here without having to pay Mr. B his share. I wasn’t exempt from that shakedown, you know. You may think I would be, but no one in this city had the power to refuse Mr. B. Not me, not the mayor, not the chief… the old chief anyway, and apparently not this guy either.”

      “On that note, out of curiosity, how much do you pay out for Sugarplum’s insurance policy compared to Mr. B’s old protection fees?”

      He narrowed his eyes. “You don’t mean-”

      “Relax, I just mean what I said. Sugarplum is a good friend of mine. Call it a professional curiosity. May come up in my next conversation with this guy.”

      He seemed to relax a little. “Quite a bit less. There was no pressure to enroll, so the fact that it was optional was a plus. And I mean optional in the literal sense, not that I could choose to have cats come by and threaten to break my legs, or get my window smashed out, if I didn’t pay the fee. I’d be lying if I didn’t say Sugarplum reminds me a bit of her dad, but I wouldn’t say they’re alike.”

      “Noted. So this cat called himself Saint.”

      “You mean like in those mythological stories about humans?”

      “Beg your pardon.”

      “You know, those old stories about the hairless apes. Didn’t they call the most virtuous amongst them ‘saints’?”

      I shrugged my shoulders. “I’m not a big mythology guy. More into history, facts. But that could be an excellent catch, there. He definitely had that self-righteous air about him. He told me a lot about the injustices he planned to right, and how dogs would take their rightful place as second-class citizens in his Arc City. Said I would be an ally though, on account of the fact I played a role in taking out Mr. B.”

      Herman seemed puzzled. “Okay, but Mr. B was a cat. He was, bar none, the most powerful cat in the city. Not even close. Understand, even a dog like me couldn’t get a meeting with him. Isn’t this exactly the cat this Saint would idolize?”

      I raised my paws again. “You’d think so, but no. Apparently Mr. B was a big proponent of equal opportunity among dogs and cats. Saint thinks that’s all stupid. He wants cats to be an absolute power. I’m guessing he, like everyone else, was too afraid to challenge Mr. B on the matter. He probably stayed silent and waited for his chance.”

      Herman nodded, putting his elbow on the table and resting his head on his paw.

      “Sorry for the position I put you in. This definitely sounds like grim news, but I’m afraid I must hold firm on keeping the matter away from the police. You must find a way to deal with him without their help, and I’ll ensure you’re generously rewarded for it. I will increase that hazard pay to thirty percent. Don’t hesitate to let me know if you need anything. I have access to a lot of powerful folk in the city who can help you while keeping things under wraps. I’d be happy to set you up a meeting with some of them.”

      “Thanks, but I’ve got some friends of my own that I trust. I’d like to discuss the matter with them first, if you don’t mind.”

      Herman paused for an uncomfortably long time. “As long as you can give me your word that these friends of yours know how to keep their mouth shut, and as long as none of them are cops or journalists.”

      “Fine. You made your point. I understand the rules I have to play by here. I need to get going. And speaking of keeping our mouths shut, I need you to do the same. Don’t let anyone, even Sunny, know what we talked about today. The culprit is most likely in this building.”

      “That goes without saying. Best of luck to you, Trigger. It sounds like you’ll need it.”

      I would need it, and then some. Once again, it felt like my paws were tied behind my back.
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      I made haste over to Rick’s place. Probably for the best that I didn’t mention to Herman that Rick was one of those friends I was referring to. I still found it difficult getting used to the idea that Rick was also Rico, the legendary master thief who played an even bigger role in taking down Mr. B than I did. At least, that was my personal opinion. Rick was a lot more modest than you might think, preferring to stay in the background and give others all the credit.

      I still had a bit of the morning left when I finally made it to Rick’s office. Unlike Herman, Rick still preferred doing most of the business himself, which meant there was always a lengthy line to see him. I got a lot of dirty looks, a low-rent pooch like me getting shuttled ahead of all the others. I hated to bother him, but since he had a few run-ins with these feline liberation jokers before, he was just the dog I needed to see. At least, I hoped so. Thankfully, there weren’t any more fresh faces on his staff since the last time I dropped by. Now that I thought about it, that’s been quite a while. Not great that I only ever seem to come by when I needed something, but thankfully the few friends I had in Adria were all very busy and understood that. I made my way to the waiting area outside his office before being directed to sit down by the receptionist. The old bulldog sitting to my left huffed loudly.

      “Don’t expect to get in there soon. I’ve been waiting half an hour, and you know what he’s in there doing right now?”

      Why is it I always get seated next to the talkers? “Well, since I just came in, and haven’t been in his office yet, I think you will have to tell me.”

      The receptionist nodded at me and went inside Rick’s office. Just as she walked inside, I heard loud laughing. One voice was obviously Rick, but the other sounded familiar. No way…

      “I’ll tell you what he’s doing. He’s in there laughing and having a grand old time with that police colonel. Can you believe the nerve?”

      “No way!” I blurted out loud that time.

      The bulldog beside me threw out his arms. “I know, right? I know I didn’t have an appointment or anything, but I’m an important dog too, you know.”

      “Right…”

      When the receptionist emerged from his office, I felt like giving her a round of applause for saving me from Mr. Chatty here. “Mr. Trigger, Rick will see you now.”

      The bulldog jumped to his feet. “You must be joking! This Chihuahua dressed like a Black District bum gets to see him before I do?”

      The ruthless receptionist narrowed her eyes at the dog. “Don’t worry, Mr. Rick had a message for you too. He said if you didn’t shut your mouth and wait patiently, he’d choose one of the other shipping services to do business with, and you won’t have to deal with all this awful waiting.”

      He pointed his paw at the receptionist, a young white cat with a slight frame, but whose callous demeanor would make you wonder why they even bother with muscle around here. It was my impression that she did all the rough talking for Rick.

      “Fine, I’ll wait, but I will have to let him know that I don’t appreciate being talked down to by a stupid cat.” I took a deep breath and winced. Involuntarily, I felt bad for this dog, especially when the look on her face made me think she would walk over here and claw his eyes out. She opened her mouth, but before she spoke there was a loud tap on the floor from inside Rick’s office. The crowded office immediately stopped paying attention to the spectacle in front of them and focused their attention toward the doorway of Rick’s office, behind her. Several lighter taps followed, as Rick hobbled on his cane and stood in the doorway beside her. He looked furious, and even more surprising than that were the patches of gray that lined his face. He had aged noticeably in a short amount of time.

      “Mr. Hemsworth, please tell me I did not just hear you call my friend a ‘stupid cat’.”

      The bulldog stood with his jaw agape for a few seconds without answering, then struggled to maintain his nerve. “I-”

      “What?”

      Hemsworth was visibly sweating now. “I… I didn’t mean–”

      “You didn’t mean… what? What didn’t you mean?” Rick tilted his head, and although baring his teeth, spoke in what was more or less his usual level and calm voice.

      It bothered me seeing Rick still using that cane, and even though it was a big improvement from the wheelchair, I couldn’t help but remember so vividly him speeding across the rooftops at impossible speeds. I remembered when he stole the Grand Gobbler from Lady, holding his own against the assassin in a duel with his sword, only to get pounded within an inch of his life after saving my hide.

      “I didn’t mean… That is… That is to say…”

      Rick slammed his cane onto the floor again, making Hemsworth jump like a scared pup, to the collective amusement of everyone in the room.

      “I’ve heard enough of your babbling. Your services are no longer needed here. Don’t worry about me, though. You will be easily replaced.” He waved his paw toward the door exiting the lobby.

      Rick stumbled a little, trying to steady himself again on his cane, which suddenly gave Hemsworth his courage back. Perhaps he didn’t realize that Rick still wasn’t in the best of shape before.

      He laughed. “What are you going to do, hobble over here on that cane and throw me out yourself?”

      I suspected Rick’s hard dog act was just that, an act. He wasn’t one to lose his temper. Unfortunately, I was. I spun and threw a right hook into his throat, causing him to clutch it with both paws, gasping for air. I took the time to draw back for another, this time connecting directly with his snout. Blood gushed, and he stumbled backwards, almost falling back into his chair, but caught himself with one paw on the armrest. Before he processed what happened I reached and grabbed him by the ear, twisting it sharply in my paw, causing him to stumble forward again in the direction I was pulling him.

      “Sorry pal, but I’m in a hurry, and I’m real tired of hearing your mouth,” I said, dragging him so quickly toward the door that he almost fell with every step. I opened the door and gave him one last pull in that direction, and as he stumbled through the doorway I added my foot to his rear end for some extra encouragement. He fell flat onto the floor, causing the security dog just a few feet away to jump.

      “Make sure Mr. Hemsworth here finds his way out and send somebody in here to clean up all this blood on the floor. He left a mess.” The security dog, an older terrier, looked way more pleased than he probably should’ve, even given the circumstances. Guess he welcomed the excitement and probably heard everything through the door. He nodded and put his paw around Hemsworth's arm. I turned to walk away, but something told me not to take my eye off of Mr. Hemsworth here, so I turned my head enough to see him in my periphery. Sure enough, that turned out to be a good move.

      He jerked his arm free of the old terrier, and I turned to face him fully. He growled.

      “Why, you little pipsqueak, I’m gonna–” I’d like to think I could put that much fear into a dog suddenly, but I knew that wasn’t the case as he stumbled backwards, falling onto his rear again. I looked down and observed the enormous shadow that enveloped mine, turned, and looked up to see a familiar face.

      Buddy, police colonel for Adria, and second most powerful officer in the city next to the chief, had a very… physical presence. Maybe it was the fact that he was covered head to toe in a ridiculous amount of muscle, or maybe it was the fact that it was accompanied by one of the few fuses that was probably shorter than mine. Would probably be an unfortunate combination for any profession, but Buddy was a high-ranking police officer, which made it more of an asset.

      He was still looking down at Hemsworth, looking past me. “What, did you forget that I was here? Should’ve just let the gumshoe here throw you out. Now, I have no choice but to arrest you for causing a disturbance. You can try to get rough with me too if you want. I’m heading to the gym after this, so I could use the warm up.”

      “What about him?” He asked, pointing to me. “I want to press charges. He assaulted me.”

      Buddy reached down and gave his belt a pat. “Wouldn’t you know it… just got the one set of cuffs on me today. Guess it’s your lucky day, Trigger.”

      I didn’t bother hiding my grin. “Yeah, too bad.”

      But he stepped forward and gave me a painfully rough pat on the shoulder before picking Hemsworth up off the ground like a bag of feathers. Ouch. Buddy was likely irritated with my vigilante activities here in the district, as usual. To be fair, he’d warned me about it more than once. Despite that, he was an excellent friend and he tolerated my presence here in the district most of the time… to a point.

      With the clicking sound of handcuffs tightening around Hemsworth’s paws, an eruption of applause came out of the waiting room. I stepped back in. Everyone was pretty pleased, with Rick being no exception. He shouted after Buddy, before the door closed. “Apologies, Mr. Buddy. Thank you for taking care of it!”

      He motioned me inside his office, and I followed, his receptionist closing the door behind me as I walked in.

      He sat down in his chair with an audible sigh. “I have to say, you have an almost supernatural ability to be in the right place at the wrong time. Tell me, what brings you here today?”

      I let out a sigh of my own. “Let’s see if I can make a long story short...”
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      “I hope you realize how big of a favor Buddy just did for you,” Rick said.

      “Yeah, I realize. Done him a few favors too, you know. Oh, and speaking of Buddy… I didn’t expect to see him here. He’s not investigating you, is he?”

      Rick grinned. “No, nothing like that. Not that I know of, at least. I made a sizeable donation to the department not very long ago, after everything that happened with the Grand Gobbler. As you might guess, donations go a long way toward removing yourself from suspicion. I noticed they were snooping around a bit, but the donation seemed to have taken care of it. Buddy came by himself to pick it up, and we ended up chatting for a while. Next thing you know, he’s coming by Friday nights with some other dogs to play cards. You should join us, by the way. If you can spare the time between punching random dogs in the throat and taking on suicidal cases.”

      That one made me laugh. Wouldn’t be the first time he read my mind. “Speaking of which…”

      He shook his head. “Why am I not surprised? Tell me, are you here to see Rick or are you more in need of the services of Rico, because I’m not sure if you’ve noticed but things aren’t looking too good for Rico these days.” He reached down to his side and held up the cane he was walking on earlier. “Looks like I’m about as healed as I’ll ever be. I think the cane’s here to stay.”

      “I’m real sorry about that, Rick. Sorry I dragged you into–”

      He raised his paw and stopped me in the middle of my sentence. “Don’t misunderstand. We’ve been over this. It could easily be you in this condition right now. We both put each other in a lot of danger since the moment we met, and you and I are stubborn old dogs who do whatever we please. Can’t blame anyone else but ourselves for the predicaments we find ourselves in. Speaking of which, what kind of predicament have you found yourself in now?”

      “Right. Well, I was kind of hoping you could tell me. I wonder if you can help me figure out just how deep into trouble I found myself this time.”

      He tilted his head, peering at me incredulously. “Go on.”

      “So, I took this easy-money case from Herman. You know, the pooch who runs the bank.”

      He nodded. “Yeah, I know him.”

      “Apparently he’s missing a couple of coins here and there.”

      Rick raised his eyebrows, impressed. Or was it surprise? “You sure you should tell me this? I mean, they like to talk about how reclusive I am, but Herman’s very closed-lipped on the inner workings of his bank. Most people just assumed it was because he had no noteworthy problems, myself included.”

      “Don’t worry, we’ll skip past that to the fun part. First day on the case I found myself getting whacked on the head and dragged off, then tied up in some abandoned warehouse for half the night, fielding questions from a cat named Saint.”

      “I’ve never heard of this Saint fellow.”

      “No, but you have heard of the group he’s the leader of. The Feline Liberation Party.”

      He sighed, slowly slumping back into his chair. “Party? It was the Feline Liberation League. An activist group. Maybe you’ll recall, you were in here on the day they came by to pressure me for a donation. I told you they were bad news then. But ‘party’? Seems they’re changing from activism to something a little more hands-on. So, how did you escape?”

      “That’s the thing. I didn’t.”

      “You didn’t?”

      “He let me go. Said he wants us to be friends.”

      He scratched his head. “Uh-huh...”

      “Basically, he’s my biggest fan because I took out Mr. B as far as he knows. He’s eternally grateful. Mr. B was into all of that awful equality stuff, and Saint, well, he’d much rather be every dog’s leash holder.”

      Rick went quiet for a moment, just staring down at his desk. “I think maybe you should let this one go, Trigger. At least, that’s what I would say to you if you weren’t so hardheaded. Instead, I just have to say that I cannot help you, at least not right now. If they come back around here, I’ll see what I can find out, maybe play both sides a bit. Doubt they’ll give me the time of day, though. It sounds like Mr. B probably had a run in with him before, maybe lots of times before.”

      “Yeah, that’s what I was thinking. Only problem is Mr. B is locked up so tight you’d have to either be the warden or another prisoner before you could talk to him. Even if we could talk, I doubt he would have very much to say. At least to me.”

      “I don’t know. He probably has a lot he’d like to say to you. But you got the next best thing, and she’ll be more than happy to talk to you. Plus, she’s not far from here. In fact, I think maybe she has a thing for you, Trigger, if I’m being honest. Maybe bring her a bouquet and I bet she’ll tell you everything you want to hear.”

      I held up my paw. “Wow. I was waiting for that. What took you so long? Usually you get on me about my love life before my butt hits the chair.”

      His laugh echoed throughout the room. I was more relieved than embarrassed, even though I was pretty embarrassed. Rick finally sounded like Rick again.

      “Alright! Fine. Guess I better get out of here before you tell me about all the other dames who are in love with me.”

      I hopped up from my chair and stamped toward the door. “Hey, pal.”

      I turned around and replied, “Yeah?”

      “Worry about yourself for a change, alright?”

      I smiled. “Not a chance.”
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      Sugarplum was a hard nut to crack. Her name was coming up less and less these days in the gossip columns, but she seemed to be making more and more money. Everyone still associated her with Mr. B, being his adopted daughter and all. She moved into insuring most of the businesses that Mr. B was extorting protection money from before. Couldn’t blame her for that. She did pretty much say upfront that was her plan. Still, Mr. B had given her everything. Their problems were recent, and they had gotten along well for most of her life. He had saved her from foster care, even though it was probably his fault that her real family died. It remains one of the few shreds of evidence that Mr. B did in fact have a heart, even though it may have been tiny and black.

      But one question still remained in my mind to this day. Even though she had helped take down Mr. B, what was the genuine reason for their falling out? She had given me an answer, but I didn’t buy it, not completely. She said it was a simple disagreement over how the enterprise should be run. She said she wanted to legitimize the entire organization. Make it all legal. However, he wouldn’t agree.

      Was that enough to turn on your own father? Most people seem to think so. Everyone accepted that answer and let it go. All the same, I wouldn’t press the issue further. Sugarplum was my friend. By any account, she was an excellent friend. Wasn’t Mr. B also the dutiful father?

      Sometimes, I think the business gets to me. Makes me question too much, too often. Maybe it was making me doubt a loyal friend where it wasn’t deserved. Then again… maybe not. I was hoping to encounter less trouble at Sugarplum’s place, but I guess that depended a little on me. The receptionist at the front desk remembered me, called into Sugarplum’s office, and gave me the go-ahead to head on in.

      The layout had changed a bit since the last time I was here. Before, she had a lobby full of clients she was enthusiastically chatting up at every opportunity. But now this was more like Herman’s office. No waiting room just outside, just the few seats that were in the main lobby, which were all but empty. I knocked on the door and stepped inside. Sugarplum leaped to her feet when she saw me, running over to give me a hug before I sat down.

      “Come on, it hasn’t been that long, has it?” I squeaked, struggling to breathe.

      She released me, then slapped me on the back. “It wasn’t long ago when you really couldn’t help yourself but to see me as often as possible. I could hardly keep you away even if I wanted to, and let’s be honest, you could barely keep your eyes off me.”

      She really was every bit as bad as Rick. No, actually, she was even worse. At least when Rick teased me, it was about others, not himself. Was I really that much of an easy target?

      “Well, that’s not exactly how I remember–”

      “Oh, Trigger. It’s a good thing your charm is so much better than your memory.”

      She’d been like this for as long as I can remember. Not that I had a thing for cats, but as a cat she was easy on the eyes. Slender, solid black coat, with big green eyes. Usually, she was dressed in the latest, most expensive fashion, but today she traded that for a bland pantsuit she probably found in the bargain bin. I really never thought I would see her in something like that in my life. It was a bit jarring, actually. Was she finally tired of being the center of attention?

      She poked me in the shoulder, playfully. “You know, I do wish you would come by sometime just to chat. You’re always so busy. You’re busier than I am!”

      I scratched the back of my head. “Yeah, seems like that’s true lately. I was hoping this case would be a bit of a vacation, but it turned out to be the opposite. Clients really making me earn my paycheck this time, and it’s a big paycheck. Just not sure they make a paycheck big enough to cover this one. I think I’m going to need your help, actually.”

      She looked me up and down before returning to her desk. “Tell me, what is it that your dear friend Sugarplum can do for you today?”

      “Know a cat named Saint?”

      She seemed to freeze for a moment, then shifted uncomfortably in her chair. “Yeah, I know him.”

      I have to admit, I was a bit surprised. Even though she was Mr. B’s adopted daughter, she didn’t seem like a cat who would shutter at the name of a cat like Saint. Maybe I was getting ahead of myself.

      “You’re the first one I’ve talked to, so far, that does. How do you know him?”

      She paused for longer than usual, seeming to search for just the right words to say. “His real name is Richard, you know. He worked for my father. When I was a kitten, I remember how they would argue about the role cats should play in the city. My father put him in charge of elevating cats through the law. My father believed everyone was most effective when pursuing their passions, even if he disagreed with part of them, or even if they posed a danger to him.”

      I tilted my head. “I’m a little surprised to hear you speak so fondly of your dear old dad. That almost sounded like admiration.”

      She wrinkled her nose and looked away. Had I struck a nerve?

      “It was admiration. Believe it or not, I loved my father. It’s just that the things he was doing were no longer good for the city. The strong-arming, the extortion, the blackmail, controlling everything.”

      “And what about Saint’s way?”

      She narrowed her eyes. “Excuse me?”

      “I’m not judging, but you heard me fine.” I would have to beg my friend's forgiveness later, but I couldn’t very well pass up such a rare and genuine moment with her like this. Tongues are always loosest when fur was ruffled.

      She sighed, again looking away, down at the desk in front of her. “To be honest? I don’t know. My parents were killed when I was just a kitten, fighting for the rights of cats in this city. By the cops, no less. You were a cop, so maybe you won’t enjoy hearing this. Maybe you see it differently.”

      I shook my head. “Was a cop. Important distinction. And I wouldn’t disagree. Back when I was a cop, it wasn’t something to be proud of, not like now.”

      She forced a smile. “Now? Let’s hope that’s true. Still not seeing a lot of cats on the force.”

      “You should visit Black District sometime. I could introduce you to a dog and cat duo I met on my last case. You’d like them. You’d like Petey too, I’m guessing.”

      “Maybe, but it shouldn’t just be happening in the Black District. It should happen everywhere.”

      “Patches, the new chief, inherited quite a mess from your dad’s dealings. He had a lot of corruption to clean up. I’m sure he’ll make it more of a priority soon. These changes can’t happen overnight, so give him a chance.”

      “Let’s hope that’s the case. You’ll forgive me if I’m skeptical.”

      I nodded. “Yeah, I understand. Anyway, sorry for interrupting your story. Mind continuing?”

      She sighed again. “I’m just saying I hope you understand that I’m still a little bitter. Not just because of what happened to my parents, but because of how… the effort it took for my father to take cats from second-class to equal citizens. For most of my life, I kind of thought the way Saint did. Can’t say I cared very much about dogs.”

      “And now?” I flashed her a sly smile.

      She giggled. “I guess there are a few mutts that aren’t so bad.”

      I chuckled a little myself, but was stopped by a nagging thought that came back into my mind. The change in dress. A talkative Sugarplum changing her office to some secluded corner of the building. I didn’t like what that added up to, if it even added up to anything.

      “Let’s detour for a second,” I said. “How are you doing?”

      She leaned back, passing me a sidelong glance. “Oh, Trigger. You’re so sweet.”

      “I’m serious.”

      “At least finish the current case before trying to pick up the next one. You work too hard.”

      I sighed. “Okay. I get it, but if you want to talk or you need my help, I just want you to know that I can make the time. That’s all.”

      She smiled at me sweetly. In a way that caught me off guard. In a way that seemed more genuine than usual. “Thanks, Trigger. I’ll keep that in mind. Be careful with Saint. He’s dangerous. If he gives you the opportunity to stay out of his way, consider taking it, and not getting yourself involved.”

      “Too late for that, I’m afraid. Can you tell me anything that I can use against him?”

      “Sorry. I’m sure daddy could tell you a lot, but I’m not sure he would even if he were allowed a visit. Sorry you had to come all the way down here for nothing.”

      I stood up. “I wouldn’t say I wasted my time. It was good seeing you again.”

      “You too, detective. Don’t be a stranger. Come by when you’re finished with this case. We’ll talk more.”

      I tipped my hat and left her office.

      Looked like I was on my own with Saint, and it was looking more and more like a battle I wouldn’t be able to win.
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      I had half a day left and barely anything to work with. I was right back to where I started, and nowhere to go but back to the bank. Good thing I’d been doing my morning runs, so at least my legs weren’t sore.

      I stepped back into the bank, showed myself to the elevator, and was met by Sunny as I came out on Herman’s floor.

      “Getting comfortable around here, I see,” she said.

      “What do you mean?”

      She raised a brow. “Where’s your escort?”

      “Turns out I can figure out my way around without the babysitter. Anyway, you got anything for me?

      “I do, actually. Let’s go into Herman’s office.”

      I followed her down to the office, where Herman was waiting alone inside. He nodded to us, and we both took seats.

      “Don’t worry about Sunny, Trigger. There’s no way to avoid involving her anyway. Besides, I think you’ll like what she has for you.” He nodded to Sunny, expectantly.

      “One of the earliest incidents we had involved a client in the Capitol District. No one here has been to that branch since the incident, so the records there may show what happened.”

      “So?” I protested. “Couldn’t one of you have just gone there in secret?”

      She nodded. “Sure, one of us might have gone there in secret, but we wouldn’t have left in secret. They wouldn’t let just anyone access those records, and if someone with the authority did, we require the branch manager to verify everything in record. Not just who, but when they visited, and for how long, and for what purpose they pulled those records. There're no guarantees here, but this may be the best lead we’ve got. If you hurry, you can get over there before they close today. More importantly, you can get over there before we close today. I had to consult others to crosscheck this information, about which accounts were accessed and when. So, assuming it was someone here, they may go straight over there or have someone destroy the evidence tomorrow, or tamper with the records.”

      I rested my chin on my paw, giving it some thought. “That’s a fair point, but how do I know that hasn’t happened already?”

      Sunny and Herman both shrugged in almost perfect unison.

      “I would say it’s likely that it has happened already, but it’s also the best lead we have,” Herman said.

      I shook my head. “Fair enough, but daylight’s burning. You got everything I need to access the information? Hopefully you haven’t called ahead.”

      He grinned. “We’re a little more thoughtful than that, detective. Here’s what you’ll need.” He opened a desk drawer and pulled out a manila envelope. He slid out the contents onto his desk, first giving it a look over, then turning it around so I could see.

      “This should be everything you need to access those files. They will have my personal contact information in case I’ve already gone home, and I will verify your permission for them.”

      I pulled up my sleeve and checked my watch. I’d have to hurry if I would make it to the Capitol District in time. One page had directions written on it, which I certainly needed.

      “Alright, no time to waste then. Wish me luck.”

      “Good luck,” he said.

      I showed myself out and made my way to the Capitol District. At least this time I had daylight to spare. Made an ambush a lot less likely, but I couldn’t rule it out.

      Adria District was really something to marvel at during the night. The streets were all crowded, and it seemed like half of those traveling were holding a bag of merchandise in each paw. The other half? Probably just on their way to buy something. I had been to the Capitol District a few times, but boy did I hate it. It was the center of corruption here in the city, now more than ever. Patches had cleaned up the police force, but politicians were still cut from the same corrupt cloth that they had always been. Always seemed strange to me we needed someone to tell us what to do. Then we choose the worst dogs and cats among us for the role. No thanks. Not that I had a choice. My line of work required a license, and that license was regulated and awarded by the same bureaucrats. Without their say-so, I didn’t work.

      My train of thought was interrupted about halfway down an alley, when suddenly my intuition nudged me to pay attention. Why were the directions sending me down a narrow, abandoned alley in the first place? Sure, this route was probably faster, but not safer. I got careless.

      At that moment, I heard a gate shut behind me. Should’ve seen this coming.

      I turned around to make for the open side, but that side was closed too. Organized, again. Even if I had seen it coming, would it have made any difference? Getting caught again would be risky. I needed to find some way out. I immediately recognized the two cats from before, but I knew they didn’t follow me. I was very careful about that. They had been waiting for me down this alley. An alley they knew I’d be traveling down… in advance. That meant only one thing, but I didn’t have the luxury to think about that right now.

      I needed to catch them off guard. Do something stupid that maybe they wouldn’t expect. I sprinted toward the one closest to me, and the look on his face told me he didn’t expect that.

      When I was almost on him, I pulled out my trusty, but still defective shock stick and brought it down in an arc for the cat's head. He brought up his arm to block, but quickly fell back against the gate. I’d hoped to see dogs and cats on the other side, but no such luck. It was a dead end on the other side, and they probably hoped to pin me there but had a backup plan to pin me on the other side if I dillydallied too much. I glanced over my shoulder to see if the other cat was still waiting down the other side, or maybe he was just now running to help his friend. The paw I caught to the side of my face told a different story. He ran this way the moment I did. On my heels the entire way.

      I spun around, held by the force of momentum from his punch, and caught him in the jaw with the base of the metal rod I held in my paw. He staggered and caught himself against the wall, and I held up my paw to give him another shot. The first cat came from behind me, and brought both his arms up beneath mine, restraining. The cat leaning against the wall tried to spring upright, but I used the support of the cat behind me to bring both my feet off the ground and slam them into his chest, sending him back to the ground. I followed up by throwing my head back into the face of the cat behind me, connecting in spectacular fashion.

      Still holding on to the shock stick, I tried to bring it down on the cat I’d knocked to the ground again, but he recovered quickly, tackling me into the wall opposite him. I brought down the shock stick into his lower back, and made a solid connection. I felt his grip loosen, but he didn’t let go. The other cat came in from the side and caught me in the chin with his paw. This time, I collapsed and faded fast. Once again I’d found myself in a situation with all the odds against me. Then again, I wondered, what was new?
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      I came to, and I was once again in some unknown, abandoned warehouse. And my paws were, once again, bound behind me and tied to a chair. A square wooden table stood in front of me, with an empty chair on the other side. It wasn’t hard to guess who would sit in it shortly. I didn’t have a bag on my head this time, so I had the sinking feeling this may be the end of the line. I took in as much of my surroundings as possible, in case I got lucky and found an opportunity to escape. Not that it would help. Goon number one finally stepped into sight. “You’re awake, I see.” The cat smiled and waved his paw.

      I grinned. “How’s the jaw?”

      “Not as bad as yours, I’d wager.”

      “You know what, I think you’re right. Untie me and I’ll even things up!” I jerked at the bindings on my wrists, on the off chance they might give way, or at least spook the goon. Neither of which ended up happening.

      He walked over and sat at the table in front of me. “Name’s Chancey. You know, the boss seems to think you’ll come around. I’m not so sure I agree. I think you’re so stubborn you wouldn’t join us out of spite, just because we asked you to.”

      I spat off to the side to get rid of some blood that was still in my mouth. “I don’t know, Chancey. Here I thought I was a friendly guy.”

      This got a laugh out of him. “Alright. Have it your way. But just for the record, you really are one of the most cantankerous old dogs I’ve ever encountered. You should consider taking a vacation.”

      “Cantankerous? Does Saint know that you can use big words like that? You better keep your voice down. Wouldn’t want to make your boss feel insecure.”

      He smiled, looking up and past me. I felt a paw touch my shoulder. Chancey stood up, and Saint sat down in the chair across from me.

      “Well, seems that the hero has finally graced us with his presence,” I said, seething with sarcasm.

      He shrugged. “That would be my line.”

      I grinned. “Compared to you, savior of Arc City?”

      He smiled, and at first I thought I might detect a hint of anger, but just as quickly his expression softened. “You wound me with your sarcasm, but I’ve decided it’s a thing I like about you.”

      “Really? Your friend here just said I was one of the most cantankerous old pooches he’d ever met. I think you guys should really get on the same page.” I looked to Chancey. “See, I’m confused again.”

      Saint adjusted the collar of his jacket and cleared his throat. “Moving on, you’re probably thinking about those files you were on your way to get. I just want–”

      “No, I’m not,” I snapped.

      He raised his brow. “You’re not?”

      “That’s right. The fact I’m sitting here tells me everything I need to know about those files. If they exist at all, they’re not going to do me any good.”

      He nodded. “Absolutely right. Albert, the other cat you met, is on his way over there right now to take care of it.”

      I burst out laughing. “That some kind of stupid test, or something? You really think I believe that? You’ve already taken care of them, assuming if, and it’s a big if, they ever existed in the first place. It was a done deal before I ever started this trip to get them, so you can cut the crap and get to the point. I’d like to skip to the part where you kill me or let me go, but I know you won’t do that, so let’s get off the files at least.”

      Saint sighed and stood up from his chair. He placed his paws behind his back and started slowly pacing from one side to another in front of me.

      “I’m sure you’ve learned by now that Saint isn’t my actual name.”

      “Yeah. It’s some kind of weird super villain name you’ve given yourself to fit your delusions.”

      He continued marching without missing a beat. “I know you feel that way right now, Trigger, but I think you know in your heart that I’m not the villain. Our government is. The city is. The dogs are. All of it. They have kicked cats around from every direction and every single encounter they faced. You’ve had the privilege of being born a dog, so I understand you have a different perspective than I do, and that you may not understand this.”

      “You know what, that might be true. You ever spend much time in the Black District?”

      He shook his head, but continued walking. “Can’t say I have. So what?”

      “Maybe you should spend some time over there. I see a lot of cats in suits showing off big money here in Adria. Lots of business owners and high rollers. Are there as many as there are dogs? Maybe not, but here’s something I’ve learned from the Black District. Your species matters a lot less than your bank account. A cat with money has way more opportunity than a dog without it.”

      He nodded as he continued to pace. “I accept that, I suppose. It still doesn’t change the fact that the money is still mostly consolidated within one species in particular. Maybe what we're talking about isn’t so different.”

      “Maybe, maybe not, but these differences are shrinking by the day, by the hour, by the minute. In a few years things will be a lot more even. What you’re talking about doing is setting everything back again. Same story, different species. And on and on it goes.”

      “See, there’s our difference in perspective again. It’s easy for you to say that when you belong to the species that did the wronging, rather than the one that was wronged. If dogs make that choice in the first place, who’s saying they won’t make it again once cats become too powerful? A balance this delicate should be regulated and enforced by a just, honest government.”

      I laughed. “Regulated and enforced? For someone so opposed to the government, you sound an awful lot like one of those blowhard politicians.”

      “I said our government was the enemy, not the act of governance itself. The weakness of this government is the problem. I will make it strong, and we will make doing the right thing a legal obligation, and one to be enforced.”

      “Wow, you really have this whole hero complex thing bad. You can’t legislate good and evil. If you try, you’re just going to be left with evil, and you’ll find most of it in the mirror.”

      He shook his head. “Come on, I know you know your history a little better than that. How is what I’m talking about different from what the dogs were doing? The government was much stronger before. They were able to keep cats in check. All I will do different is make one different choice.”

      “See, that’s what you aren’t understanding. You’re not making an original choice. You’re making the same choice.”

      He stopped, raising one paw in the air. “Not true. I will allow dogs the same rights as cats, with only two exceptions. They won’t own property, and we will not allow them to vote. The dogs had a similar system. Cats weren’t allowed to hold any position of power or responsibility. They weren’t allowed to do a lot of things, like-”

      I interrupted. “Like vote? Like own property?”

      He placed both paws behind his back again and resumed pacing. “As I said, those two things will be the same. Everything else that really matters will not. If dogs and cats can’t do the right thing on their own, then they must be made to do the right thing.”

      I grinned. “And be led into this new golden age of felines by Saint, a true hero of the cats and dogs alike.”

      He slowed his pace, offering me a grin of his own. “Did I detect less sarcasm that time?”

      I shook my head. “Nope. All sarcasm, I’m afraid.”

      “I don’t know about you, but I’ve enjoyed our conversation. Another thing I like about you, Trigger. You don’t mind telling someone exactly how you see something, even when they hold your life firmly in their paw. Maybe I should offer you a position in my government, just as proof of my goodwill. An advisor, perhaps? A judge in the High Court?” He stopped again, scratching his chin with his paw. “How about Chief of Police? It will be much easier dealing with the dogs of the city with one of their own as police chief. You could personally see to it that I don’t get too far out of line. You could push back if I became unfair. If power leads me astray.”

      Come to think of it, if a cat like this came into power, would Patches have the guts to stand in his way? I knew his heart was in the right place, and I knew he was the best chief the city had ever had, but he was willing to ride things out when Mr. B was in charge. Still, who could argue with his timing? He had a lot more patience than me. It’s why I ended up with this crummy job, and now he’s the Chief of Police. He knew how to play along, buy his time, and strike at the ideal opportunity. No, even if I were to consider his offer honestly, the right chief already had the job.

      I lowered my head for a moment. “No, I think you’ll like the current chief if you become the mayor. He knows how to play ball.”

      He narrowed his eyes at me suspiciously. “Not a friend of yours?”

      “Who? Patches? It is what it is. I wouldn’t call us friends.”

      I felt a twinge of guilt speaking that way about one of the best friends I had. I was taking a play from his book, so I swallowed my pride and gave it a shot. But why was I suddenly so worried? Was he getting to me? Maybe I was just getting to know him better. Maybe it was just occurring to me just how serious the situation truly was. He was getting in my head.

      He spoke suddenly, interrupting my thoughts. “My, my,” He pointed to the windows along the top of the wall. “We’ve chatted the evening away, I’m afraid. You’d better get going so you can get a good night’s sleep and think about what you will tell Herman tomorrow.”

      “What’s there to say? He and I both know someone at his headquarters, or several someones, answer to you. I’ve got no way of identifying who and I’m fresh out of leads.” Not that I would give up that easily, but all those things were very much true.

      “Yes, I really have cost you a great deal of time and the payday you were expecting. When you enter your hotel room, you’ll find what I hope to be fair compensation.”

      I stayed silent, thinking it best to leave it alone.

      “Alright, you’re free to go,” he said, casually.

      I tilted my head. “Just like that? You’re just going to let me walk out of here?”

      He shrugged. “Why not? I’m sure you already surmised that you’re very close to where you were already. You can follow the directions in reverse. Besides, I trust you.”

      “You mean that you made distrusting me unnecessary. This is another throwaway warehouse we’re squatting in that won’t lead anywhere or to anyone, and it’s not like I can beat your employees up and take you downtown myself. Bravo. I’m impressed.”

      “Maybe next time we can have this chat under better circumstances,” he said, smiling.

      “Maybe.”

      He nodded to Chancey, then to my paws. Chancey walked over and untied each leg from the chair, watching my legs cautiously as he did. Smart cat. I was fighting every urge to hit him in the face, but after he untied my paws, I stood up and rubbed my wrists. I nodded, trying to maintain my composure as I turned to walk away. It was a genuine power move to allow me to just walk away like this. It made it clear, without a doubt, who had the upper hand here. And it wasn’t me.
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      It was clear by now that Saint had things locked down tight with Herman, at least where I was concerned. There was no use in going back to the bank again, and Herman would never cooperate with me if I went to the police. It was looking more and more like that was my only choice. So much for my big payday.

      That’s what I thought anyway, until I got back to my hotel room. Underneath my bed was a gigantic (and very heavy) duffel bag, bursting at the seams with cash. I didn’t count every dollar, but there was at least as much in here is what Herman promised, possibly more. Just how much money had he been stealing from Herman? Did the dog really make so much money that he wouldn’t notice that much money missing?

      Saint told me in our first meeting that he would do something that no one else had done before, and that was to take me seriously. It’s high time I did the same. I rang up Herman and let him know what kind of wall we were up against, and I gave no hint that I was anything other than done with this case. Last thing I needed was him trying to get in my way too. I apologized, gave him a tally of the daily rate thus far, plus expenses, and called it a morning.

      I slipped one shirt inside the duffel bag, and left one sleeve partially hanging outside of the zipper, so it looked like I was carrying a duffel bag full of clothes slung over my shoulder. Then I hefted it all the way back to the Black District, hoping against all hope that I wouldn’t get robbed along the way. I considered making a much shorter trip to Buddy’s office in Adria District. It’s what he would’ve wanted me to do. However, I got the distinct feeling that Saint was being very honest with me, that he had no interest in the Black District. Yet another thing he had in common with Mr. B.

      If he had any contacts at all there, they were likely few and far between. Besides, I had a very talented friend there who had been itching for some high-profile action for quite a while now, and I was more than happy to give it to him. Much, I’m sure, to Buddy’s frustration and disappointment.

      My legs were dragging behind me when I finally made it to the Black District ACPD headquarters. I stood outside the doors for a long time, considering whether or not I should go inside or just keep walking a few blocks down to my apartment and hide the money there. The right thing to do was to take the money to Petey. It was evidence, and I knew that. Why should I give up the big payday and risk my hide for this whole city… again? I took a deep breath, shook my head, and walked inside.

      Lulu seemed excited to see me stumble through the door. Then again, she was always excited.

      “Heya, Private T! Long time no see! What’s in the bag? Stolen goods?”

      “Something like that,” I panted. “Petey in?”

      “He sure is. I think he cleared out the entire day just for you. Let me buzz him and let him know you’re here.” She pressed down on the buzzer for an uncomfortable length of time, before I could hear Petey shouting over it.

      “Enough, Lulu! What is it?”

      “Boss, you have an appointment with the finest private detective in all of Arc City. Did you know that?”

      “Oh? Actually, I didn’t know that.”

      “Yeah, but we may have to reschedule, because Trigger says he needs to see you first.”

      They both started cackling like a puppy and kitten. You’d think that joke would get old, but it never seemed to. “You should write that one down,” I said.

      She grinned from ear to ear as she picked up a pile of papers on her desk and gestured like she would throw them at me. I ducked. As much as she was always kidding around, she was also crazy enough to do that sort of thing.

      “Well, send him in.”

      Lulu finally let go of the button on the buzz box. “Alright, you know the way.” She pointed to the shirt hanging out of the double bag. “Hope Petey enjoys the souvenir you brought him.”

      I grinned. “Oh, you have no idea. I think it will shock him.” I tipped my hat. “Good seeing you, Lulu.”

      I headed down the hallway and knocked on Petey’s office door. He had worked down the pile of papers in front of him enough that at least I could see his face now. He stretched his head up above it and motioned for me to come in. I stepped inside and held up the duffel bag. “You’re gonna want to make some room on your desk for this.”

      He frowned. “Does it look like I have room for a duffel bag on my desk, Trigger? Just tell me what’s in it.”

      “Oh no, Petey. You’ll have to work for this one. I promise it’ll be worth it.”

      His eyes met mine for a moment, and he seemed to understand. He got up and started moving small stacks of papers onto the floor, an armload at a time, until they were all stacked somewhat less than neatly to the side. He motioned with both paws toward his desk. “Well, don’t keep me in suspense. And you better let me help you so you don’t pop your eyeballs out hoisting that thing up here.”

      We sat the duffel bag down on the desk, and I grabbed the zipper.

      Petey paused for a moment, watching my paw, and looking up at me after I didn’t move. “Sometime today? What’s the matter, it stuck?”

      “I’ll need a drum roll for this Petey.”

      He hesitated a moment, then grinned, patting both paws, alternating on the edge of the desk. I waited for a moment and flung open the zipper, revealing the enormous pile of cash inside.

      Petey’s jaw dropped, and he stumbled back against the wall. He gathered himself, and looked up at me in disbelief. “Those are… all big bills?”

      I nodded.

      “You count it?”

      “Nope. Just flipped through enough to answer the same question you had.”

      “And you know that’s more than a year’s salary for a lieutenant, right?”

      I nodded. “Yep. A lot more.”

      “Wow. Maybe I should go private too.”

      I held up my paw. “Hold on. You may not want to commit to that just yet. Or maybe you do and today’s your lucky day. There’s a reason I came to see you.” I motioned to his chair, and we both sat down, a giant sack of money sitting awkwardly between us.

      “Alright, Trigger. I’m listening.”

      “I’ll give you the abridged version.”

      He nodded.

      “Ever heard of the Feline Liberation Party?” I asked.

      “You mean Feline Liberation League?”

      “No, I mean party. They made the jump from activism to direct involvement in politics.”

      He looked down at the bag of money again, resting his chin on both paws, his elbows resting on his desk. “Oh… That’s not good. I’ve been briefed on them before. Only a little, as they don’t seem to have much of a presence here in the Black District.”

      I breathed a sigh of relief. “Good. That’s great. I was counting on that.”

      “Don’t tell me you got yourself mixed up with them.”

      “Not by choice, Petey. This was supposed to be an easy-money job. Similar payout to this pile of cash in front of me. I signed an NDA, but I guess that’s out the window now. Whoops. Anyway, I’m between a rock and a hard place. Turns out the party’s leader, potentially the soon-to-be mayor of the city, a cat going by the name of Saint, was the primary recipient of the money that was being funneled from this bank. Apparently, it was a lot. Enough to form and fund a political party, pay off a private detective with a bag full of cash, and still have enough left over for poker night.”

      “So, why not go to Buddy? This sounds like an Adria problem.”

      “No offense, Petey, but I would’ve if I could’ve. They seem to be operating almost exclusively in that district. Sure, Buddy would have the most up-to-date information and he would be in the best position to help. He’s never happy when I sign a nondisclosure agreement on anything I do over there in the district. He’s of the firm opinion that I’m usually causing more trouble over there than I’m worth. Maybe he’s right. Saint and his crew have been able to follow my movements with acute precision, probably because of the constant, reliable leaks from the bank. He’s already recruited me for two involuntary meetings, and I don’t think he’ll be as hospitable next time when he finds out I went to Buddy, especially after he blocked me from going further with the bank. He seemed to think he can bring me around to his side. Promised me a ranking position wherever I wanted. High government. A judge. Chief of…”

      He sighed, his expression grim. “Here we go again. Not that you would make a bad chief, Trigger, but this seems like the Mr. B situation all over again.”

      “Worse. Saint wants to impose all sorts of restrictions on dogs in society and how dogs and cats interact with one another. Dogs will become second-class citizens. He seems to think it won’t be as bad as it was before, but I don’t buy it. Let a group of dogs have one protest, or maybe even a riot, and watch the hammer come down. No, I honestly think we may find ourselves reminiscing about the days when we had good old Mr. B instead of Saint at the helm. We’ve got to put a stop to this.”

      “Okay, you convinced me. So how do you want to go about this?”

      “As far as I’m concerned, this is your show now, Petey. But my suggestion might be something like this; even though Saint has few dealings here in the Black District, he will be very sloppy about expunging those records and covering up his tracks. Anyone he’s associated with over here will probably not have much protection from him. His real name is Richard, by the way, and he used to work with Mr. B. For Mr. B, to be more precise. Let’s start with the official records and see what we can find. I’ll meet you back here tomorrow. I want to catch a meal, a shower, and something resembling sleep. With one eye open.”

      He grinned. “I’m not sure that expression works so well for you.”

      “Don’t worry. The good one will be the one that’s open.”
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      I lied to Petey about the whole sleep thing. Turns out I barely got a wink. By the time I actually did fall asleep, the alarm went off. After a quick breakfast of questionable integrity, made from only slightly moldy bread and peanut butter, I chugged down a cup of coffee and headed over to see Petey. Wanted to be sure I got there as soon as he did. Sure enough, I met him as I was going through the door. “Morning, Trigger. Care for a bagel?” He held up a brown bag in front of him, shaking it.

      “Don’t mind if I do.”

      He motioned for me to come inside. Lulu was sitting at her desk with a plate of eggs in front of her, her mouth already full. She raised her fork up in the air, seeming to forget about the food in her mouth and mumbled, “Good morning, Private T!” At least, that’s what I assumed she said. It was a wild guess.

      “Good morning, Lulu. Hard at it, I see.” She forced herself to swallow, smiled, and slid her plate toward me.

      “Want to try some?”

      I waved my paw dismissively. “No thanks. Believe it or not, Petey’s going to share his bagels with me.”

      “Wow, you don’t say? He made this too. He comes in here early every morning and makes breakfast for everyone. Pays for it out of his own pocket.”

      I looked over to Petey, surprised, though I shouldn’t have been. It was a very Petey thing to do.

      He raised both paws in the air. “Come on now, you’re embarrassing me here. I’ve got an image to maintain.”

      “Yeah, right. That is your image,” I said.

      “Alright, Lulu. Hold down the fort. No visitors or calls for me until Trigger and I are done. He’s determined to actually make me do work, would you believe that? Now I know how Buddy must feel when he goes to Adria.” He reached over and put his arm around my shoulder. “Let’s talk.” He reached into the bag and handed me a bagel, motioning for me to follow him to his office. We sat down and Petey looked at the empty desk in front of him. “I had the bag committed to evidence, but if we don’t need it for evidence, it’ll clear soon and technically be your property. Too bad this desk doesn’t look this way all the time,” he said, dumping the contents of the bag onto the desk and sitting back in his chair, propping his feet up in front of him.

      I leaned back in my chair and took a bite of my bagel, taking a moment to quickly chew and swallow. “What’s the plan, boss?”

      “First, we need to let Buddy and Patches know about this and see if they have any input. It's about time for our usual morning call, which is strictly confidential…”

      “Are you sure that’s a good idea? Patches and Buddy may not like it when they find out I’m sitting in on your call.”

      “I guess we’ll find out. I will let them know first thing. He needs to know why I’m the one engaging the call today, and why we’re not involving the Capitol District colonel. Besides, it will be easier for them to ask questions directly. Buddy will be sore at first, but Buddy is always sore. He likes you a lot more than maybe you realize, so he’ll come around like he always does.”

      “And Patches?”

      “Patches probably won’t be happy, but it will be with me, and not so much you. He doesn’t want the department involved in politics of any kind. You can understand why. Since the Feline Liberation Party is official now, he probably won’t support any official investigation. I will try to convince him to make an exception.”

      “And if you can’t?”

      “Don’t worry. This is just Plan A. Keep in mind, I’ve been doing this my whole life too. I’m even told I’m not terrible at it.”

      “What you are, is modest. The stories get around. If this were any district other than the Black District, you’d probably be a celebrity by now.”

      “Well, now you know why I insist on staying here, and do my best to stay out of the mess of higher ranks. Besides, the chief lets me get away with it… for now at least. Anyone above Lieutenant isn’t usually able to get in on the action themselves. Exceptions being in cases like that Grand Gobbler business you and Buddy wrapped up, and this one would probably qualify too… if it wasn’t political. Anyway, we’ll see.” He looked at his watch and picked up the phone, dialing.

      “Yeah. It’s me… Yes, I realize it’s early… I know… Yes… Alright, I’m going to put you on speaker. I have a special guest for our call this morning. We’ll ring up Buddy in a moment, and leave this call to just the three of us, and our special guest.” He pressed the button on the phone, hung it up, and pointed at me. “Well, say hello,” he said.

      I cleared my throat. “Good morning, Chief.”

      “That who I think it is? Did you finally talk Trigger into taking his old job back?”

      Petey laughed. “Not a chance. Besides, now I see how much money this dog makes. I’ve been thinking of going private myself, but I wouldn’t want to put Trigger out of work.”

      Patches joined in the laughter on the other side. “You and Buddy did some fine work with that Grand Gobbler business. But Buddy’s got more than a full plate over in Adria, and he stresses out a little more than Petey does, so maybe try to cut him a break.”

      Petey sighed. “Fair warning. He’s really not going to like this.”

      “Really? More trouble in Adria again? Get him on the line, Petey.”

      Petey dialed and Buddy’s voice came on the other side.

      “Aren’t you boys a little early this morning?” Buddy asked.

      Patches answered. “Yeah, he’s got us on a special call with Trigger.”

      “Oh, great. That’s just great… Trigger, you know I love you, pal, but you make this job a nightmare sometimes, you know that? Every time I see your face over in Adria, I know I’m gonna be in for it.”

      “Hey, at least I try to make you look good. Also, you might get bored without me.”

      “Bored? With you running around? Let’s go ahead and just get my day ruined right off the bat. What kind of district destabilizing issues am I going to have to deal with today?”

      Petey raised his paw, signaling to me that he wanted to take over. “Actually, I guess you may consider this good news. We just wanted you on this call to make sure you were aware, since the perps we’re after are based in your district, which shouldn’t be a surprise to you.”

      “Well, I’m not sure that makes me feel a whole lot better, but at least he’s bothering you for a change.”

      Patches interrupted, this time concerned. “So, what are we dealing with this time? Some kind of big jewel heist or a gang moving in to try to fill the vacuum left by Mr. B?”

      Petey chuckled. “You sort of got it on the second guess. Ever heard of the FLP?”

      “You also know we have a strict policy, my policy, and it’s in place for an excellent reason.”

      “Yeah, I know, but if we let this go, we’ll be in a world of trouble before long.”

      “That’s for the voters of our fair city to decide, Petey. Now, I assume Trigger’s been investigating a crime that involves them. What evidence do you have that ties them to it?”

      That was my signal for a very underwhelming entrance. “Yeah, embezzling hundreds of thousands, if not millions from the First Bank of Adria. But as far as evidence goes… well, I got nothing. I mean, I have a confession from Saint himself, but I’ve got no proof, and I know full well how the courts in this city work when you’ve got that kind of money behind you.”

      Buddy spoke up. “What if I send some officers and hold him for now? If we can’t get what we need, we can just apologize and let him go.”

      Petey shook his head. “Because maybe that’s what he wants us to do. Maybe he was counting on Trigger coming back here, or coming to you, and doing just that. Just wants to be a martyr to get the sympathy of the cats in the city. No, if we’ll be able to touch this guy, at least in an official capacity, we need solid evidence. I’d like your permission, Chief, to open an official investigation here in Black District.”

      “Permission denied, Petey.”

      Petey shrugged his shoulders. “Well, I guess that just about wraps it up then. Oh, there’s just one more thing…”

      “Yes?” Patches asked.

      “It’s busy around here, and all this has me feeling a little overworked. I think I want to use some of my vacation time I’ve accrued.”

      “Petey…”

      “What? Can’t a dog have its day once in a while?”

      “Fine, take a week. In fact, I’ll have Buddy hook you up with tickets to the championship fight this Friday. They’re saying it will be the biggest boxing match of the year. Maybe the decade.”

      Awfully generous gift. Was there some kind of hidden meaning in the gesture?

      “Thanks, Chief. I’ll do that. We’ll leave it to our good friend in the private sector here. I’m sure Trigger will break this case wide open soon and have poor old Buddy cleaning up all the broken pieces up after it’s all said and done.”

      Buddy barked in. “Oh, don’t I know it. Go get ‘em, pal. Don’t worry about ol’ Buddy. Nothing makes me happier than cleaning up your messes.”

      At least I could detect a bit of humor that time. Maybe. “You can count on me, Buddy. I’ll do my best.”

      Petey reached down and disconnected the line, letting his eyes linger on the phone with an obvious look of disappointment stretching across his face.

      “So that’s that. Dead end,” I said.

      “Nope. That was Plan A blowing up the way I expected it to. Now for Plan B.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            17

          

        

      

    

    
      “Alright, Petey. You’ve got me intrigued. What’s Plan B?”

      He grinned. “I’ll be your partner for the next week or so. Well, in an unofficial capacity.”

      “Whoa, now hold on a second, Petey. Don’t I get a say in this? Besides, what about your vacation? You really want to waste it putting your neck on the line for my case?”

      “Trigger, I haven’t been able to work on a case personally in months. This will be a vacation from all the ridiculous pencil pushing.”

      I shook my head. “Paperwork’s still gotta be done, Petey. Then again, knowing you, you already have a plan for that.”

      He slapped his desk. “Right you are! Came up with it just now.”

      I opened my mouth to speak, but Petey cut me off by slamming his paw on the buzzer of his buzz box.

      Lulu’s voice came over the other end. “What you need, boss?”

      “Hank and Lola make it in yet?”

      “Sure have. Hank’s right here. Lola is finishing up an interview in Room C.”

      “Good, send Hank on in. Send your sister in when she’s finished with her interview.”

      “They’re not going to be happy, Petey,” I warned.

      “Don’t be too sure. Not everyone is born for the field like you and I.”

      I nodded, not sure if I accepted what he was saying. I’d seen Hank and Lola in action. They were the first dog and cat partners I had ever encountered, and they were good. Hank was a bloodhound with good instincts and an eye for detail, and Lola could piece those disparate things together and recreate the scene in her head. You’d never believe she was Lulu’s sister, on account of the fact that she could close her mouth long enough to focus on her work.

      There was a quick knock at the door, and Hank stepped in.

      “Morning, Petey.”

      “Morning, Captain.”

      “Hey Trigger… Wait, Captain?”

      “Relax, it may just be temporary, but I think you’ve earned the promotion, at least while I’m on vacation.”

      “Thank you, sir, but isn’t there a bit of a problem with that?”

      “Nah, not really. Just a small one.”

      “You mean the one where we’re technically the same rank already? Sure, you’re a senior lieutenant, but you can’t technically promote me to a rank higher than you.”

      “Why not? It’ll be fine…”

      “Does this mean you’re finally accepting Patches’ offer to be colonel, officially?”

      “Oh… Oh, no, definitely not. Not if I don’t have to. Worst-case scenario, I’ll play that card if the chief doesn’t allow the ranks to hold. I’d be happy to work under you and Lola, failing that.”

      Hank stopped smiling. “I wouldn’t. This department needs you running the show.”

      Another knock came at the door, and Lola stepped in. “What did I miss?”

      “Good morning, Captain. Oh, and not much,” Petey said.

      “Hello, Trigger. It’s good to see you again,” she said, before quickly turning her attention to Petey. “Captain?”

      Hank interrupted before Petey spoke. “Like usual, the boss has a death wish with the chief. He wants to promote us to captain, even though technically he can’t, so we can take over for him while he’s on vacation to do a job he’s already not supposed to do as a lieutenant, a position that can’t promote someone, much less to captain. You with me so far?”

      Lola burst out laughing. “You know, the chief must really, really like you, Petey. I guess we're about to find out how much.”

      Petey spread his arms open. “Patches loves me. Come on. He’ll forgive me, I’m sure.”

      Hank took on a more serious expression again. “No, he won’t. Everyone has a limit. The chief has a lot on his plate. He will not want to play this game with you.”

      Petey sighed. “Okay, I get it. You’re right, of course. This wasn’t my first choice. I’ll have to ask you to have a little faith. Trigger’s working on a very important case, and we’re not able to help him in an official capacity. We're talking a tremendous impact on the entire city, and I think we’ll only get one shot at this. So, I don’t want to hear any more arguments.”

      Hank and Lola looked at each other, equal parts confused and concerned.

      I looked at both of them, sympathetically. “Yeah, I know, right? Just my luck. On the bright side, the last time I got wrapped up in something like this Buddy had to dedicate half the department in Adria to helping me bag the bad guy… err…gal.”

      Petey nodded. “At least Buddy could use the police resources. We must be creative here, if not a little dirty. But I at least owe you two an explanation.”

      Petey rushed through all the most important details of the case I’d been working on, squeezing more or less everything into about a ten minute briefing. I was impressed.

      “So, we got a super villain complete with a cheeky super villain name. Where do you find these people, Trigger?” Lola asked.

      I threw up my paws in an exaggerated shrug. “Hey, don’t put this on me. The crazies find me, not the other way around. I’m just trying to make a quick buck and keep the lights on.”

      Lola poked me in the shoulder. “I don’t buy it. I think you like this high-profile, save-the-world type stuff. I think it’s in your bones. You just haven’t accepted it yet.”

      As I was about to reply, Petey caught me off guard with the enormous grin that just spread across his face. “You too, Petey?” I asked.

      “Enough teasing Trigger, for now at least. This is what I’ll need from the two of you,” Petey said. “I will let you two know what’s going on. And you’re going to…” He paused and winked several times. “… not get involved.”

      Hank looked around at everyone, confused. “Not sure I get it…”

      Lola elbowed him in the arm. “He means we’ll support them. Run checks, investigate related crimes, and so on. We’re just not going to investigate the FLP directly or go after Saint or other party representatives on account of their political leanings, at least.”

      Petey nodded. “Make no mistake, we’re between a rock and a much bigger, harder rock here. On the one paw, I agree with Patches that the police shouldn’t get involved in politics. The department needs to be respected as a neutral institution only concerned with enforcing the law. On the other paw, we became cops because we wanted to do the right thing and protect this city. At least, that’s why most of us became cops. There’s a frustrating contradiction here between enforcing the law and doing the right thing. So, we’ll do the best we can to do both. I’m putting the two of you in charge while I’m gone because this is a difficult job and I need my best on it. If this blows up, the two of you will pin it all on me and make sure that the Black District Police Department doesn’t fall into the wrong hands. We may have some moles here already. We’ve hired a lot of cats recently. We should be hiring them, but it would be naïve to think that no FLP sympathizers have made it through. I need the two of you to make sure this department is never compromised.”

      Lola nodded. “What a shame…”

      Hank looked over to her curiously. “What do you mean?”

      “Just as things were looking up. Dogs and cats were finally starting to respect each other. So much for the golden age…”

      Petey knocked on his desk. “Not if we have anything to say about it.”

      “You sure you want to do this, Petey? I’m sure I can figure something out.” I said, suddenly feeling very guilty for putting everyone out like this.

      Hank spoke up before Petey had the chance. “No, he’s right, Trigger. You’ve done enough. It’s not your responsibility to save the city by yourself every time it needs saving. We're going to help. End of discussion.”

      Petey raised his paw. “Well said. So, it’s settled then? We're all in agreement?”

      We all nodded in almost perfect unison.

      “Good. Then let’s get to work!”
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      After a few more minutes of chatter, Petey and I left and went down to my office down the street. Zelda was happy to see me when I came to the door.

      “Good morning, detective. Wrap things up in Adria already?”

      “Afraid we’re just getting started with that.” I nodded to Petey as he stepped through the door behind me. “Petey will be working with me for a little while.”

      Petey tipped his hat to Zelda. “Ma’am.”

      “That’s great. It’ll be nice to have the company around here.”

      “Speaking of which, has anyone been by looking for me the past few days?” I asked.

      Zelda opened the giant notebook sitting on her desk, flipping back through the last few pages. “As usual, most folk aren’t willing to leave information when you’re not here, but there was a younger cat who suspected his wife of cheating. Oh, and the next day there was a younger cat who suspected her husband cheating… I wonder if they’re a couple… There’s also Lily, who came by to say hello. You know, you should really go see her sometime. She’s such a sweet girl.”

      I could practically feel Petey’s grin behind me. “She sure is. Anyone else?”

      “Just the dog who thought his neighbor was messing around his garden. He insisted you got the meeting place wrong and was furious. I had to show him my own notes to prove to him you had agreed to meet at the diner. He finally admitted his mistake and gave his number and home address this time. Plum Street. It’s a short street, and his is the only house with a garden.”

      “If you don’t mind, call and tell him that he’s the next case on my list. But it may be a while.”

      “One step ahead of you, detective.”

      “You’re the best, Zelda. I’d be useless without you.”

      She beamed. “That’s very kind of you to say. It’s nice for an old lady like me just to have something to do, and to buy a new book from time to time.”

      “That does sound pretty nice when you put it like that.” I nodded to Petey. “Alright, we better get to it, then. Hold all my calls, Zelda.”

      “You got it,” she said.

      He and I stepped into my office, and I motioned for him to close the door behind him. I sat down at my desk, and he sat across from me. “So, what’s in the envelope you brought with you from the department?”

      “Ah, so you did notice.”

      “Of course. Don’t keep me in suspense.”

      “Fair enough. It’s our first lead.” He pulled the envelope out of his jacket and tossed it on the desk, then opened it and emptied the contents. “You and I can put together a little undercover getup and have a chat with this cat. He’s one of the few registered FLP cats in the district, and he's even one of the higher ups.”

      I took one look at the paper, let out a lengthy sigh, looked up at Petey, and shook my head. I tapped the photo at the top of the page. “Won’t work, Petey. Cat knows me. In fact, he’s not even here anymore.”

      He leaned back in his chair. “You know Chancey?”

      “Unfortunately. He was one of the two cats that picked me up for those two involuntary meetings. Even if he were here in Black District now for some reason, it wouldn’t be wise to show him my face, disguise or no disguise. How many one-eyed Chihuahuas go around asking people questions?”

      “See, Trigger. You’re always so negative. Sure, maybe we can’t just go talk to the guy right now, but what else can we do?”

      “Call it a day and go play a round of golf?” I joked.

      “Hilarious. Maybe narrow it down a bit.”

      “We look into all of his connections now, knowing how closely connected he is to Saint. But you know… Hold on, wait just a minute!”

      He leaned in closer. “Yeah?”

      “Take a look at this,” I said, pointing to the sheet. “Turns out he has a sister, Petey.”

      “She the other cat that picked you up?”

      “Even better, turns out I met her before I met him. She’s got a cushy job at the bank headquarters. Herman’s right-paw cat.”

      He laughed. “See what I mean? You think that is our inside cat at the bank?”

      “Maybe… Seems a little too obvious to me. Then again, I have a tendency to over-analyze things.”

      “Me too. Was always something I admired about Buddy when we were partners. He knew how to go with this gut without spending too much time thinking everything over.”

      “Yeah, because he had you for a partner. You did all the analysis, I’d guess. Say, what was it like working with Buddy, anyway?”

      “You should know. You’ve worked with him before.”

      “Yeah, but that was just the once. You guys worked cases every day for years, right?”

      “Well… To be honest, we didn’t get along so great at first. He was a cop’s cop. He liked to run his mouth and was always looking to make a show of our accomplishments. I’m the opposite. I just want to work my cases and go home. My wife prefers that too.”

      “You know, that reminds me, I’ve never met your wife.”

      “Really? We’ll have to get together sometime. Have you over for dinner. She makes a mean chicken casserole.”

      “I’ll take you up on that. But back to Buddy.”

      “Right. Buddy and I became good friends in time. Turns out we complemented each other well. But, I still think we both do better on our own. I think Patches thought so too, and that’s why he sent Buddy over to Adria for the high-profile position and left me to my own devices in the Black District.”

      “That bitterness I detect there, lieutenant?”

      “Oh, no. None, and sorry if I gave that impression. Buddy was the right dog for that job if there ever was one. He’s a born leader, and he’s got the guts and energy to keep things together in all the chaos of Adria. I’m wired a little different, is all. Know what I mean?”

      I grinned, confident I knew exactly what he meant. “I think so. Let’s get back to the case. We’ve been able to make more sense of everything that’s happened so far. It’s virtually guaranteed that Sunny is the informant. It fits with everything so far. It would also explain why Chancey is a higher up in the FLP, and why he moved to Adria District. It explains almost everything. Still, it will be dangerous to move around in Adria right now. We’ll need a disguise, but is there nothing we can do here first?”

      Petey slumped back in his chair, scratching his chin. “That friend of yours who was so good with forgeries, he still in the district?”

      “You don’t already know who it is? Alright, but if I tell you who it is do you promise to leave the guy alone? So help me, if anything-”

      “You mean, do I agree to overlook a very serious crime of forging two fake identities for the purpose of misleading district security and possibly using them to mislead or otherwise defraud who knows how many others in the Adria District?”

      I narrowed my eyes. “Yeah, Petey. That’s exactly what I mean.”

      “My lips are sealed.”

      “It’s Harvey.”

      He tilted his head. “What?”

      “Harvey.”

      Petey stood up and paced a slow circle around the room, his paw against his forehead, and his mouth partway open. “Harvey? The beagle, Harvey?”

      “Harvey, Petey. We were at his wedding, Harvey. He embarrassed me to death, remember?”

      “I would’ve never guessed it. Don’t worry, I won’t breathe a word of it.”

      “Good. Before we head over there, any suggestions on a disguise?”

      “Unless you think it’s too compromised, reuse that Carson disguise you used over there before. Might make it easier if both new identities don’t magically appear in records at the same time.”

      I nodded. “Good call. Carson the insurance investigator is back in action. What about you?”

      “Well, I’d like to be an insurance investigator too.”

      “Alright, so you’re the boss, tagging along to give me a field exam?”

      He grinned. “I was thinking the opposite. I don’t give off the convincing boss vibe. Clumsy, speak slowly, and folk almost never assume I’m a cop when they meet me. Let’s play into that. How about… Marley? Rookie investigator already in trouble for dropping the ball on his first case, now tagging along with a more experienced investigator, his last chance to redeem himself and keep his job.”

      “Sure, but there’s only one big problem with that.”

      “What’s that?”

      “What if I end up enjoying bossing you around too much?”
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      Petey wanted to stop by his house on the way to Rose Garden Estates to see Harvey. He wanted to change into street clothes, just in case someone could be watching, and I wouldn’t be seen walking around with a police officer. Not that Petey really looked like a police officer, anyway. Between the baggy raincoat and wrinkled suit, I didn’t think anyone would make the connection, so I told him we could forget it and save the daylight. He agreed.

      Rose Garden Estates had changed little since last I visited, which, just as with all my other friends, was far too long. The place still stood out like a sore thumb in the Black District. It was a gated community complete with white picket fences and a park in the middle where no pups or kittens ever played. Everyone there was ancient for the most part.

      There were, however, a couple of young dogs, one of which was Lily, whose missing ruby collar spurred my unexpected meeting with Rico, the master thief who just so happened to be the secret master thief alter ego of Rick, one of the richest business dogs in the city. This then led me to this very neighborhood where I met Lily’s aunt, Agatha, who had an insurance fraud scheme set in motion that set me on the course of my next big adventure. Hunting down the Grand Gobbler, one of the most valuable golden statues that ever existed, a gift to the very first mayor of the city. And here we were again. Small city.

      The security dog at the gate recognized both Petey and I, and let us through without hassle. I couldn’t help but notice that Petey was looking every house up and down, like he was some kind of real estate agent.

      “Thinking of moving here when you retire?” I asked.

      He laughed. “On a lieutenant’s salary? Yeah, right. If I’m lucky, I can retire somewhere the roof doesn’t leak. No, I don’t like it here all that much. No offense. I know you have some friends here. It’s just that place like this seems a little too… perfect. Know what I mean?”

      I nodded. “I was actually just thinking about that. You know, all the major cases I’ve had, starting with the Mr. B case, then the Grand Gobbler case, and now this one, they all have this place in common.”

      “This would be the perfect place to hide out. I’ll bet this place hides some important dogs and cats. Maybe some of Mr. B’s employees. Maybe anybody. If I wanted to disappear somewhere, this place would be at the top of my list.”

      I looked down at my feet as I walked, contemplating for a moment. “You know, that’s kind of a scary thought.”

      “Hey, private detective!” I heard a shout coming from our left. I looked over to see that it was Rover, the young lawyer I met when investigating a series of robberies here a while back.

      “Yeah?” I shouted in return.

      “What kind of trouble are you bringing with you today?” he asked without looking up from watering his flowers.

      “Hello to you too, Rover. I guess I have that kind of reputation, don’t I? Just visiting friends today. I’m off the clock.”

      “Well, that’s a relief. But let me know if I should run in and lock up all my valuables. Give a dog fair warning, will ya?”

      He was already snickering, but I wasn’t entirely sure he was joking. Rover wasn’t exactly what I would call a friendly dog. Then again, I guess neither was I.

      “Valuables are safe today, far as I know.”

      He said nothing else. He just raised one paw in a dismissive gesture, again without looking up from his flowers. I half expected to run into Lily, but her house was farther down from Harvey’s. We wouldn’t be going that far.

      A few moments later we were standing in front of Harvey’s door, and I knocked nervously. Priscilla, his wife, answered the door with a pup in her arms. It took me a moment to make the connection. I grinned, and pointed to the pup, then to her, then to Harvey as he came up behind her. “Is that who I think it is?”

      Petey nudged my shoulder. “I think he’s trying to ask you if that beautiful pup there belongs to you.”

      She smiled. “Why yes, yes he does. We were just released from the hospital two weeks ago. Come on in.”

      Harvey held out a cigar box in front of Petey and I. “Cigar?”

      Each one was individually wrapped with a single blue ribbon. I’d almost forgotten about this custom. I think it was more common in Adria than here, where dogs and cats can afford decent cigars.

      “No thanks,” I said. “Can’t stand those things.”

      Petey reached in and grabbed a couple. “Oh, don’t mind if I do. I’ll take Trigger’s too, if that’s alright.”

      “Don’t mind at all. Take a few more, actually. I got extra.”

      Petey stuffed about half a dozen in his pocket.

      “Didn’t take you for a cigar smoker, Petey,” I said.

      Petey winked at me. What was he up to?

      “Actually, I agree with Trigger. These aren’t exactly high-dollar cigars, and I’m not a big fan either. Anyway, what brings you two here?” Harvey asked.

      Petey put his paw on my shoulder again, likely sensing my tension at hearing the question. He spoke quietly. “Mr. Harvey, I’m afraid it’s not your foundation I’m here about today. The problem I need help with is bigger than the Black District. In fact, do you have an office where we can sit down and talk about this, just us boys? I wouldn’t mind lighting up one of these cigars, I just don’t want to do it around the pup or the wife.”

      Harvey nodded, motioning us to follow.

      Petey was an old-fashioned sort of dog. I knew that he was just trying to spare Priscilla, who he assumed was a fragile lady, the stress of her husband being involved in potentially dangerous business. If I knew ahead of time that Petey was going to try to trick her, I could have warned him ahead of time to save his breath. Just as I expected, Priscilla called out to us from behind, and I immediately braced for impact. “Excuse me, Lieutenant. You don’t think I actually believe that you want to smoke that cigar, and you’re just sparing me the second-hand smoke, do you?”

      Petey turned around slowly, with one of those Petey smiles plastered sheepishly on his face. “Ma’am?”

      “You’re just saying that, so you can ask Harvey to do something dangerous again without me around. Did I guess right?”

      Petey scratched the back of his neck. “You caught me red-pawed.”

      She sighed. “Thank you for coming clean, at least. We can discuss this right here in the kitchen, or you can show yourselves out.”

      Petey elbowed me in the shoulder, then looked back to her, still smiling. “You know, if you ever need a job, you should come talk to me at the department.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind, Lieutenant,” she said. “So, what brings you here?”

      “I’m afraid we need an expertly forged identity, complete with papers, ma’am.”

      “Is this an official request from the ACPD?”

      “No, ma’am. I’m sorry to say this, but it’s a personal request,” he said.

      She looked to Harvey. “You don’t have to do it if you don’t want to. It would be illegal if they tried to make you do it. They can’t.”

      Petey nodded. “Yes, ma’am. That is correct.”

      Harvey walked up behind the two of us, putting a paw on each of our shoulders. “I’ll do it. But you really should come by more often, just to visit. Not just Trigger, but both of you.”

      I let out an enormous sigh of relief. “Sure, but I think you and I have the same problem.”

      “Yeah, and what’s that?” Harvey asked.

      “We can’t stop getting dragged into things we didn’t ask to be dragged into. Thanks for being willing to save the city one more time, pal.”

      “No need to be so dramatic. Come with me. Let’s dust off these old tools and get to work. I’m making you two help me, that way if the police do come knocking on my door, you two are going down with me as my accomplices.”

      Petey laughed, apparently finding the joke a lot funnier than I did, as we followed Harvey to his basement in our work.
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      In the next few hours, Petey and I learned more about making counterfeit documents than any dog (or cat for that matter) had any business knowing. It impressed me that Harvey had kept all his tools and not just thrown them out, the way he seemed to have thrown out that old life in every other way.

      “Okay, ‘Marley’, here’s everything you’ll need to have on you. Of course, one thing some seem to forget is that it doesn’t just stop there. Marley needs some history. Work history. Sometimes a minor criminal history, just to throw others off your scent. In your case, I simply had you investigated for trespassing charges that you were later exonerated from. You were set up. See how these little webs of distraction we weave can work to put someone off from why they were looking into these records in the first place?”

      Petey scratched the back of his neck, grinning. “You’re an artist, Harvey. You know that?”

      Harvey shifted uncomfortably in his chair. “Well, I’ve had many people tell me that in my life. Let’s just say you’re the first who said it that I’ll take as a compliment.” He turned his attention to me. “You really think this is that dangerous, like maybe even another Mr. B situation?”

      I took a deep breath and hesitated. “I sure hope not, Harvey. But if I’m being honest? Yeah, I think so. He has too many paws tied, and almost no one will be able to do anything about it until it’s too late to do anything about it at all. By the time the police can get involved with the political party, he may already have too many cops on the payroll. Even if Patches does something about it, he may have unreliable officers feeding him false information or judges dismissing the cases he sends before them anyway. Same old story, just a different cat. I’d bet my good eye that he’s done things that would give Mr. B pause. There’s nothing more dangerous than getting on the bad side of an ideologue, and I think he’s given me my last chance to make what he believes is the right choice.”

      Harvey half smiled, not sure what to say, and looked back down at his work.

      Petey patted him on the shoulder. “Don’t worry. We won’t let that happen. Well, we’ll do our best, anyway.”

      After what felt like an eternity, Harvey slid the last document into a manila envelope and handed the stack to Petey.

      Harvey pointed to the one on top. “This first one goes with you. It’s all the identification you need to travel unhindered. Be sure to memorize it, but not better than your real one. Nothing more suspicious than someone who knows every number and letter on every corner of every page by heart. No one knows all that stuff, so you shouldn’t either. The one below it is your recent work history. Don’t worry, I didn’t include more than one because nobody cares. Trust me, if they verify the first one, they will not spend all day calling everyone else. The last will be easy for you. That’s your police record.”

      Petey looked concerned about that one. “Is it really smart to leave that there? At the department, I mean. I don’t want them getting dragged into this.”

      “It’s impossible to tie this fictional character to you. Even if they look right at it, there’s nothing they will know that they don’t already know.”

      Petey nodded, apparently satisfied with that answer. “I can’t thank you enough for this, Mr. Harvey. I’ll not breathe a word of this to anyone, you have my word.”

      I echoed the sentiment. “Yeah, we really owe you one… two… or maybe more than that. I’ve lost count. You’re one of the unsung heroes of the city. I’m not pulling your leg, either.”

      Harvey smiled. “I know you’re not, Trigger, and thank you for saying so. This is the least I can do for both of you. With you helping me get that nice job with Rick over in Adria and you, Petey, for helping so much with the Second Chance Foundation, we shouldn’t be looking at one another as all that different. Just friends helping friends.”

      “All the same,” I said, “Thanks. Guess we’ll be going now.”

      We exchanged paw shakes and did our best to avoid Priscilla’s glare as we left their house. Petey took a deep breath as we stepped back out onto the street and exhaled slowly. “Well, that was a bit nerve-racking. Ready to head back to your office?”

      I shook my head. “No, you go on without me. I’ll meet you back there shortly.”

      “Are you sure? I don’t mind going with you if you need to-” He suddenly stopped and grinned. “Oh, right. Sure, I’ll meet you back at your office. Mind if I look through some case records while I wait?”

      “Knock yourself out,” I said.

      Petey and I headed in different directions and I wondered what I would say to Lily. Last time we saw each other she told me to come by and see her again soon, and this wasn’t soon. Maybe I was too much of a cynic, but I always worried that if certain cats and dogs thought Lily and I were close, they might think they could hurt her to get to me. They could, and that terrified me.

      I knocked on the door and waited for a moment, but no one answered. I turned around and walked back down the sidewalk between her door and the street, when I heard a voice call behind me. “Wait, Trigger!”

      I stopped and turned around to face her. “Hey there, Lily. I thought maybe I’d missed you.”

      “Sorry. Sometimes I like to turn up the radio when I’m cleaning. Why don’t you come in?”

      I pointed down the street. “Nah, I better not. I was just in the neighborhood and thought I would swing by and say hello.”

      She put both paws on her hips and gave me an incredulous glare. “You’re telling me you don’t have five minutes for a slice of hot strawberry pie and some fresh-squeezed lemonade?”

      “I really…” I could already see the disappointment covering her face. I couldn’t bring myself to finish that sentence. Besides, Petey needed time to look through those records anyway. Wouldn’t do much good to tell him he could look through them only to then show up ten steps behind him. “Did you say strawberry pie?”

      “Barely cooled enough to eat,” she said, smiling.

      “And lemonade? Fresh squeezed?”

      “Just put it in the refrigerator half an hour ago.”

      I took off my hat and tucked it under my arm, walking toward her. Her expression immediately brightened. “Well, if you’re going to twist my arm like that, I suppose I can’t say no.”

      It only just occurred to me that I had never actually been inside Lily’s house before. “Right this way. Let me take your hat and coat.” She took my trench coat and fedora, and placed them on the rack next to the door. “Please, have a seat at the table. I’ll get everything ready.”

      It felt… wrong, somehow, having someone bring me food like that when I hadn’t paid for it. “Need some help?”

      She smiled her usual, kind smile. “Thank you, but I know how hard you work. You just relax. It’ll only take a moment.”

      She stepped through the dining room, which was already visible to me and into the room left from there, which I assumed was the kitchen. I followed her as far as the dining room and took a seat at the table. There was only a partial wall between the dining room and the kitchen, so I could see her working inside. I tapped my paw on my knee nervously. “So… I’ve heard you’re organizing parties in the neighborhood, and other parts of the district. You enjoy that?”

      She laughed. “Well, Mr. Trigger, fortunately I am a very lucky dog. The inheritance my father left me is enough for me to live out my days comfortably in the Rose Garden Estates, with no need to work. It also means that I can choose only the work that I like.”

      “Must be nice,” I said, laughing. Of course, as soon as I said it I couldn’t help but feel like I’d just stuck my foot in my mouth. “I didn’t mean… Not that there’s anything wrong with…”

      She only giggled louder. “It’s alright. I’m not so easily offended. You are absolutely adorable when you get all flustered like that.”

      I nearly choked and unfortunately didn’t have the lemonade yet to blame it on. I cleared my throat. “So… things have been peaceful in the neighborhood here?”

      She walked into the dining room with two plates of pie, setting one in front of me and the other across from me. She stepped back into the kitchen to retrieve the lemonade. “Remarkably so. Then again, trouble here is quite rare. As you can imagine. You’ve seen most of it firsthand, after all.”

      She returned with the lemonade, placing the two glasses on the table and taking a seat across from me.

      “Yeah. I think some dogs here believe I bring it with me.”

      “Oh dear. You mean Rover?”

      I nodded. “Yep.” I stuffed the giant spoonful of the pie into my mouth, then stopped, raising my brow. I almost opened my mouth, but remembered my manners just in the nick of time and thought better of it. Instead, I pointed to the pie with my spoon, made an mmm sound, and smiled.

      “You like it? I knew you would. I’m always baking things like this just for me. See, you need to come by more often.” She peered at me, and must’ve picked up on my discomfort, because she changed the subject back to Rover. “Anyway, Rover is actually a much nicer dog than he lets on. He’s just giving you a hard time.”

      “Oh, I figured that. I wonder how much of it he believes, and if he’s the only dog in the neighborhood who feels that way.”

      “I have to say, it seems a bit out of character for you to worry about such things.”

      I scooped another enormous spoon of pie into my mouth and took the time to chew and swallow it before answering. “Yeah. You’re right.”

      “Would you be interested in coming by again this Friday?”

      I had just put the last spoonful of pie in my mouth and nearly choked on it. I quickly washed it down with most of the lemonade. “You mean for lunch or dinner? That sort of thing?”

      “That’s right. Would that be alright?”

      I’d gotten so used to making excuses for questions like this that I almost forgot that there was a genuine reason this time why I couldn’t. This Friday was the big fight over in Adria, and I was certain Petey and I would have some kind of angle for going there..

      I started to speak, but she interrupted. “Work, right? Sorry, I should have realized you can’t just drop everything and come see me like that. Sorry for putting you on the spot.”

      I finished the last drink of lemonade, set it on the table, and raised both paws into the air. “No. No, not at all. Sometimes I can. I won’t be in the district again for a little while yet, so I couldn’t even come by late. Could I…” She brightened, expecting what I might say. “Could I… maybe have a rain check? I can’t say for sure, but maybe next Friday?”

      “That would be wonderful. Oh, but you have somewhere you need to be, and I’ve kept you for too long! Let me help you with your hat and coat.”

      She helped me with my coat, and I put on my hat, tipping it to her as we said our goodbyes. I looked at my watch. Holy cow, an hour? Petey had time, plenty of time, to look through everything he wanted to by now, and time to get carried away to boot. Of course, I’m sure he wouldn’t waste the opportunity to tease me as much as possible the moment I stepped back through the door.
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      I arrived back at my office and rushed inside. Zelda was pacing frantically in front of my office door, from inside the lobby. “Detective! Thank goodness you’re back. That… that wild animal you call a friend is making a terrible mess. I told him to only take one file at a time. He insisted on dumping everything out and spreading it all over the floor so he could look at everything at once. He said it helped him think better! He eventually shut the door in my face and he’s locked himself up in there ever since! He’s making a mess of everything!”

      I sighed. I could understand that if you didn’t already have complete faith in Petey’s methods, he came across as a bit of a weirdo sometimes.

      “It’s alright, Zelda, I’ll take care of it.” I knocked on my door. “Petey, you in there? I’m back.”

      “I unlocked it when I heard you come in. Door’s open.”

      I opened the door, and Zelda and I stepped in. Sure enough, he was sitting in the middle of a pile of files, with most of them open. There were even footprints on some. Zelda scoffed and started shaking her paw at Petey, but before she could say anything I placed a paw on her shoulder. “Now, now, Zelda. No need to be upset. Petey will clean all of this up himself before he leaves.” I looked over to Petey. “Isn’t that right?”

      Petey looked up, his eyes wide. He held up one of the files.

      “This one may be useful. I take back what I said before about how exciting this work seemed. Man, this has got to be a collection of some of the most boring doggone stuff I’ve ever seen. But…” He tapped on the folder he was holding in his paw. “You’ve also got some real gems in here.”

      “Petey, Zelda worked real hard to clean this place up.”

      Petey seemed to snap back into reality. “Oh… right. Sorry about that, ma’am. I think I’ve got what I need, so I’ll get the rest of this cleaned up. I just get absorbed into my work, you know? I like to stay on the trail until I’ve seen it through. Avoid distractions.”

      Zelda took in a big breath and looked as though she was about to scream, but she swallowed her frustration and let out a slow, cool breath. “I’ll let it slide this time.” She started to walk away, but turned back around, shaking her paw again. “But if I find one file out of place, I’ll pull you in here by the ears and have you sweeping and dusting in here every weekend for a month!”

      Petey grinned, half surprised, half impressed.

      “So, what did you find?”

      “You know, I’m sure we were already on the same page about the tickets to that big fight this Friday.”

      “Sure. We’re not going to miss an opportunity like that. What’s it got to do with that file, though?”

      He patted a spot on the floor beside him. I obliged and took a seat next to him. He pointed to the name on the folder, raising his brow.

      “Brutus, huh? Can’t believe I worked with that dog. Wonderful guy, too. Played a big part in ousting the corrupt colonel in Adria, Bones. His theater is the whole reason I had the opportunity to visit Adria in the first place. That was my first case there. When I was little more than a pup, I was one of Brutus’s biggest fans. I used to sneak a peek at his fights on the picture box, sometimes in the shop windows when I was supposed to be out on patrol. He retired and used his savings to open up that theater in Adria. Anyway, long story short, he’s a friend.”

      “A friend. That’s good. He a good enough friend to pull some strings for us? Can we trust him?”

      “Yes to both. I think.”

      The gears in my brain turned. I didn’t want to make any guesses since Petey was obviously waiting patiently for me to ask him what his plan was.

      “What did you have in mind?” I asked.

      Petey cleared his throat. “Well, bear with me for a moment. Big championships make for quite the spectator sport, that much is a given. But what else does it attract?”

      I thought for a moment. “Gambling. Lots of dogs and cats looking to make big bucks quick.”

      “And what does gambling, especially when big bucks are at stake, attract?”

      I didn’t even have to think about this one. “Big shots and corruption.”

      Petey grinned. “And what group will be practically teeming with corruption?”

      I laughed. “Why, aspiring politicians, of course. I get where you’re going with this, but do you really think we’ll be that lucky?”

      Petey shook his head. “Who says we have to go in blind and rely on luck?”

      “Okay, so care to fill me in on the rest of your plan?”

      “First, you ring up Brutus and see how involved he still is in the fighting world. If not, see how easily he can get involved. I’ll have Buddy send over a list of names of registered FLP members in Adria. Also employees of the First Bank of Adria.”

      I tilted my head. “Okay, I get the FLP. But why employees of the bank?”

      “Let’s call it a hunch. If we can catch someone off guard here, we can turn this around in our favor.”

      I shook my head and gave Petey a big pat on the shoulder. “Not bad, Petey. Not bad.”

      “Good enough you think you can convince that secretary of yours to let me borrow the phone so I can make that call?”

      “You can use mine, but after-”

      He tilted his head. “After, what?”

      “After you clean up this mess and apologize to her for making it in the first place.”

      He laughed. “Alright, dad. You call Brutus, and I’ll get to work on cleaning up these folders.”

      I rang up Brutus, and it surprised me how happy he seemed to hear from me. I gave him the entire story, and he promised to have a list of the registered bets sent over to me first thing in the morning. Apparently he’d been doing some moonlighting as a trainer on the weekends. His fighter would be in the fight this Friday. The main event, no less. He offered to get us in to meet the fighters and said he would help us work in our insurance investigator angle if necessary. Said they had to deal with them all the time anyway, on account of the fraud. He said after a few visits from Buddy the bookies were mostly straight shooters these days, but that didn’t change the fact that there would always be dirty bets when big money was involved. I didn’t want to get into specifics over the telephone, so we agreed to go over the remaining details in person.

      By the time I hung up, Petey had almost everything in tip-top shape.

      “You know, I should probably do this for my office,” he said.

      “You think?”

      Petey shrugged, walking over and picking up my phone. Like me, he set the phone on speaker, putting his paw to his lips for me to keep quiet.

      I made a zipping motion across my lips with my paw, hopped up from my chair, and motioned for him to take the seat. “ACPD, Colonel Buddy speaking.”

      “Hey, pal, how’s your day been?”

      “Hey, Petey. Not too bad. How’s the big vacation going? Say, Trigger’s not dragging you into trouble, is he?”

      “Who, Trigger? He and trouble couldn’t be more opposite from one another.”

      Laughter echoed through the room from the speaker. “We are talking about the same Trigger, right?” He paused for a moment. “Wait a minute, he’s in the room, isn’t he?”

      I spoke up. “And they say you’re just a big brute without a single investigative bone in your body. They couldn’t be more wrong.”

      “Hardy har, Trigger. Well, now that I know Trigger’s involved, what kind of risky, headache-inducing favor are you calling to ask me for?”

      “Wow, I’d better hurry, because at this rate you’re going to guess before we can tell you,” Petey said, sounding almost serious. “I need a list of registered FLP members active in the Adria District.”

      Buddy sighed. “I knew it would be something like that. Did you not hear the chief? I believe he made himself clear on the matter. Very clear.”

      “There’s a difference between hearing what he said and understanding what he said.”

      “Is there, Petey? Please, enlighten me on the hidden meaning behind the chief’s explicit instructions not to get involved in these political messes.”

      “The chief ever offered anyone boxing tickets to a fight in Adria before? Those aren’t cheap.”

      The line went silent for a long minute. “Alright, Petey, let’s say I buy that, and that’s a very hypothetical position, mind you. Assuming I buy that, how quick would you need a list like that? Never mind, stupid question. Fight’s Friday. Tomorrow is Thursday. You want that list sent over to the Black District tomorrow morning.”

      “That’s right. In case you’re wondering why we don’t just pick it up there–”

      “No, Petey, I wasn’t wondering that. I get that the cats in the FLP could be watching your every move over here. I know you can’t be seen picking it up. Don’t worry, I’ll have it over there first thing.”

      “Thanks, pal. I knew I could count on you.

      “Yeah, but I need you to do me a favor in return.”

      “Fair enough, what is it?”

      “Don’t make me regret it,” Buddy said, as he hung up the phone. I let out an enormous sigh of relief.

      “So, meet here first thing in the morning after you pick up that list?” I said.

      “It’s a date, but it’s your turn to bring breakfast this time.”

      Great. Thankfully, the diner down the street would be open on my way here. I’d hate for this case to end with me burning my apartment down trying to boil water.
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      After stopping by Elly’s Diner to pick up a variety bag of biscuits, I headed straight for my office. After all the time I had to spend in line, Petey and Zelda both beat me there. It was nice to see Elly’s place doing so well, though.

      “Morning, champ,” Petey said.

      “Good morning. Breakfast is served. My cooking skills are on full display here. You get a bag of biscuits from Elly’s Diner.”

      Zelda clapped. “Oh, I love Elly’s.”

      “Me too. Plus, they were on the way.”

      “My hero,” Petey said.

      “Any sign of Brutus’s messenger?” I asked.

      “I was here first, and Petey is the only one to come by so far,” Zelda said.

      “Alright, what about you, Petey?” I asked.

      “Yep, got it right here,” he said, holding up an envelope.

      “Alright, grab yourself some biscuits and let’s head into my office. Zelda, would you mind getting us a pot of coffee going?”

      “You bet,” she said, sounding a little more chipper than usual. I guess she did enjoy having company around the office. I guess I never thought about the fact that she might be lonely here. She lived alone in the first place and she never bothered me when I was in the office. Then again, maybe I was reading too much into it, same as everything else.

      Petey and I stepped into my office and closed the door behind us.

      “Alright, let’s have a look at that list. Let’s see if anything stands out,” I said.

      “Hot off the press,” Petey said, as he opened the envelope and laid the pages out on my desk. “I’ll let you look at them first. These names don’t mean much to me.”

      I nodded, sitting at my desk and scanning the documents one name at a time. After almost an hour, I pored over each one, looking for anything that stood out. In the end, I came up snake eyes.

      In the time it had taken me to go through it, Petey and I had already chugged down two cups of Joe each. Petey spent most of the time walking back and forth between the lobby and my office, chitchatting with Zelda, refilling our coffee, and eating way too many biscuits.

      “No luck?” he asked after seeing me lean back in my chair and rub my eye.

      I shook my head. “Not as far as I can tell. This list may come in handy, but not right now.”

      “That’s too bad.”

      He’d only just gotten the words out of his mouth, when we heard the front door open in the main lobby. We both stepped out in a hurry, nearly tripping over each other.

      A fairly well-dressed pug held his paw up in greeting. He started to speak, but doubled over to catch his breath before standing back up straight again, snorting in a frighteningly deep breath, and letting it out. “You must be Trigger. Sorry I’m late. I didn’t expect it to be quite this far. Never been here before. I got your list here from Brutus. Keep in mind that bets are still open until the moment the fights start, but most big bets are usually in by now. Brutus wants you to meet him outside before you meet the bookies. There’s a certain way these things work, and one is wise to observe the rules.”

      “Say, you want to get yourself a biscuit and a coffee and have a seat for a minute?” I asked.

      He sighed, visibly relieved. “I don’t mean to impose, but I certainly wouldn’t mind a bit of a rest before I make the trip back.”

      I motioned for him to follow Petey and I back into my office. He sat down in the seat beside Petey. “So, how do you know Brutus?”

      “I’m one of his theater managers. I’m told you used my office when you were working on a case for him, to interview employees at the theater about the reel swapping incident.”

      I nodded. “Oh, yeah. Sorry, by the way, if I made a bit of a mess of it. We had a scuffle in there.”

      He laughed. “Oh, I heard all about that, detective. Brutus knocked the guy out. Every time he tells the story, it gets more and more impressive.”

      I grinned. “I was there. It was, at the very least, impressive.”

      “No doubt about that. You don’t become the champ by being a pushover.”

      I spread the names on the list out on my desk and began looking over them. As if on cue, the pug stood up to leave.

      “Thanks for bringing this by, Mister…”

      “Cameron. Pleasure to meet you, detective. You too, sir.” He nodded to Petey.

      He reached over and shook my paw.

      “The pleasure’s mind, Cameron. This is Lieutenant Petey, ACPD here in the Black District.”

      He offered his paw to Petey. “Good meeting you, officer. You two have yourselves a wonderful day. Thanks for the breakfast.”

      After Cameron stepped out, Petey and I started looking over the names. It took a lot more time than the last list. Both because it was much, much longer, and because we had to keep comparing it to the other list to make sure we didn’t miss anyone. The disappointment in the room was palpable as we slogged our way through the last pages.

      “Any matches, Petey?”

      “Not a one. Looks like we're still running blind here. You?”

      I shook my head. “Nothing. Not a doggone one.”

      In my frustration, I grabbed a handful of papers and tossed them haphazardly across my desk. I rested my chin on my paw, trying not to let my temper get the better of me. There was a time when I would’ve stood up and flipped this desk over, but a combination of living and learning, and Petey’s presence, had me just seething in silence. He was doing the same.

      After a few minutes, I took another glance over at the pages and set my paw on top of them to drag them over to me and put them back in the envelope. Just before I picked them up, something caught my eye. My eyes widened. I jerked the paper up from the stack and held it close to my face, making sure I wasn’t seeing things.

      “What is it?” Petey asked.

      “Well, I’ll be…”

      “Hey Trigger, what is it? You’re killing me with the suspense here.”

      I pointed at a name on the paper.

      Petey read aloud. “Peach?”

      “You bet your back teeth it is. Peach!”

      Petey shrugged. “Help me out here. That name wasn’t on the FLP list. I would’ve seen it.”

      “That’s because it wasn’t. Peach here is an executive at Herman’s bank.”

      “A coincidence?” Petey asked, tilting his head.

      “Is it? We both agreed that Sunny seemed a little too obvious. Her brother being a ranking member of the FLP and all. Too obvious? Now I’m thinking so.”

      Petey smiled weakly. “Okay. It’s a long shot, but a long shot is better than no shot. Think you can ring up Brutus and check on the seating for the event?”

      “Good thinking. She may not be attending, or maybe she’s attending with a partner we’ll be interested in. Let’s see if we can find the amount of the bet too.”

      I immediately picked up the phone and dialed Brutus. He promised to get back to me in the next few minutes with the answer to both my questions, so I hung up and we waited.

      For at least ten minutes we both sat there, without saying a word, staring at the phone. When it finally rang, I hit the speakerphone button. The first bit of information was the amount of the bet. Five hundred grand. More than Petey and I would probably make in our lifetimes, combined. Still, she was a bank executive. Not out of the question, and not necessarily suspicious. Next came the seating arrangements. To her left, a name I never heard before. To her right, a name that made Petey and I look at each other and smile from ear to ear. Seated to her right was a cat named Chancey. Bingo.
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      Now that Petey and I had a solid lead to work with, we were both psyched about the trip. It was finally go time. The grand finale. And even though no one knew it, he and I had more at stake in our fight than those boxers did in their championship bout. Petey wore… well, pretty much the same thing he always wore. I think he either had several pieces of the same clothing, or, knowing Petey, he just wore the same thing every day. Not that I was much different. By now, pretty much everyone recognized me by my tan trenchcoat and brown fedora. Though, unlike in Petey’s case, I had been to Adria District before. Many times, in fact. Plus, Saint’s goons would be looking for me. Maybe not as hard as they were looking a few days ago, since they probably think I’m home to stay, but they’ll still be keeping an eye out. A disguise to look completely different would be required to say the least.

      Carson would return to Adria with his blue trenchcoat and wide-brimmed blue hat. Perfect for hiding the eyes of a one-eyed Chihuahua that stood out like a sore paw. So after… Marley and I coordinated and made our way to the Adria checkpoint, we finally put Harvey’s handiwork to the test. As expected, the meat-head security dogs at the gate didn’t bat an eye.

      Petey was like a cat in a butcher shop, and I couldn’t blame him. I found it just as amazing the first time I came here. You go from the slums of the Black District to bumping shoulders with the high rollers of Adria, fancy buildings lining both sides of every street. It was a lot to take in. For a cynic like me, it only made things more depressing, but for an optimist like Petey, he was filled with pup-like bewilderment. I could only imagine that his mind was flooding with all the hope in the world to bring the Black District up to par, seeing inspiration everywhere. Sure, maybe one day we could fix it. Maybe we could even live to see it… if we found a way to make ourselves immortal, that is.

      “Boy, this place sure is something, eh Carson?”

      “Sure is. Go your entire life thinking the whole city must be slums as far as the eye can see, with dogs and cats dying in the gutter. The young mugging the old just to buy enough food to stay alive until the next opportunity to do it again. So much crime that the backlog is sky high. You think that’s all there is, and you step foot over here and you see what it could be, and you understand why they work so hard to keep dogs like us out of this district. To keep almost everyone out. It takes hard work to keep everyone in Black District so poor.”

      Petey smiled, unfaltered by my somber tone. “You’re too negative, Mr. Carson. We can’t blame Adria for all our problems. Sure, they could probably invest in Black and help things along, but things being so bad at home isn’t their doing. If anything, being so closed off gives us plenty of opportunity to do right by our neighbors. And like I said, things are changing. Just look at what Harvey’s done to help the youth. The Second Chance Foundation didn’t even exist all that long ago. If we really had to blame an outside influence for the state of the Black District, I think it would make a lot more sense to blame Mr. B. Even though he had the entire city in the pad of his paw, he only used that power to step on the Black District. Instead, he just enriched the already rich Adria District. Many times over.”

      “Ah, Mr. B… That name keeps coming up again. I’ll be honest with you here. Mr. B was from the Black District. He also accomplished more in the city than anyone ever had, and a lot of it wasn’t all bad. We have to understand that. Even as downright evil as Mr. B was, he did do some good. Imagine if when he made it to the top and he left all that crime business behind. Imagine that he remembered where he came from and gave a rat’s behind about it. Imagine what a cat like that could do if he was one of the good guys.” I shook my head.

      “My friend, I once knew an old sergeant who used to say ‘wishes in one paw and arrest warrants in the other, and let’s see which one fills up first.’”

      I cleared my throat at the sergeant comment, and his wincing told me he got the message.

      I pointed to the map I was holding. “Well, Marley, here we are. Now we just need to find Brutus.”

      “That him over there?” Petey pointed.

      I raised a brow. “Yeah, that’s him. How’d you know?”

      “You know, Mr. Carson, we do have newspapers over in the Black District.”

      I pushed the map into his chest. “Lucky us.”

      We walked over to Brutus, who was sitting on a bench slightly down the street. I waved as we approached. “Mr. Brutus. It’s good to see you again. I’m the one who called you about the special tickets. Mr. Carson. This here is my shadow for the next day or two, Mr. Marley. The agency has him on probation, so they wanted him to follow a more experienced investigator. To give him one more shot at cleaning his act up.”

      Petey grinned sheepishly. It would be unusual for a dog to grin after being told he was on his final notice, but somehow I felt it was a very genuine Petey reaction.

      Brutus stood up, and it surprised me to see that he was no longer the plus-sized pooch he was the last time I saw him. “Mr. Carson. Mr. Marley. I sat a ways down the street like this, because there were some things I wanted to discuss with the two of you in private. Given what’s at stake, I’m willing to help as much as I can. Fortunately for you, I can help a lot. Let’s just say the two of you will investigate some fraudulent activity a good friend of mine told me about just a few hours ago. I’d like for you to meet him, so he can explain it to you in person.”

      Petey and I nodded at one another.

      “Let’s not waste any time then. I want to make sure we're completely up to speed by the time the fighting starts.”

      “Follow me,” Brutus said, leading us around the back of the building. I hadn’t noticed the name above the door before; The Brute Center.

      “Say,” I said as we were walking. “This building…”

      “Mine.”

      “Thought so. When I heard you got the taste for the boxing world again, I didn’t realize it went that far. Hope you don’t mind my saying, but you look pretty doggone impressive. I can hardly tell the difference between the Brutus in front of me right now in the Brutus on the picture box all those years ago.”

      He laughed. “Why, thank you Mr. Carson. I bought this building from my old boxing manager and remodeled it. The old dog treated me like dirt when I was just a pup trying to make a name for myself. Pocketed most of my winnings, so I enjoyed buying him out. I’ve been training fighters here in the evenings and on the weekends. Several of my dogs and cats are titleholders now. Think you can keep a secret?”

      “My lips are sealed,” I said, feeling myself getting winded just trying to keep up with him while walking down the long stairs to the basement. Maybe I need to hit the gym too.

      “I thought about passing the reins of the theater over to one of my best managers. He’s a pug. Cameron. You met him. I’m finding that I missed this life a lot more than I thought I did.”

      “Oh boy. Been a while since I’ve tuned in for a fight. Now I’ll have to get a better picture box.”

      Petey grinned. “Maybe you can give me your old one when you do.”

      I tilted my head. “You don’t have a picture box, Petey?”

      “On my salary? Couldn’t get a very good one. Besides, never been all that interested anyways. Always been a radio dog myself.”

      “So have I. I like the shows they have on the radio better than the ones they do on the picture box, live sporting events excluded, of course.”

      When we finally reached the basement floor, there were several dogs sitting around tables, frantically writing, answering calls, hanging up calls, and the moment they hung up the phone would ring. It was strange. All the dogs working down here were Chihuahuas, like me. Brutus continued to take us down the hallway where he suddenly stopped and knocked on a door.

      A voice shouted from the other side. “I thought I told you no visitors today. Go away!”

      Brutus ignored the voice on the other side and pushed open the door

      The voice was even angrier and louder this time. “Alright, wise guy, what’s the big idea? Oh, Brutus!”

      The little Chihuahua that was sitting behind a desk jumped down from his chair and walked over to Brutus, patting him hard on the back. Funny, the little guy pushed himself backward with every pat on the bulky bulldog, but it was clear this was a regular occurrence. This must’ve been the friend Brutus referred to.

      “Trigger. Lieutenant Petey. I want to introduce you to a wonderful friend of mine. He will help you with your problem, but he will need you to help him with his problem at the same time. This is the dog in charge of all the bets, Thor.”
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      Being a little Chihuahua came with the stereotype; you’re small, you’re weak, you don’t have the biggest brains around. When I was a young pup, the teasing used to bother me. Gave me a big chip on my shoulder, like I had more to prove. I puffed out my chest at every big dog I encountered and I was always a little meaner than I needed to be. I guess you could say not a lot has changed, but some things have. The stereotypes? I don’t mind them so much anymore. In fact, I consider them to be an unfair asset at times, giving me an edge I wouldn’t normally have. After spending enough time as a cop and then as a private eye, I learned that being underestimated was sometimes the very best tool you could have in your arsenal. My first impression of Thor was that he was the kind of dog who understood this too.

      Petey laughed. “Trigger, we’ve been here less than an hour, and our cover’s already blown. I don’t think we’re very good at this.”

      Brutus shook his head. “Don’t worry, Lieutenant. Your cover is very much intact. Thor here is the heart and soul of this organization.”

      Thor clapped his paws together. “Brutus here tells me we may get to have a little fun. You want to know what they call this part of the building, down here in the basement? They call it ‘The Island’. You want to know why they call it that?” he asked, expecting no one to answer. “Because we’re untouchable down here. We spent years getting pushed out of the business by Mr. B. As soon as we made it clear we wouldn’t play ball, he squeezed us out.

      “Thing is, I admired a few things about that cat. I was one of the few dogs that met him, and more than once. Never under pleasant circumstances, mind you. But being good at what we do combined with being very stubborn against very generous offers made us especially appealing for him to want to win us over. I always had the vision if you could keep this kind of work airtight, build a good reputation for being incorruptible, you’d start making it so that some very wealthy dogs and cats, with very deep pockets, get a lot more comfortable placing big bets, knowing there wouldn’t be any funny business. My associates and I keep a very close eye on anything unsavory, both toward ourselves and sometimes even our fighters. In fact, it just so happens I got a report last night that Brutus’s boy was asked to take a fall today for two hundred grand.”

      Petey grinned. “You don’t say? Come on, Thor, tell us a name that’ll make our day.”

      Thor stepped over and gave Petey a punch in the shoulder. “Stop it. I’m not through running my big yap yet and you’ll ruin the suspense. Anyway, Lieutenant, it was a cat by the name of Chancey. Gave our boy a little speech about doing his part for cats all over the city. This hasn’t happened often, but sometimes someone looking to make a quick buck thinks they can get around us by going directly to the fighter, offering them a big payout like this. Normally, I instruct the fighter to agree. We watch the bets closely, ring up Buddy, and make a few quiet arrests. This time, Brutus thought I should hold off and speak to the two of you first.”

      Petey nudged me. “This is enough to put someone away for a while. The fighter’s testimony can link Chancey to this, possibly to the FLP even. Shouldn’t be hard to link Peach to it. We should run with it, call in Buddy, and make it home in time for dinner.”

      “Yeah, that’s true. Problem is, these FLP cats are idealists. They’d probably do anything but die for their cause. Everything you mentioned, the FLP can just deny. They’ll say this was just the work of a rogue entity. They’ll say they knew nothing about it now, so we need to link this in a way that they can’t deny. Maybe they’ll be able to clean it up in the end, but we need something that will hurt their image, and funding, so much so that they can’t recover from it... at least for a while. We cut off those funds from the bank and this little plot of Saint’s will have lived out its nine lives.”

      Brutus raised a brow, his mind seeming to fill in a lot of blanks. “I trust you, Trigger. I’ve asked Thor here to trust you. What do you need us to do?”

      “We’ll use that mysterious image of yours to our advantage, Thor. I’m guessing Peach, or really anyone else, knows how you deal with those who try to cross you. We're going to convince Peach to give us what we need. After the fight, I need some of your people to isolate Peach, pick her up, and bring her here.”

      “And?” Thor asked.

      “I don’t want this to come across as rehearsed, so use your imagination. Play a character. Improvise.”

      “I think I got you,” he said.

      Petey scratched his head. “Brutus, can you get us two seats a few rows back from Peach and Chancey? We need to see if something unexpected goes down. Also, maybe we shouldn’t wait until after the fight to pick her up. I’ve never met a lady who could last through a long event like this without having to go to the restroom. We should pick her up then. Trigger and I will watch and see her leave, then we’ll make our way down here.”

      Brutus nodded. “That won’t be easy on the night of the fight. But I bet a chance to sit with me in my private booth at the top will convince the couple to give up their seats. Consider it done. I’ll contact you later to let you know your seat numbers. So, what are you boys going to be doing in the meantime?”

      I shrugged my shoulders. “Normally this is about the time I would go out and make myself seen. Establish that I’m here as an insurance investigator and make sure there was a face they could put to the entire thing later. May help the execution of this plan go better. Instead, Petey and I will hang out down here for a little while, putting the specifics of our plan together. It will need some work. Once we get through all the details, we’ll brief Thor on what he needs to do, and then we wait. I hope you meant it when you said you wanted a show, Thor, because you’re gonna get one.”

      And if this doesn’t work, if Peach calls our bluff, we’re going to be in so much hot water poured on us from so many different directions that we’ll never make it up for air.

      I kept that last part to myself.
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      Napoleon, AKA Fire Claws, was the first cat to fight for the title in this weight division. Truth is, most cats just aren’t that big. Napoleon was an enormous red Maine Coon, one of the biggest cats I’d ever seen in my life. Far bigger than me, but that wasn’t saying much. And I couldn’t say that whole idea of asking him to take a loss wasn’t smart, because it was. Here we were, looking at an event that might produce the first feline champion for this weight division, a moment that should be one of celebration for cats everywhere, and the FLP was asking him to lose on purpose. Just to further the organization without suspicion. After all, the political party that champions cats like Napoleon, not wanting him to be the first champion on purpose? Why? That’s exactly why. Because it doesn’t make sense. And if it doesn’t make sense, no one is suspicious.

      Petey and I waited until the place was already crowded before we made our way to our seats. We wanted to blend in, so it made little sense to get there early. Peach and Chancey were already in their seats when we got to ours. Sure enough, it was them, there in the fur. No one had used their names to set them up, something they might try to claim later.

      As the night dragged on, I couldn’t help but admire Peach’s bladder control. Petey and I had already prepared. We’d both done our share of stakeouts before. It wasn’t until the first round of the main event that she finally got up out of her seat and headed toward the restrooms. We did the same, but before we could tail her far, we were intercepted by four Chihuahuas who asked us to follow them.

      They took us down to the basement and into Thor’s office, where they tied us both in chairs. They weren’t easy about it. They spent a couple minutes slapping us around before a screeching cat interrupted us, being dragged into the office and tied to a chair on the other side of the room. She looked terrified, confused, but nothing compared to how surprised she looked when she saw me.

      “Trigger! What are you doing here?”

      “Looking for you. Or I was trying to. I get a call from this dog here who wanted me to investigate someone trying to buy off one of his fighters, and I run into this cop who came here for the same reason. I had twenty-four hours to wrap this up before Thor said he would handle things his way. This isn’t exactly what I thought he meant, and you were the last cat I expected to see here.”

      “So, you’ve got nothing, and neither does he,” she said, with a renewed tone of confidence.

      Thor walked in and sat behind his desk, followed by several other Chihuahua’s who stood behind him, and several more who lined almost the entire length of the wall around the room.

      He shook his head. “Why, oh why, did it have to come down to this? I gave you one job, detective. I warned you that if you didn’t take care of it, I would take matters into my own hands.”

      I pulled against the ropes tying me to my chair. “I just needed a little more time. Besides, I didn’t even get the full twenty-four hours.”

      “You lost that privilege when we found the brass nosing around where they weren’t supposed to sniff. Seems our fighter ratted us out to the cops. You know how hard I’ve worked to maintain our reputation. And now, to have the ACPD breathing down my neck… that simply won’t do. So, I think I’ve come up with the perfect solution. I’m gonna teach all of you a lesson so that we're all crystal clear about our places.”

      Petey had been struggling to speak this entire time, since they’d taped his mouth shut. Thor motioned for one of his dogs to remove the tape (quite harshly) and let him speak.

      Petey took in a big breath when they ripped it off. “Just let us arrest this cat here, and we'll all walk away from this.”

      Thor laughed. “Will we now? From where I’m sitting, your opinion doesn’t much matter. You’d be surprised how well we can cover things up without your help. Besides, I’ve done my homework; this dame’s loaded. The police probably won’t hold her and she’ll be back out and free again. Free to cause me problems, that is. That boss of hers might even grow sympathetic to her side of the story and cause me even bigger headaches.” He paused, scratching his head. “Why would I risk any of that when she’s already here?”

      Petey shook his head. “Not if I arrest her based on the charges of embezzling all that money from Herman. I have a feeling he won’t be as sympathetic then.”

      I sighed. “Petey… I’ve got nothing. That case is closed, airtight. Nobody’s getting arrested for that. Besides, I want nothing else to do with it, anyway. This entire thing has gotten out of hand. In fact, had I known I’d get mixed up in Saint’s business again, I’d never have come back to Adria. Lucky me, I guess.”

      Peach squealed with delight. “That’s right! You’ve got nothing. Regardless of what you do here today, there’s nothing you can do to stop Saint. The future is already set in stone. He will be the next mayor of Arc City, and he’ll never allow this kind of discrimination to occur ever again.”

      Wow, she went right to it. I really didn’t expect Peach to be such a zealot. Maybe she would be willing to die for Saint’s cause, and all of this would be for nothing. It would be hard to imagine what the city would be like with Saint as the mayor. It would be like being under the control of Mr. B again, except there’d be less we could do about it. Saint cares a lot less about money so he’d probably run the place into the ground, and of course the whole subjugation of dogs things. No, we had one shot at this. This had to work!

      Thor laughed again, even harder this time. “Saint? I don’t even know who that is. If I survived Mr. B, I’m sure some second-rate copycat isn’t going to pose much of a threat. Mayor? Mayor of what? The loser’s club? I don’t see him in the room, I don’t see him over in VIP. Must not be all that great. But comedy hour’s over. You can all share your delusions with the fishes at the bottom of Arc River.” He clapped, and several Chihuahua’s started walking toward us.

      “Stop!” I shouted, my voice breaking. “Just let me go. I’ve got nothing on the cat here, and nothing on you. I know how to keep my mouth shut. I’ve had to do a lot of it. I’m private, remember? Besides, we Chihuahuas need to stick together.”

      Thor raised his paw, and the dogs who were approaching me slowly stepped backward to the wall again. He stood up from his chair and paced back and forth for a moment. “True. Two deaths would be easier to clean up than three. And I do know of your reputation for keeping your mouth shut. Alright, you’ve convinced me. But if any of this gets out, we’ll know exactly who to come after. You’ll be dead by the end of business hours, you get me?”

      I nodded, then the same two Chihuahuas came over and started untying me.

      I stood up and started walking toward the door when Petey shouted after me. “Don’t be a coward, Trigger! I know you’ve got something I can use to bring this cat in and make the charges stick. Come on, don’t leave us to die here. The department can reimburse you for telling us what you know. I’ll make an exception.”

      I made it as far as the door before spinning back around. “Coward? That’s rich coming from the corrupt ACPD. If it was left up to you, Mr. B would still be the boss around here. Each one of you was more than happy to be on his payroll. None of you seemed to have any problem leaving me to die when given the chance. You’re getting as good as you give here. Besides, I already told you, I’ve got nothing on this cat.”

      “Trigger, you can’t do this! Don’t you care at all? You could save this cat’s life.”

      As we were all shouting back and forth, I could see the confidence draining from Peach’s face. Her proud smile had slowly contorted to frown, and she trembled. That’s right, let it sink in. She finally spoke up. “H–hey…”

      Thor turned his head slightly toward her. “Oh, right. Almost forgot she was here. Well, it’s clear to me that neither of these halfwits have enough on the cat to keep her locked up and protected from me. In fact, I’m getting the impression that neither of them are even willing to arrest her.” He turned to look at her fully. “So, I guess for your part that just about wraps it up.” He clapped, and three Chihuahuas walked over and began roughly separating her from the chair, and standing her up. “You can play a little game to pass the time while you’re drowning. See if you can count how many other bodies are down there before you lose consciousness. I can’t take credit for many of them, but I suspect there’s a lot.” He laughed, waving them away.

      Peach shrieked. “Trigger, do something!”

      “Like what? What am I supposed to do, exactly? Get killed with you? No thanks!”

      She turned her attention to Petey. “I know! I’ll confess! Write me up a confession. I’ll confess to anything. I will even confess to funneling the money from the bank to the FLP!”

      He lowered his head, looking at his paws, appearing to think it over. “I’m not sure if–”

      I interrupted. “Oh, don’t be a moron, Lieutenant. Look around you. She’s just going to say we coerced her into confessing, and it’ll be dropped so fast your head will spin. Then this guy will look for you. Peach has the money to hide away and protect herself. On your salary? Forget it. He could nab you from your office, and no one would give a rat’s behind.”

      Petey hung his head, saying nothing.

      “Wait!”

      “Gag her,” Thor said. “This one’s noisy, so make sure you tie on some extra weight.”

      They stuffed a rag in her mouth, threw on a piece of tape, and started dragging her kicking and screaming toward the door. As they were trying to take her through the doorway, she sank her claws into the doorframe, screaming as loud as she could under the circumstances. Thor jumped up, and held up his paw. “Enough! These will be your last words, so make them good!”

      One of the Chihuahuas pulled away the tape, and took the rag out of her mouth.

      “Proof! I have it. I can prove I stole the money from the bank! You can have the documents that prove I took the money and funneled it to the FLP.”

      Petey opened his mouth, but I yelled over him. “Don’t fall for it, Petey! She’s bluffing. She’ll say there’s proof, then as soon as she’s out of here she’ll disappear. You’ll never get your hands on it!”

      She shrieked even louder this time. “I’ll tell you where it is. There’s a safe! I’ll tell you the combination. There’s a storage building in someone else’s name. I’ll give you the address. I can give you the combination to the safe hidden in the wall. I saved a paper trail in case I ever needed to use it as leverage against Saint.”

      “Phone!” I shouted. “Get me a phone!”

      Thor pointed to the phone on his desk, and I ran over to it. I called Buddy and told him where to go, and the combination to the safe.

      The next hour was probably the slowest of my life. I paced back and forth behind Thor’s desk, and Thor just stood quietly with his arms crossed, staring at Petey and Peach sitting in front of him. I nearly jumped through the ceiling when the phone rang.

      I picked it up. “This is Trigger,” I said, looking to Petey, who was grinning wide. “You sure? You looked through it all?” I nodded, listening carefully to the officer on the other end of the line. “That’s great! I’ll tell him.”

      I hung up the phone, smiling so hard my face hurt. “Lieutenant, would you do the honors?”

      He stood up, dropping his ropes to the floor. When Peach saw it, I wasn’t sure what would hit the floor first, Petey’s rope or her chin.

      Petey pulled a set of cuffs from his pocket. “Peach, you’re under arrest.”
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      Petey and I ended up missing that title fight, but it turns out old Fire Claws nabbed the title. The applause, I’m told, was deafening. Leave it to this job to make a dog miss history in the making just one floor up. But while history was being made just one floor above us, we were preventing it from repeating itself on the floor below.

      It would’ve been an excellent opportunity to show Petey around Adria, but the only tour of Adria he was getting was inside Adria’s ACPD headquarters with Buddy. Patches got involved too. Apparently, he was quite unhappy with the ace detective. It was several days before Petey could return to the Black District, but I attempted to catch up with him when he got back just to see if he survived the chief and made it out in one piece. Or that’s what I’d planned to do until I stopped by the bank to make a withdrawal, only to find that they had frozen my account. I wasn’t a rich dog by any means, but putting your life on the line for your numerous past cases had at least one silver lining. Most of it went toward rebuilding my office when Marty, one of Mr. B’s thugs, burned it to the ground when he tried to kill me. Still, I had a cool two grand left over. Enough to cover rent on my apartment and the payroll for a long time.

      “I’m so sorry, Mr. Trigger. The account’s frozen and I can’t access it. It says in your account information that under no circumstances can the account be restored.”

      I sighed. No point being angry at the clerk. Wasn’t her fault. Besides, I had a feeling I knew exactly what happened. In fact, I was ashamed for not seeing it coming and getting everything out before now. I read the paper this morning and saw the headlines. Big scandal made the front page. First Bank of Adria executive arrested. I headed back over to Adria and into the bank headquarters, where Ben met me at the door.

      “You know, I’ve been given strict orders not to let you into the building.”

      “And?” I added.

      “And… I hope you won’t make me regret disobeying them.”

      “Nah, it’s fine. Things like this don’t really surprise me anymore. I just had a couple small stacks of cash he missed is all. Wanted to return them to him in person.” I held up two stacks of one-dollar bills, and we got into the elevator, heading up to Herman’s floor. I nodded to him before seeing myself off.

      I walked to the end of the hallway, and this time I didn’t knock. Herman was having a meeting with some dog I’d never met before. “Kinda have an appointment with Mr. Herman here. I need you to take a hike,” I said.

      “It’s alright. Give Trigger and I a few minutes in private.”

      The dog left, and I sat down. “You’re welcome,” I said.

      Herman broke out into almost maniacal laughter. “I’m welcome. I’m welcome, am I? You saw the paper this morning. Do you have any idea how many accounts have already been canceled?”

      I shrugged. “I only know of the one.”

      “Consider yourself lucky that I don’t sue you into homelessness. I just wanted to teach you a lesson. You could hire a lawyer to fight me, I suppose, but with what money? But if it makes you feel any better, you cost me a lot more than I cost you. Maybe you should just quit while you’re ahead.”

      I stood up and reached into my coat. Herman flinched, but relaxed a little when he saw the two stacks of cash I pulled out.

      “You know what, maybe you’re right. Maybe this time I’ll quit while I’m ahead. Going to be honest with you, I planned on coming in here and throwing these two wads of cash in your face as hard as I could manage just to make myself feel better. But I think I have a clear picture of what’s going on here. Considering the fallout, I’m guessing you had some idea of where that money was going when you hired me. You were just willing to sweep it under the rug, because you knew the fallout would be worse. Unless, of course, I could solve the case with none of it getting to the police or the press. That turned out to be impossible, but I think you knew that.”

      I took a couple steps forward, and placed the cash gently on his desk. “So, there you go. That was stuffed under my mattress. Maybe you’ll sleep better tonight knowing you took it all. You have no idea what you almost unleashed on the city, when you could’ve stopped it all by yourself a long time ago.”

      I gritted my teeth as he just stared at me. “But you didn’t, because you’re a dirty, lying, greasy, greedy scum bucket. Have yourself a fine day.”

      Herman just stared down at his desk, and I couldn’t tell if he wanted to slap me or if he actually felt guilty. Either way, he wasn’t my problem anymore. I’d been broke before. In fact, I spent the better part of my time in the Black District behind on rent and barely keeping the lights on. You learn after a while that when the dust settles, and you have all the money in the world, the only thing you can’t buy back is your mistakes, and as long as there were good dogs and cats in the city who felt the same way, maybe we really stood a chance. Maybe we really could make the city a fair and just place for everyone to live. Only time would tell.
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      After getting a night’s sleep in my apartment to help get my head on straight, I headed over to the Black District ACPD. I didn’t want to bother Petey with my predicament, one part because I honestly didn’t care all that much, at least not yet, and also because I suspected Petey was dealing with some problems of his own.

      When I stepped in, it surprised me to find that Lulu wasn’t her usual, chipper self. Lulu was always such a genuine force of positive energy, and that kind of energy wasn’t possible to fake. Though, she did try faking it.

      “Heya, Private T. The boss is in there cleaning up his desk if you want to surprise the old hound and cheer him up a bit.”

      “That bad, eh?”

      “Don’t know. He won’t say. Probably best you ask him yourself.”

      I nodded, heading through the hallway and down to Petey’s office. I knocked on the door, and he waved me in.

      “How you holding up, pal?” I asked.

      He grinned. “Great. The boss was so happy with what I did that he’s giving me an extended vacation until further notice.”

      I frowned. “You mean that you’ve been placed on administrative leave. Sorry, Petey… for dragging you into–”

      He laughed. “Come on, Trigger. You and I are a lot alike. We never get dragged into things we don’t want to get dragged into. I knew there would be consequences, and regardless of what the ultimate outcome is, I’d make the same decision again a thousand times over. Ten thousand times even, because I’m that sure what we did was the right thing to do. It was an honor, my friend.”

      “Petey… the honor was all mine,” I finally said..

      I turned to leave and almost made it to the door before Petey called out to me.

      “Hey, I believe you’re forgetting something.”

      He tossed the duffel bag of cash on the desk. “Turns out we can’t trace this cash. No surprise. It’s past the time for it being claimed, so congratulations. You found it. That means it’s yours.”

      This was my last chance to keep the money. I knew full well I would need it before long, especially after what Herman did to my account. I was essentially broke, but that wasn’t Petey’s problem, and I wasn’t about to tell him. If the city was going in the direction I thought it was going, the boys in blue were going to be in desperate need of the resources soon. I turned around and stared at it for a long while, before slowly shaking my head. “Consider it an anonymous donation to the department.”

      “You know, I thought you might say that. So, since I’m already in hot water, I’ve got another present. You’re not allowed to refuse this one.”

      He reached out from behind his desk and sat another box next to the money. “Go ahead. Open it.”

      I opened it, and staring back at me was one of the shiny new shock sticks, or stun batons as they were technically called. One of the new models, better than my old one, which didn’t work anymore anyway. I picked it up and pressed the button on the side. Nothing. Of course.

      “Thanks! Mind if I ask why they made them so short, and am I pressing this button wrong?”

      “Hold it tight and give it a swing.”

      I did, and the baton extended out to about three times the length, quite a bit longer than the old one. I pressed the button and still didn’t hear any noise. I reach my other paw around and started to touch the end of the stick.

      “Whoa! I wouldn’t do that if I were you. New models are silent. It lacks the intimidation of the noise, but it gives you the option of being stealthy. It works whether you extend it or not, and it only stuns on the tip now.”

      I tossed the stick up in the air and caught it in my paw. “Thank you very much, Petey.”

      He nodded. “Got an update about Saint, too. No surprise, he offered up Chancey on a silver platter. Like always, the top boss keeps their own paws clean while dirtying up everyone else’s. He claimed he had no idea what Chancey was up to, and trusted that he was getting their funding through honest means. He promised to be more careful in the future. And… that’s it. He won’t be getting any more funding from the First Bank of Adria, so without funding, maybe we’ve heard the last of him.”

      “Ha! A cat like Saint? No, we haven’t heard the last of him. Not by a long shot.” I looked at my watch. “Crap. I better get going. I’m going to be late!”

      “New client already?”

      “After all that? Not a chance. I need a few days to decompress and Lily invited me over for dinner.”

      “Well, what are you waiting for then? Don’t make me kick you out.”

      “Won’t be necessary. See you around, Petey.”

      I rushed out of the office and started making my way toward the Rose Garden Estates. Though, if I was going to make it on time, I’d have to get creative with the shortcuts. I had to get out of my comfort zone and try some lesser known residential streets. Besides, the district was a lot safer these days, so I didn’t have to worry as much about getting mugged on the way. About halfway there, I took a detour down the first street I suspected to be a straight shot for the estates, confident it would save some valuable time. But I still couldn’t help myself to slow down and take in the sights. I’d never been down this street before and I had to say, it wasn’t half-bad looking. Not as nice as the Rose Garden, sure, but there were actual houses, small as they may be. One of them even had an impressive garden out back.

      Just as I was about to head out of sight, I saw something suspicious out of the corner of my eye. A cat, holding an armful of carrots and still pulling up more. She kept looking up and around, and her body language told me this definitely wasn’t her garden, and those definitely weren’t her vegetables. I stopped for a moment, feeling like I had something on the edge of my mind trying to jump out at me, something I just couldn’t quite remember.

      Then, I heard a shout coming from inside the house, as the door swung open. “Hey, stop!” Startled, I looked up, and the first thing that caught my eye was the street sign. You’ve got to be kidding me… Plum Street! The mysterious vegetable thief was real after all!

      The cat took off but I was quick to intercept them, tackling them before they made it into their own house. The old dog caught up with us shortly after, and looked me up and down, even more surprised to see me there than the cat.

      “Detective? Detective Trigger? But how did you…” the old dog stammered.

      I started to explain, but all I could do was laugh. “Give the ACPD a call. Tell them Trigger is holding your vegetable thief at your address, and to send someone over to pick them up.”

      He nodded, running into his house to make the call. The cat I was holding down was on the older side of life and wisely chose not to put up a fight. What a day! This was the first time I’d solved a case before I officially started it. I was going to be late to dinner with Lily, but telling her this story was going to more than make up for it.

      Maybe this job wasn’t so bad after all.
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      “Tell me I didn’t hear you correctly,” Kerdy scolded the cat standing in front of her. “Take a deep breath and say it slower this time.”

      “We’re short one on weapon inventory!” The brown cat panted. “We’re missing a Model X-12.”

      Kerdy crossed her arms, and began tapping a claw on her elbow as she paced. She looked down toward the floor, instead of the cat who had been speaking to her.

      “Check again, Mira.” she finally said.

      “I’ve checked a dozen times. It’s definitely missing.”

      Kerdy quickly stepped over and grabbed Mira, pulling her nose to nose. “You have this position because you’ve never ‘lost’ anything. Your weapon isn’t ‘missing’. Who was it assigned to last? I know you’ve checked the log.”

      “It was assigned to Saul,” Mira squeaked. “But… but he checked it in.”

      Kerdy released her grip on Mira and looked to another cat in the room. “Arn, check with the patrol master. Find out where Saul is and have him report to me now.”

      The gray tabby nodded with enthusiasm and burst out the door, without a word.

      “I shouldn’t have trusted him to check in his weapon without verifying myself. I’m sorry…”

      Kerdy shook her head. “Stop. I don’t want to hear you sniffling and snotting, feeling sorry for yourself.”

      “You’re right,” Mira replied, taking one big sniff and going quiet.

      The two shared a long silence as Kerdy paced back and forth again.

      After several minutes, Arn burst back into the room with another cat, a short calico who darted her eyes around nervously.

      Arn placed his paw on her back and gently guided her forward a few steps. “This is Saul’s sister. She ran up to me as soon as I started asking the others about him.” He looked to the calico. “It’s alright. Tell Kerdy what you told me.”

      “It’s about Saul. He’s been acting strange lately, sneaking out for days and not telling anyone where he’s been. After he got back from assigned patrol duty yesterday, he stopped by the armory and came home. He was in such a rush, and barely spoke two words to me before he stuffed his backpack with some supplies and was out the door again. I was worried, so I followed him. I followed for a while, and then…” She paused and took a deep breath and seemed to hold it.

      “Keep talking,” Kerdy said, sternly. “And then?”

      She let out the breath, her eyes becoming moist. Her voice cracked, as she continued. “He entered Arc City, and I ran back as fast as I could, hoping he had been given a mission there like Lady had, but he wasn’t! Please don’t kill my big brother.”

      Kerdy narrowed her eyes at the calico, then looked to Arn.

      “I’ll handle it,” Arn said, stepping over to the wall and picking up a sword that was leaning against it.

      Kerdy raised a paw. “No, you won’t. I will.”

      Everyone in the room seemed to catch on their breath. Arn stopped in his tracks and tilted his head. “I thought you said you were never going back there, and Lady could rot in Arc City prison for all you cared.”

      “She can!” Kerdy snapped. “If she can’t break out of such an outdated confinement she deserves what she gets, especially after she dragged her feet getting the Grand Gobbler to the point I had to check on her, then failed the mission anyway. Prison there, or prison here. Who cares?” She sighed, rubbing the bridge of her nose. “Anyway… this requires an exception. I will go myself.”

      “I promise I will not fail you,” Arn said, snapping his back straight and holding his sword in front of him. “Let me prove my worth.”

      Kerdy shook her head. “Unnecessary. Besides, I’m only going to the city myself. I won’t be tracking Saul after I get there. I think finding this rogue cat is better suited to a resident of the city. One in particular.”

      Mira stepped in front of Kerdy, her mouth agape. “You can’t be serious. This is far too important to leave to one of those simpletons. I’ll go with Arn. We’ll retrieve the X-12 in no time.”

      “And Saul,” Arn chimed in. “He has a lot to answer for. This is no minor crime.”

      Kerdy gave Mira a push, sending her stumbling backward several steps. “Did I ask for your input? Or yours, Arn?” She paused a moment, a grin slowly creeping on her lips. “Besides, this city resident is someone I’ve met, and he’s more formidable than I gave him credit for. He was able to track me down while I was there, and even managed to sabotage Lady. He knows the city well, and will be able to track down Saul quicker than any of us could.”

      “This mercenary must be impressive indeed, if you put your trust in him. What is this warrior’s name?”

      Kerdy took another step toward Mira, who flinched, and gave her a gentle pat on the head. “Not a mercenary, Arn. I’m going to hire a private detective.”
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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.
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      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!”
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      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.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            20

          

        

      

    

    
      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.
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      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.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      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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      Arc City Prison. Home to countless flea-bitten scoundrels willing to do just about anything for a quick dime. And that was just the criminals on the upper levels. The sort of dogs and cats occupying the sub-levels? Well, they’d do it for free, and toss in a smile as a bonus.

      Of all the places I expected to see myself visiting during my career as a private eye, I’d like to lie and say this wasn’t one of them. Thing is, the way things had been going for me lately, ending up here was almost a sure thing. By turning myself in, I just made sure it happened on my terms.

      Truth is, I’m not sure I even believed the real reason myself. Saint was a plague that had latched himself onto the city, and he’d spread himself far too quickly to just be removed now. Rick had realized, somewhere along the way, that sometimes fire had to be fought with fire. Me? I wasn’t convinced. But I also didn’t have a better idea, and we were running out of time.

      A baton cracking on my knuckles disrupted my thoughts.

      “That’s enough daydreaming Eight Eighty-Nine. These knots aren’t going to tie themselves. I can request you be put back on toilet scrubbing duty if this is too difficult for you,” the scruffy Pug prison guard said, trying his best to look down his nose at me despite being the same height.

      “Sir, no sir!” I snapped. My over-the-top compliance seemed to have the opposite effect of calming him down.

      He poked me hard in the chest. “Maybe up on the surface you were a big shot detective, but down here you’re dog meat. I can knock the teeth out of that smart mouth of yours until you decide to shut your mouth and show some respect. Is that what you want?”

      I looked up at him, resisting the urge to smile. “I could tie these better if you weren’t in my light,” I said, pointing my paw toward the light above us.

      He pulled back his baton, ready to strike me again, when a paw grabbed his arm. A Basset Hound stepped beside him. “Enough, Lenny. Trigger’s going to be our guest down here for a long time. Going all out on him in the first week is like sucking down a fine meal. It’s a waste. Why not take your time and really enjoy it?”

      Lenny lowered his arm. “Yeah. Yeah, I think you’re right. As you were, ace detective. You and I have plenty of time to get to know one another. All the time in the world.”

      He sneered as he continued passing by, walking down the line of prisoners tying knots for no other reason than to keep our paws tired and keep us from thinking too much. He has plenty of prisoners to harass, and he savored every minute. If I had a quarter for every time ol’ Lenny here whacked or poked a prisoner with his baton, I’d have buckets of quarters. Not that quarters would do me any good down here anyway.

      Of all the different ways the city had improved, and become more civilized since Mr. B was put away, the prison remained untouched. Bribes, abuse of power, corruption, and just plain evil ruled the day down here. I knew to expect the worst of Arc City criminals when I came down here, but I never expected I’d take them over the guards any day of the week. As ugly, smelly, and as big of a bully as Lenny was, he didn’t hold a candle to Warden Beans.

      Why did they call him Beans? I had no idea, and I doubted anyone ever asked. His parents probably named him that before he ate them. The worst part of all was that I’m told he actually requested to be transferred down here, after a fairly promising career as an Adria District police captain. Surprising, since every other uniform I’d seen down here had an inferiority complex and a chip on their shoulder the size of Arc City itself.

      The white cat next to me muttered under his breath after the guards had passed. “The tunnel idea I mentioned the other day. You thought about it?”

      “Won’t work,” I said, my voice matching the whisper.

      “You sure? I’ve spent years thinking about this. If we can’t dig out to escape, we could at least plug up the ventilation and they’d have to move us up a level temporarily. Having so many of us on the elevator might give some of us a chance to ride on out or take control of it.”

      “Bik, I’m sure if we did that, they’ll just move themselves up a level. They’ll let us suffocate down here.”

      Bik frowned.

      “Alright, but I still think it’s something we could build on. Say hello to the boss for me later. Whenever we find something that works, I’m backing you a hundred percent.”

      “Thanks, Bik.”

      “Hey, no talking! What is this, social hour?” Lenny shouted, walking back down the line and punching Bik in the face. Lenny was a real tough guy when the cat he was punching had his paws bound by iron shackles so heavy he could barely move his paws. Thing is, I’d give just about anything to see Bik tear his head off. Bik was down here for a list of assaults, from back when he was a kitten, so long you could almost use it as a rope to climb all the way out of this place if you printed them on paper.

      In the typical style of Arc City, instead of offering even the tiniest amount of help to put him on the right path, he got tossed in here and they threw away the key. The kid grew up in here. The Arc City he remembered is one he wouldn’t even recognize.

      “Sorry,” Bik said, blood trickling from the corner of his mouth.

      “Yeah, you better be sorry!” Lenny shouted, getting into his face. “Or you’ll be really sorry the next time.”

      Bik just kept looking down at the rope in his paws, tying the knots as quickly as he could, avoiding eye contact.

      “That’s what I thought,” Lenny said, smiling as he walked away yet again, this time leaving this room as another guard cycled in.

      The Basset Hound walked back over. “Sorry…” he said under his breath. Then he left the room too.

      We continued tying the knots for at least another hour, before one of the new guards grabbed me by the collar of my orange jumpsuit and detached me from the long chain we’d all been attached to. “Alright, new blood, no time to rest those paws. You’re on potato peeling duty today. Unless you want all your friends down here to starve to death? You don’t want everyone to starve to death, do you?” he said, pulling me close enough to smell the stink of his breath.

      “Alright! The drama isn’t necessary. Just lead me to the kitchen.”

      The Pomeranian smiled to the rest of the prisoners. “You can tell he’s new blood, because he still runs that mouth of his. How long do you think it’ll take for us to teach him manners?”

      No one answered.

      He pointed toward the door, and I started walking.

      “Move it,” he said, pushing me from behind.

      I picked up the pace as much as I could with several pounds of iron on my legs.

      “I said to move it!” he repeated, shoving me hard enough to send me falling to the floor.

      I twisted to look at him, only to find him smiling to the other prisoners.

      Most of the guards down here were like this, with only a few exceptions. I was certain most of them didn’t start out that way. Something about overseeing bad cats and dogs made them feel like they had the right to do anything they wanted, and they’d grown to enjoy it. Somewhere along the lines, the guards became worse than the prisoners they were guarding. How did something like this happen? Did Patches even know about what was happening down here?

      I struggled to my feet, walking again, making my way to the kitchen with a paw being shoved into my back every three steps as a helpful guide so I wouldn’t get lost.

      The dog pressed a button on the intercom when we reached the end of a long hallway, and a large metal door.

      “Fresh meat delivery,” he said, smiling at me as he let go of the button.

      “Really?” an excited voice came from the other side. “They finally sent us meat down? Thank goodness. I’ve been submitting a request form like clockwork for six months now. Can you believe it? Six months. Well, what are you waiting for? Door’s unlocked. Let’s see what they sent!”

      The Pomeranian looked sick suddenly and didn’t reach out to open the door.

      “Hey… you alright? He said we could go in,” I said, immediately regretting opening my mouth again and giving him an excuse to put his baton across my face. But he didn’t even seem to hear me.

      The box buzzed again, and the disembodied voice came through again. “Hey, is this thing on? I said get in here. I swear if you don’t hurry it up after I waited six months, I’m going to add you to whatever meat they sent. Get in here!”

      Oh boy, I recognized that voice. He was even angrier than usual today.

      The door flung open, nearly hitting both of us, sending me falling backward onto the floor.

      A huge Chow Chow stepped through the door, his face a blast of orange fur that nearly obscured his eyes.

      “Is that blasted speaker broken again? Where’s the meat shipment?” he boomed, sending spittle flying in all directions as he did.

      Again, the Pomeranian stood rigid without answering.

      The Chow Chow ran up to him, leaning down into his face. “Is the speaker in your head broken too, officer? Am I too quiet for you? Did you invent a new language that I don’t speak? Did the prisoners hold you down and stuff wax in your ears? Are you carrying out a vow of silence for your religion? Want me to keep asking you questions? I can do this all night, officer. All night. Six months I’ve been waiting for that meat shipment. Six months. Is it invisible meat? Why can’t I see it?”

      The Pomeranian’s face was visibly damp from being covered in the big dog’s spit now, and he looked as though he was about to cry. I, on the other paw, was thoroughly enjoying myself.

      “Kitchen Captain Briggs, I was making a joke about the new prisoner… sir.”

      “Oh…” the Chow Chow stepped back, looking at me and then to the Pomeranian again. “So, I guess I just don’t have a sense of humor? My sense of humor is the problem. I must not find this funny because I’m lacking your refined sense of humor.”

      “N-no. N-no, sir.”

      Briggs stood up straight, clearing his throat. “Let me try it. I heard a joke just now, in my head. Want to hear it? Hey officer, nice cuts. Get it, fresh meat, cuts? Like fresh cuts of meat. Guess which cut I have for you, because there’s one for you here. Has your name on it,” he said, lifting an invisible package up and pretending to inspect it.

      The Pomeranian stood quietly. “Uh, is it a—”

      “A pay cut!” Briggs shouted, doubling over laughing. “Hah! Get it? Because I’ve been waiting for a meat shipment for over six months, and you just had to make that joke, so I might ask the warden to cut your pay this week. You prefer thin cuts or thick cuts, officer?”

      “Thin! Thin, sir,” he shouted, without hesitation.

      “Glad we could share a laugh like this, officer. Dismissed.”

      The officer turned and walked quickly the way we came, and Briggs motioned for me to go through the door. He stepped through behind me, and I was thrilled to see Rick on the other side, standing and peeling potatoes over a large bucket. I stood beside him, and Briggs came over and put an arm around both of us.

      “Good to see you, pal.”

      “Boy, am I ever glad to see you too, Briggs. What’s for dinner?”
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      “Well, some kind of potato dish by the look of it,” Rick said, grinning.

      “Thanks a lot, pal. Glad you were here to reason me through that.”

      “Oh, come on, don’t tell me you’re tired of potatoes,” Briggs said, trying to employ the same sarcasm Rick and I did, but he completely missed the tone. Probably because of the constant rage that seemed to occupy his head.

      “Not at all, really. So, fried potatoes. Sausage is out of the question. Obviously. Cheese?” I asked.

      That was clearly the wrong question to ask, since the Chow Chow took in a deep breath and almost seemed to plan on holding it until he passed out. When he finally let it go, he spoke at the same time he exhaled.

      “We ran out of cheese this morning. I put in the order two weeks ago. The cheese we were eating was already past date… like when we got it.”

      “Easy, big guy. We’ll make it work. You’re the only one who treats the cats and dogs better than garbage. No one’s going to complain.”

      He scratched the top of his head. “Not the point, Trigger. I want these dogs and cats to enjoy the food they eat. Not only not complain about it.” He waved his paw, dismissing himself. “Ah, who am I kidding? Ever since Rick came down here, and I found out he ran that food business, restaurants and all that, it’s made my life a lot easier. Dog knows food.”

      Rick laughed. “Well, owning a company and cooking my own are two very different things, but I’m glad to hear I’ve been helpful. I just invested heavily into this alternative method, not sure why we’d never done it before, called ‘canning’. It’s actually an old method, but it keeps foods fresh for ages. Would help you a lot down here.”

      Briggs shook his head. “Yeah, well, that’s exciting news. Really, it is. But down here? If I put in the order, maybe the next generation will see them come in. Except they’ll all be broken by the time they get here.”

      I nodded. Hard to believe there were bigger cynics than me, but if you were going to find one, this would be the place to look.

      “Didn’t you say things also improved a lot after Mr. B got here?” Rick asked.

      “Sure, when he first got here. Nearly everyone here was one of his cats, and the guards were mostly on his payroll. Everyone expected he’d just walk right out, so he just became the default warden of the sub-levels. Beans didn’t bother him.

      “Then, they sealed off his old secret tunnel, and time just kept passing. Cat still has a lot of loyalty down here, on account of his smooth talking, but it’s reduced over time. Warden Beans has been sending orders down here more and more often, and the new guards couldn’t care less about him or who he was on the surface.”

      “Yeah, they’re going to regret that,” Rick said.

      “What do you mean?” Briggs asked, tilting his head.

      “Sorry, I just mean they could regret it,” he said, quickly correcting himself. “Especially when they get to know his replacement.”

      Briggs nodded. “Yeah, sure, they could regret it, I suppose. A dog with as much money as you had, why not try to get a slice of that special treatment yourself? I’m sure whoever’s controlling whatever assets of yours that weren’t seized would be happy to bribe a few guards to make your life easier.”

      Rick offered him a toothy grin. “Nah, they need the money up there to clean up all the messes that have been made. Besides, all I need to do is make good friends like you, Briggs.”

      Briggs let out a big table-jarring belly laugh. “True. True. But don’t forget, I take my job seriously, and that means making you work, so speed up on those potatoes, or it’ll be you on the hook for everyone getting smaller portions.”

      “Yes, sir!” Rick shouted, turning his attention fully back to his potato peeling.

      “Come with me, Trigger. I need you to pick out the rotting carrots today, before they spoil the entire supply. You missed a few last time. Don’t let me see it happen again.”

      “Yes, sir!” I shouted, following Briggs into the storage room.

      This place stank beyond comprehension. It wasn’t just the rotten vegetables that accumulated every day. It was the moisture creeping through the stone walls, mildew, mold, and worse. Even the food that didn’t kill you didn’t exactly taste good. No one had the heart to break it to Briggs, a dog that had lost most of his sense of taste from years of eating the food himself, but also because everyone here loved the old dog. He would ask an opinion on the food, and no matter how much he threatened to punish them if they lied, they would lie anyway. We all lied, every single time. A white lie that was the only thing a bunch of hopeless prisoners could give to one of the few dogs who looked out for them and fought tooth and nail to make sure they had enough to eat.

      Despite all that, my stomach stayed a wreck since I got here, but I was getting used to it. One week, it had been. Felt like a month. A year, maybe. This place was a hole in the ground, both figuratively and literally.

      I frantically dug through the carrots, inspecting each one by one. I was about as suited for this job as Briggs was for cooking. One completely blind eye, at the other wasn’t exactly the best eye to ever be in an eye socket. The worst part was the candlelight. One small candle on a table for the entire room.

      “Good enough, Trigger. Looks like you got them all. Wonderful work,” he said.

      I really, really hoped he was right.

      “Thanks. What now, boss dog?”

      “Go back and help Rick finish his potatoes. Let him take a break, if you can. I need to go have a word with the supply officer… again. Not that it’s his fault, but I have a few words for him to pass on.”

      I nodded to him as he left, checking through the carrot pile one more time before I left, already finding several I’d missed that were either slimy or half blue. Sheesh. These dogs and cats were going to kill me if I didn’t get better.

      “Oh!” I shouted, running out of the room. “See if we can get a better light in the pantry.”

      Briggs laughed at that one. “No problem, Trigger. I’m six years ahead of you.”

      Holy cow. Six years? Guess we were never getting that light. I’m a bit of a slow learner down here, but I was catching on. Hard to believe there was a place in the city where it was harder to get basic needs met than Black District, but this was definitely worse. A lot worse. And yet, since coming down here, Mr. B had adapted and thrived. Even after he lost his connections to the surface, and his way out. Didn’t seem to affect his mood or make him give up in the least. I’d understood why so many were loyal to the cat, and why others feared him so much. One thing I hadn’t learned was how to forgive him for all he’d done.

      I headed back to the potatoes where Rick was, grabbing one and fumbling with the extra peeler which I only now realized was broken. I held it up for Rick to inspect, but he only shook his head. I sighed and gently dropped it on the ground beside me.

      “Swap out?” I asked, since that was my only choice.

      “Sure,” Rick said, grabbing his cane and hobbling over to the wall opposite the sink, sliding down onto the floor. “At least until our new friend gets here.”

      “Your new friend,” I snapped. “I haven’t decided yet.”

      “You really don’t think these things through very well, do you?”

      “Not thinking things through is one of my superpowers, Rick. That’s what I count on you for,” I said, finding my rhythm on the potatoes.

      “Either way, if we want to see the light of day again, I suggest you at least pretend to the best of your ability.”

      I looked over my shoulder, giving him an incredulous look. “You think?”

      “Right,” he said, shaking his head. “You’re not exactly the best actor with letting someone know how much you like or dislike them, are you?”

      “No, guess I’m not.” I eyed the potato pile. “Guess we can slice them together, at least.”

      Rick nodded, and we moved as quickly as we could with our knives. Over an hour later, when every small muscle in my arms was burning, we’d finally finished. I fired up the stove in the kitchen, the next room over, oiled the skillets, and dragged the potato basket into the kitchen too. I was missing the knots right about now. Briggs’ kitchen was back-breaking work, but if no one was here, he’d gladly do it all himself without a single complaint. Which made it impossible to complain myself without feeling like a complete wimp.

      I dragged the basket over a few more feet and dropped potatoes into the giant skillets by the pawful.

      “I’ve got it from here. Our partner in crime has arrived in the dining hall. Best you go out and talk to him. I think I’m at least capable of flipping potatoes with a spatula.”

      “He can wait, Rick. He’s not the king of the city anymore.”

      “City doesn’t need a king, Trigger. It needs someone who can still push out Saint. The list for that is pretty short.”

      I slammed the spatula into the skillet, sending pieces of potato flying up into my face and across the room.

      “He already had his chance. He almost killed me, and he would’ve killed you too if he had the opportunity. Have you gone mad? I know… we’ve had this conversation over and over. You’ve tried to explain it to me, but there had to be another way.”

      “Woah, careful. You break that spatula, and Briggs is going to break your neck. And you know if there was another way, I’d have done it. We made a mistake, Trigger. End of story. We messed up. We should’ve gone about things a different way, but we did the best we could with what we knew. As far as we knew, we were doing the right thing.”

      “Doggone it, Rick. We did the right thing.”

      Rick simply nodded, picking up the spatula, steadying himself with his cane in his other paw. “You figure out another way, and I’m all ears, pal.”

      “Yeah, I’m working on it,” I said, storming out of the kitchen and into the dining hall. I saw Mr. B and walked toward him, when I suddenly tripped, falling face-first onto the concrete floor.

      I looked up and saw a big black and white tabby staring down at me. He grinned and stood from his seat.

      “Well, well, if it isn’t the brilliant detective himself, come to grace us with his presence. I heard you were down here, and I’ve been waiting. Got myself kicked down a level just for this meeting. I’m going to enjoy cracking your skull in.”

      I struggled to my feet, dusting off my jumpsuit.

      “You mean caving my skull in, or cracking my skull. You’re getting the phrases mixed up,” I said, grinning. “And it’s good to see you too, Mr. Scumbag.”

      He cracked his knuckles. “Oh, I’m going to enjoy this.”

      “Give it your best shot,” I said… really hoping that he wouldn’t.
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      The last time I met Mr. Scumbag, it didn’t go so well for either of us. Thankfully, I had help at the time from a nearby security cat. In here, he was more likely to have the help than me. But dogs and cats in here also liked to watch the fights and rarely interfered. It was the closest thing to live entertainment they got, and they didn’t want it devolving into full-blown brawls and riots. That would mean the guards stepping in, and no one wanted that. Including the guards, who also enjoyed the fights. I’d never heard of a fight happening in the dining hall, but then again, I was new here too.

      I went with the strategy that worked the best for me. Swinging first.

      I caught him in the gut as he walked toward me, and he doubled over. I tried to follow up with a knee to the face, but he grabbed my leg, picking me up and taking me to the ground. While he was adjusting, I kept delivering blow after blow to his head with my fists. It didn’t take long before he’d worked his way into the right position to hit me from above, but his face looked like a dog twice my size had punched it. Lucky shots, I guess. He landed several punches, and I realized I was going to be in big trouble if I didn’t get him off me, and soon. But I wasn’t feeling much of it... yet.

      He stood up straight, on his knees, just long enough to retrieve a fork from the table and held it above me, ready to plunge it deep into my chest. A cat who’d been sitting beside him jumped up and wrapped their arms around his while another ran over and grabbed the fork from his paw. A dog from the table across came over and picked Mr. Scumbag up, slamming him onto the table.

      “Captain Briggs said if anyone ever used his utensils as a weapon, we’d be eating with our paws until the day we die. Listen, new blood, if you try to pull something like that again every dog and cat in here’s going to make your life either miserable or short. Probably both. Understand me?”

      Mr. Scumbag only nodded, still in a state of disbelief over what had happened, looking between me and the dog holding his forearm against his neck.

      “Good,” the dog said. “Now shut up, sit down, and don’t say another doggone word or so help me…”

      “Alright, I got it,” Mr. Scumbag pleaded. “Not a peep. I’m sorry.”

      It occurred to me that these prisoners were more than happy to watch him beat me to death with his fists, just not the fork. Where had the fork come from, anyway? They weren’t supposed to be put out until just before mealtime, which was still a few minutes away.

      I looked back toward Mr. B, only to find him grinning, another cat sitting beside him doing the same. I ought to slap that smile off his face. Maybe I would.

      I walked over; this time even angrier than I was before.

      I sat down in front of them.

      “You think that’s funny, do you?” I asked, pointing my paw in Mr. B’s face.

      He held up his paws but continued smiling. The gray cat beside him laughed.

      “What the boss means to say, is ‘you’re welcome’.”

      “I’m welcome? For what, exactly? The pleasure of having him watch someone almost kill me for the second time? You order that one too?” I asked, turning my attention back to Mr. B, getting caught up in the moment.

      “Do you really want to know? I don’t mind telling you,” Mr. B said, his grin still digging under my skin.

      “Seeing as how I don’t have anywhere else to be, why not? Tell me.”

      “One of my cats knew about him being transferred in, and he bragged openly about what he was going to do to you since the moment he arrived. It’s not wise for me to directly intervene, but, with a well-placed utensil…”

      To my disappointment, I caught myself smiling.

      “Out of place but well-placed is something I don’t miss. You knew the other dogs and cats here would swarm him the moment he picked up that fork. You didn’t have to lift a paw, and neither did anyone working with you. Gotta say, I’m impressed.”

      “Glad to have impressed you, at the very least. Perhaps saving you this time makes up for the time I almost killed you?”

      I tilted my head.

      “Okay, so… maybe not. At any rate, let’s get down to business. You spoke to Bik earlier today. He’s been investigating potential escape routes for a long time and wanted to discuss the plan he’d come up with. What are your thoughts?” he asked.

      “I’ll tell you the same thing I told him. Won’t work. If we block the ventilation, they probably won’t find an alternative. They’ll probably just escape up a level and leave us down here to suffocate,” I said. “Even if there was a way through it, it would take a lot of patience and craftiness to make rope in here. Maybe if we could send information and have someone on the surface waiting to throw down a rope, but getting information out of here is basically impossible.”

      “Not just basically,” the gray cat said. “It’s totally impossible. We’ve tried bribing everyone on this floor, and they’re too scared. A couple of guards got caught trying to pass information, and now none of them will even consider it. You can bribe them for just about anything, as we’ve learned, but passing on messages? They won’t bite.”

      I tapped on the table, considering the idea.

      “Could be something we can build on, like Bik said, but there’s only one slight problem.”

      “Trust, I assume?” Mr. B asked.

      “Yeah, trust, among other things. I’ve heard the entire story about how you were planning to go legit, but I also heard the same story from Sugarplum once, except opposite. One of you lied, and my guess is that you’re both liars. What exactly are you going to do once you get out? Look, we don’t even have to consider every single possibility. Let’s just say that the best-case scenario everyone is hoping for happens. You get out, you crush Saint, and… then what?”

      He smiled. “Go on, detective. I enjoy hearing your theories.”

      “Alright, how about this one? Let’s make it a ‘once upon a time’. Once upon a time there was this lying con artist who tried to kill a private detective, then had the nerve to expect him to help. This con artist uses the detective, gullible and stupid because he’s convinced he has no other choice, to escape from Arc City Prison. He gets out, he crushes the head cat in charge, and he’s left staring at the power vacuum. What do you think the cat chooses?”

      “Trigger, is that a real question you want me to answer, because—”

      “It’s rhetorical. He drops into that power vacuum all nice and neat, takes advantage of the fact he has his old rival and the detective on a leash. Maybe he takes on Saint’s plan with some modifications, becomes Adria’s representative. Mayor later. Maybe he goes back to how things were before and just rules from the shadows, keeping a heavy paw on the struggling cats and dogs of the city. Struggling cats and dogs that you, of all cats, should understand!”

      “Woah now, easy, Trigger. I thought this was a ‘once upon a time’,” he said, still smiling. “Look, I messed up, alright? I shouldn’t have let it go that far. Once I got the power, I should’ve used it to lift up the Black District. I get it. Do I really not deserve a second chance? Would it really not be enough if I put a lid on Saint and saved the city from another single species totalitarian control scenario? Are you telling me that wouldn’t go at least a little way toward making up for the things I did? What exactly are you expecting from me? Unless there’s some way to tell the future or read my mind, I can’t prove to you I’m telling the truth, but here, I’ll say it again just like I did when you first arrived. Here are my intentions.”

      “You’re wasting your breath, but let’s hear it. I’m getting used to listening to you lie with a straight face. Smooth like claws across a chalkboard.”

      His eye twitched, but he continued.

      “I’m going to get out of here, become Black District representative. All Petey has to do is appoint me. I’ll run for mayor against Saint. If I win, I’ll do it the right way. I know a thing or two about running things. You may not want to admit it, but I could run this city ten times better than the current mayor, blindfolded.”

      That, I didn’t doubt. At all.

      “And if you lose? This is my favorite part. I’ll try to keep a straight face too. Promise.”

      “If I lose, I’ll declare Black District’s independence, and we’ll run separately from the other districts. We can trade with the cats outside the city directly.”

      I burst out laughing. “Sorry. I said I’d try to keep a straight face. You’re insane. They’d march the ACPD in military gear straight through those gates and take the district back by force.”

      “What if the cats from the outside helped us?”

      I shook my head. “Strict code not to interfere. If they didn’t step in when the cats were being trampled on by the dogs, their own children, I highly doubt you’d convince them to step in to save the Black District and the dogs. Arc City could survive without the Black District. Saint would just cut it off like an ugly wart.”

      He sighed. “What if we defended it ourselves? You understand, we have little choice. This is all happening a little late in the game. I’m not some kind of magical creature, Trigger. I can do a lot, but I can’t perform miracles. Saint’s got a bit of a head start if you haven’t noticed. Look, I’ll be counting on you and Rick. Rick and I have put our hatred for one another aside, and, trust me, we have a much longer history than you and I do. If we can do it to save our city, won’t you at least give me a chance?”

      I leaned back in my chair, bouncing my leg up and down. This was a mistake. A mistake, mistake, mistake. I was going to regret this so much, but… I finally had to accept what Rick had been trying to get through my head the entire time I’ve been here: This was the last viable choice left to us. We had to try it. The fact I came here knowing this is what it had come down to, proved I’d already accepted it.

      I reached out my paw, and he was quick to grasp it, smiling even bigger than usual.

      “So then, ready to hear my plan?”
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      Never thought my next client would be the cat I helped take down on my first big case, now working with that same dog, together to help that same cat essentially reverse everything we did. This is the part where I’d normally think about how crazier things have happened. Except no, they haven’t. Nothing this crazy has happened so far. And, so help me, if I have my way, nothing this crazy will ever happen to me again. This was going to be my last case.

      “Sure, I’d love to hear the plan, but since you’re essentially a client here, hiring me, we’re going to talk dough first. Big dough.”

      He tilted his head. “Really?”

      “What do you mean, ‘really’?” I grunted. “What is it with everyone thinking I’m the one-eyed charity detective giving out my services for free to all the good cats and dogs of Arc City. It ain’t like that now, it wasn’t like that before, and it’s never going to be like that. Dog’s gotta eat, and I’m going to be straight with you. You’ll be glad to hear this in case you were worried about me being a threat later. I’m done. Sick, tired, and tagging out. Some younger, more energetic pup or kitten can become Arc City’s next one-eyed charity detective.”

      “I thought you said you weren’t—”

      “Shut up,” I said. “So, I’m looking for big money to retire with. I think I might try to get in on the next opening in Rose Garden Estates. You know the place. Start an actual rose garden. Read your stupid, lying paper every day and shake my head, then smile a big fat smile knowing it’s someone else’s problem. I’ll prop my feet up on my coffee table and listen to the radio. Maybe I’ll write a memoir. I’m kidding, of course. You’re more the memoir type, aren’t you? Anyway, if I get you out of here, I want to be set up for life five times over. I normally wouldn’t make a price like that for a client, but I know the cash you can get your paws on once you’re out of here, and you’re also not exactly my typical client. Not the typical case.”

      Mr. B’s expression shifted to one I wasn’t at all expecting to see. Disappointment? Sadness?

      “Do you really want to retire? A talent like yours shouldn’t be wasted. You know, another dog once said those same words to me, and I thought he was kidding. I laughed it off and let him go. My best friend. He wasn’t kidding. He retired, to who knows where, and I haven’t heard from him again since.”

      “You and I, we’re not friends. Let’s make that clear right off. Not now, not ever. This is all business.”

      He nodded. “Right. I accept your conditions. I’m going to wish you a happy retirement in advance. If you change your mind—”

      “What’s gotten into you?” I asked. “Don’t worry about what I’ll do with the money, or if I’ll change my mind. That’s not your concern. All you need to do is make sure I get it, and it’s my job to make sure you have it to give.”

      “Fair enough. You’re hired. Interesting, isn’t it?”

      “‘Interesting’ isn’t the word I’d use. The words I’d use aren’t polite.”

      He grinned. “That doesn’t surprise me. Now that your conditions our out of the way, are you ready for the plan?”

      “Now that we’ve agreed on the terms? I’m all ears,” I lied, opening my arms, smiling. Well, I was half-lying, I guess. I really was sick and tired of everything. The whole rotten city. The lie came in where I was happy to hear. I wasn’t. We were both probably forcing ourselves to be civil because we didn’t have a choice. If we didn’t rely on one another, we weren’t going anywhere.

      “Soon, they’re going to have the three of us separated. I’m surprised they let it go on this long. Rick, they’ll allow to stay, because we’ve both done well to butt heads with one another in front of the guards. They’ll keep the two of us together for that reason. You, on the other paw… your transgressions are fresh in Saint’s mind. They won’t want to risk you working with either of us. While it’s rare for anyone to get moved up a level for good behavior, wait and see, they’ll be willing to move you up soon. You’ve been here a week already, so don’t expect it to be long. You get the chance, you take it. I’ll look out for Rick down here. Don’t worry.”

      “Oh, I bet you will,” I said.

      He shook his head. “Come on, detective. It’s not impossible for information to go up one level. Suppose I do something to Rick, and you hear about it. Maybe you’ll get yourself out somehow and leave me hanging. I’m not stupid, you know. Even if I still had it out for him, when I’ve said repeatedly I do not, I wouldn’t be that foolish. Even if you won’t take my word for it, at least respect my intelligence a bit more than that.”

      I nodded. “Guess you’re right.”

      “So, once you’re transferred up, I need you to… hold on, Briggs is coming this way with another officer. How much you want to bet they’re going to transfer you up now?”

      “Not going to bet anything. You told me to respect your intelligence, remember?” I said.

      I felt a paw touch my shoulder. “Tried to get them to let you finish dinner first, Trigger, but they insisted on bringing you to talk to the boss now,” Briggs said.

      “The floor supervisor?” I asked, turning my head to look at Briggs, getting a look at the cat with him too. Who was this joker? I hadn’t seen him before.

      “Warden Beans,” the black cat said, staring me down with his orange eyes. “You should feel honored. It’s rare for someone down here to get an audience with the boss.”

      “I thought ‘dangerous’ would be a better way to put it,” Mr. B said.

      “For you, maybe,” the black cat retorted. “Not much point in seeing a lifetime resident.”

      “Don’t suppose this meeting is optional, so lead the way,” I said.

      “Good luck,” Briggs said, putting a paw on my shoulder.

      “This way,” the black cat said, walking ahead of me. I quickly got up and followed.

      “Not going to put my irons back on before we go?” I asked.

      “Why should I? Are you planning on making a run for it? Even if you made it to the elevator, it can only go up or down one floor based on the floor supervisor’s unique key. Only the Warden’s key can move through every floor, and good luck getting that.” He stopped in his tracks, turning to face me after we walked out of the kitchen. “And please don’t take that as a challenge. I’ve heard about you. When I say ‘good luck’ getting the Warden’s key, what I mean to say is ‘that’s a really quick way to die and therefore I don’t recommend it’.”

      I held up my paws. “Easy there. Whatever you’ve heard about me must be greatly exaggerated. I’m a very well-behaved dog.”

      He smiled a little.

      “Right, of course you are. I’ve heard all the best-behaved dogs end up in Arc City Prison.”

      “You know, I’ve heard the same thing. I used to think it was a crazy rumor but look at me, here in Arc City Prison,” I said, my words dripping with sarcasm.

      “Have you ever met Warden Beans before?” he asked as he resumed walking.

      “Can’t say I’ve had the privelege.”

      “Yeah, well, don’t get too excited. I’ve never seen anyone meet with the warden and walk out happy, and you’re not likely to be the exception.”

      “Why tell me that?” I asked, tilting my head.

      “Let’s just say that the warden is about as popular with the staff as he is with the prisoners. We like to say that when he was born, he slapped the doctor. Don’t think he’s ever been nice a day in his life, but he spends every day pretending to be. He’ll reach you a juicy steak in one paw and have a knife in the other.”

      “Maybe he wants to make sure you have something to cut your steak with, and he’s just misunderstood.”

      “Alright, Trigger, keep telling yourself that. Just remember that I tried to warn you.”

      “Thanks,” I said, as we went through the last section of the prison floor before what I assumed must be the administration section.

      We continued walking for a couple of more minutes until we reached an office.

      “No guards?” I asked.

      “Not inside, not outside. Make you nervous? It should. Looks like our warden is looking to have a private conversation with you.”

      He knocked on the door, then opened it wide. A big black and white cat with a gentle face sat in the leather chair, swiveling side-to-side, nibbling on a piece of jerky.

      “Hey, hey, hey! If it isn’t our latest celebrity occupant. Big fan, by the way. Name’s Beans.”

      He hopped up from his chair, held the jerky in his teeth, and wiped his paw on his pants before offering it to me to shake. I didn’t hesitate.

      “Pleasure to meet you, warden.”

      “Truly? Glad we’re off to such a brilliant start. It worried me you might cause me trouble, but here you are, already putting me at ease. You’ll have to overlook me. I tend to worry about little things. You know, mountains and molehills. That’s me. Go ahead, have a seat.” He paused, looking at my escort. “Thanks, you can go. I’ll show Trigger out when we’re done.”

      He nodded and stepped out, closing the door behind him. I took a seat across from the warden. Here it comes.

      “Jerky? My cousin makes it himself. Did you know you can make this stuff in a regular old oven? I didn’t, but he swore to me it was every bit as good as the stuff you get bagged at the grocer. I don’t know if I’d say it’s ‘just as good’, but it’s good. Here, try a piece.” He reached down into the jar in front of him, reaching across a stick of jerky to me. I took it, biting down, trying to keep myself from drooling. I’d never say it to Briggs, but this is the first thing I’d eaten that I think would technically be considered food all week.

      Funny, some weapons, even when they’re being pointed right at you, even when you know what they are and what they do, still work. This kind of charm had a way of doing that to a dog. You can pull out all the torture devices ever invented, and some dogs are just too stubborn to cooperate. Give a dog a stick of jerky, on the other paw…

      “This is good. I think your cousin’s onto something,” I said.

      He scooted the jar to my end of the table. “There. I’ve been chewing on these things one right after another all morning. You know, that’s my second jar this week. Help yourself. You’ll just be doing me a favor. I get carried away with these things. You know, my wife scolds me about things like this all the time. I was a chubby cat not long ago. Still got the loose skin to prove it. She’ll nag me about watching my weight if she sees me eating them at home.”

      Now I understood what that cat was trying to warn me about. I could already see where this was heading, and I had no leverage to play the tough guy. Couldn’t even pretend.

      “Don’t mind if I do. Thank you,” I said, grabbing another.

      “Do you know why I’ve called you in here today?”

      I smiled, biting off a large piece of the jerky. “You’re going to move me up a floor, and you have a problem there that you want me to take care of, so you don’t get your paws dirty handling it yourself. Undercover stuff.”

      “Wrong!” he shouted, pointing his paw at me. He stayed frozen in that same position for a few moments, before sighing and slouching into his chair. “I’m just kidding. That’s actually exactly what I’ve called you here for.”

      I smirked, waggling my eyebrows. “Impressed? Good. I want in.”
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      “Just like that? You don’t even want to hear the details?” he asked.

      “Well, yeah, of course I want to hear the details,” I said, grabbing my third jerky stick. “I just don’t want to waste our time negotiating back and forth over something I clearly have no leverage to negotiate with. Look, here, let’s try something. Let’s just continuing doing everything in reverse. What’s your offer?”

      “My offer is that I get you and your friend Rick out. I know that Black District chief will go along with it if I ask. You’re both witnesses against Mr. B and—”

      “You mean Saint?” I asked.

      “Saint? No, no, of course not. Saint’s a sitting representative. Of course, you won’t be able to go bothering him in Adria District after you’re out. Afraid my paws will be tied if you get thrown back in here again.”

      “Doesn’t it seem strange to you, sitting in my seat, that a warden can offer freedom like that? Not that I’m turning anything down, mind you, I already said I wanted in, but still…”

      He smiled, grabbing another stick of jerky and taking a bite. “Well, sure, but you don’t need to worry yourself with the details. It’ll only be a distraction. You just need to worry about the offer because the offer’s good. Witness protection can be a lucrative living Mr. Trigger. You won’t need to do much, just stay out of everyone’s hair.”

      “Saint’s hair,” I corrected.

      “Will that be a problem, Trigger?” he asked.

      “Nope, no problem. If you get Rick and I out of this place, and Saint doesn’t bother me, I won’t bother him. He can run this city into the ground for all I care, as long as I get to avoid it.”

      They’ve figured it out, or someone thinks they’ve figured it out. This is clearly an effort to get me away from Mr. B and get both Rick and I out of this prison entirely. And permanently. Fast. This wasn’t good. There’s a good chance I’d have to consider this offer seriously, or we’d all get stuck down here with Mr. B. I knew him for being a brilliant strategist, but he’s at a real disadvantage. No access to the outside, and no information. They’ve got all the top cats in the city on the surface scheming against him now. What’s he got? A former master thief that needs a cane to walk across the room, and a washed-up private detective.

      “Good. So, let’s get down to business. My floor supervisor has been brought to his wit’s end. There’s been several escape attempts in these past few months, and not the usual moron digging into his cell wall with a spoon. Clever stuff. Don’t know how they’re doing it. We found a tunnel this past week that went on for several hundred feet. How did they dig it? We don’t know. Who dug it? We don’t know. Whoever is organizing this, they are smart, and resourceful. No offense to the dog running the floor up, but you get the picture.”

      “Maybe he’s the one pulling the strings, or maybe he’s turning a blind eye. Ever think of that?” I asked, grinning, dangling the jerky from my lip.

      “Yes, Trigger, I thought of that. That was my first thought. He doesn’t seem like that good of an actor, but I certainly can’t rule it out. He’s had this position for many years, so it seems unlikely he’d suddenly go rogue.”

      “Maybe he did so at the encouragement of a recent addition to the floor. Any noteworthy new prisoners?”

      He smiled widely, leaning back into his chair. “You sure you’re ready to hear this, Trigger?”

      “What do you think I am, some wet-behind-the-ears pup? Just say it.”

      “Four prisoners come to mind, but they’re not the only possibilities, mind you. Just the most interesting. A dog by the name of Lady, and another dog by the name of Marty.”

      Is he holding back a laugh? Great. He’s enjoying this. Is there any doggone way any of this could get worse? He’s not even done dropping names.

      “That’s two. Who else?” I asked, doing my best to appear as unshaken as possible.

      “Let’s see. There are also the cats. Hans, and another named Fernando.”

      “Oh, for the love of…” I jumped up from my chair. “You want me to make it out of this alive or not? This some kind of joke? You had me going there for a minute. I thought you were serious. Guess I was wrong. You’re just getting me out of the way. I won’t last a week up there with those four, and you know it.”

      Beans waved his paws frantically. “Oh, come on. Relax. Those four hate each other. There was a lot of double-crossing that went on between all of them. Mostly linked to that Grand Gobbler case you blew wide open, remember? I thought it would be fun to put them together to go at one another, and believe me, they have. Fernando is the best behaved one. He’s distanced himself a bit from the others.”

      “First, Marty wasn’t involved in that case. He was involved in the Mr. B case, and he hates both of us. Mr. B left him high and dry after he got arrested, and I nearly killed him in a fight.”

      Beans tilted his head, unsurprisingly in disbelief.

      “What? Didn’t know that? Yeah, think about that for a minute. The utterly insane amount of luck I must’ve had. Or maybe not. Maybe it’s all just a long game with these dirtbags where they get me in the end, working together like pups and kittens doing a class project. As much as they don’t like each other, they hate me a lot more.”

      Beans shrugged. “Not sure what to tell you, Trigger. I can’t transfer any of them out. Any of them could be the culprit, or more than one, and then I’d really be putting you in danger for nothing. Because, think about it, if you can’t find the one responsible, no matter the reason, you aren’t going anywhere. You’ll be a permanent neighbor to them. Guess you’d better find a way to get along.”

      “Alright, I get it. We’re back to where we started, and we both know the score. I don’t have any leverage, and you’re asking the impossible. Truth be told, what’s new?”

      “I have some suggestions, if you’d like to hear them.”

      “You want me to be straight with you, or do you want me to be polite?” I asked.

      “Suit yourself. Sorry, but you won’t get the chance to say any goodbyes. If we’re done talking, we’ll need to head straight there.”

      Of course. I wasn’t surprised to hear that. Should I even bother pretending to be?

      “Couldn’t I at least tell Rick, since this is supposed to be a plan to get him out with me?” I asked, knowing it was a completely rhetorical question.

      Beans squinted, probably wondering if I’d asked with any honesty.

      “Afraid not. He might try to do something crazy to help you once he knows who you’ll be sharing a floor with. If he does something like that, it’s going to draw too much unwanted attention. You understand, I’m sure.”

      “Yeah, I understand. Lead the way.” I understood more than he realized.

      He picked up the jar of jerky and lead me out of the office. All the way back to the elevator. What was I even supposed to do? Mr. B didn’t get to finish telling me the plan, which was pretty much entirely my fault. I spent the whole week going against the idea of helping him, putting off discussing the plan. Darn… Now I was paying for it. I could try to knock the warden out, figure out how to operate this elevator, go down a level, shout that this is a prison break, then ride to the top and then… get stopped by the dozens of guards suited head to tail in riot gear. Fantastic.

      “This key operates the elevator without the single floor restriction a floor supervisor’s key has. I can go up and down as many floors as I want. It works based on a series of wires and weights, and the specific pattern of the key—”

      “What is this, Beans, the doggone circus? I know how a lock works. Don’t worry, I won’t try to grab your key. Of all the ways to get out of this place, it’s the worst one. You could leave it lying around and no one would even pick it up. In fact, here, want me to hold on to it for you?” I asked, holding out my paw. “Thing must get heavy carrying it around all day. It’s made of metal.”

      He laughed so hard he had to steady himself on the elevator wall. “You really don’t miss anything, do you? I’m confident you’ve got this all well in paw. In fact, this is a good angle to approach it. Consider all the ways you might escape if you weren’t given a free pass out of here. Maybe you’ll figure out how they’re doing it.”

      “Thanks for the tip,” I said, scratching my neck. This cat was every bit as good at his job as I expected.

      The elevator stopped abruptly, and Beans unlatched the doors, pushing them open. He nodded to one of the guards nearby.

      “Get the floor supervisor. Need a word with him.”

      He winked at me, and we sat silently for a few minutes before a Basset Hound came around the corner to greet us. Wow, he really looked to be in rough shape. Had he even been sleeping?

      “Hello, Warden Beans. Sorry, got no news for you on these… little incidents that have been popping up. Please forgive me.”

      Beans raised his paw. “Your office, Dan.”

      We followed him along the same pattern as the floor below. Seems the administration followed the same floor plans, at least on the sub-levels. That was good. At least there’d be one thing I wouldn’t have to learn all over again.

      When we arrived at Dan’s office, he motioned for us to have a seat.

      “Are you sure this prisoner should be in here with us?” he asked.

      “He’s why I’m here, Dan. I’ve been giving you too hard of a time with this. That’s why I’m sending you help.”

      He was trying, but really wasn’t getting it.

      “By adding another prisoner to the floor? Wait… an informant? Undercover officer?”

      Beans shook his head. “Even better. Remember that ace detective we booked and sent to the bottom?”

      Dan shook his head. “No, I don’t. Sorry. Been so absorbed in trying to figure out the mess on this floor that I really don’t know much about what’s going on other places.”

      “Well, that’s not good, Dan,” Beans scolded. “Maybe you’re missing opportunities and don’t even know it. Like this one. Aren’t you glad I’m looking out for you?”

      “Y-yes, warden. Thank you.”

      “Trigger here is going to do the legwork for you. Solving mysteries is his specialty, you see.”

      I nodded. “Always glad to serve Arc City, gentlemen.”

      “Warden…” Dan said, looking me up and down. “I’m not sure… I mean…”

      “Say it, Dan, please. I’ve got places to be,” Beans said, tapping his watch.

      “It’s just that he doesn’t really seem to be all that interested.”

      “Well, you’re interested, Dan. How’s that been going for you? Your interest lead you to any big discoveries? What about spouting off at the mouth to your boss, questioning their orders? That going well for you?”

      “N-no, n-no, sir! I mean, yes, sir! You just tell me what I need to do, and I’ll see it done for you.”

      “Don’t blow it for Trigger. That’s it. Just sit back on your fat rear end and play it by ear. Your ears seem big enough for that, right? You can do that much, can’t you?”

      Geez, what a jerk. I wasn’t feeling a lot of love for this Dan character when we came down here, but I wouldn’t exactly want his job. Even mine was probably better than his. Well, maybe that’s pushing it a bit.

      “Yes, sir. I’ll do my best,” Dan said, thoroughly deflated.

      “Good. Set your new friend here up with maintenance duty and give him a list of ‘problems’ to fix. Give him a chance to wander around and get an eye for things. I’ll be back every so often to look in. You can’t bother him, unless it’s extremely important, or unless he asks to see you. If he’s seen in here too often, it’ll blow his cover. You need to anticipate what he needs and react. Got it?”

      Dan nodded.

      Beans rubbed his forehead. “Dan, that was a question. I’m not your doctor giving you a neck exam.”

      “Yes, sir,” Dan said, somehow even more deflated than before. Now I really was feeling sorry for him.

      “Trigger?” Beans asked, looking to me.

      “Ready as I’ll ever be. Always thought I’d make a great maintenance dog.”

      “Good luck, you two. I’m expecting great things!” Beans said, getting up and walking out of the office, leaving Dan to prep me for my suicide mission.
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      “Isn’t there something else you can do, Dan? Maybe a job with the ACPD?” I asked.

      He shook his head. “Believe it or not, detective, I actually like this job.”

      “I’m going to go with the second one. Not buying how anyone could like this job, especially with a boss that tears into you the way the warden just did.”

      “You’re one to talk. Look where your job landed you,” he said, flatly.

      “Ouch. Good point. Very,” I said, raising my paws. “Say, would you mind clearing up something for me?”

      “Alright. How can I help?” he said, crossing his arms and giving me his full attention. Dan really was too polite for this place.

      “I assumed the bottom level of the three sub-levels would have the worst offenders, but from what I’ve heard, the prisoners on this floor are every bit as bad or worse. Any rhyme or reason?”

      He shook his head. “Well, your assumption is flawed. There are three levels for a few reasons. One is so we can be sure to have the space for offenders who are escape risks or committed the worst crimes, but it’s also so we can keep the ones separated that we don’t want cooperating.”

      I sighed. It wasn’t a half bad answer, except… “So, why do you insist on keeping prisoners together who are a danger to each other? Why not separate them too?”

      He shrugged. “You’ll have to ask the warden that question. As far as I can tell, it’s a strategic decision he thinks will keep the prisoners less focused on making trouble for the guards and instead more trouble for each other. Make of that what you will.”

      “You got an opinion on anything, Dan?”

      He rolled in his chair to the filing cabinet in the corner of the room and began taking out files. “Sure, but I keep them to myself. I’ve got enough trouble on this floor as it is. I almost never saw the warden before the last few months. My floor was better behaved than some several floors up, with only petty criminals. You don’t cause problems; you don’t get problems, mostly. At least, you don’t get noticed. I liked it that way, and I’d like for it to go back to being that way as soon as possible. I barely get sleep because of this place, rarely get a halfway decent meal, and Warden Beans is breathing down my neck at least once a week wanting to know why I haven’t solved the problem yet. At first, I was confident. I’ve had issues before, like every floor supervisor in this prison, but I was quick to root them out and deal with them. This time, well…”

      He tossed one file down in front of me. I opened it and flipped through.

      “Home-made explosives made from… unidentifiable substances, likely combined from various cleaners and food ingredients? Hah!” I laughed.

      Dan furrowed his brow. “Sorry, I didn’t find it as funny as you seem to.”

      “How did you know they were explosives, and not some illegal drink mixing?”

      “Keep reading,” he said, flipping through another file.

      Wow. They had to clear out one of the ventilation tunnels. Thing detonated in there and almost collapsed the whole thing in. Blast could be felt on the floor above and below. No one was injured, but what a mess. This was just a few weeks ago.

      “Wow…” I said, raising my eyebrows.

      “Yeah, ‘wow’ is right,” Dan said. “Here, look at this one.”

      He tossed another folder in front of me, and I closed the explosive one. After, of course, making a mental log of the ventilation tunnel. Probably useless for escaping, but they also made note of the fact that if the tunnel fully collapsed, they would have had to create alternative ventilation using a locked supply tunnel. Huh, maybe Bik really was onto something.

      I picked up the new folder.

      This was the tunnel incident from this past week that the warden told me about. Several hundred feet. No way of knowing how long it was being dug, or how many had been working on it. One thing was for certain. Whoever it was pulling off these impressive stunts, I needed to help them, not stop them. This was likely to be our ticket out.

      “See that? Can you even explain that? Almost three hundred feet of tunnel, big enough for a dog to crawl through. No tools found. No one caught in the act. Nothing,” he said.

      “Guard involvement?”

      He sighed, leaning back in his chair, and rubbing his paw on his forehead. “It’s possible.”

      “Likely,” I corrected. “How else are they going to do this much work in such a short amount of time? Also, where were they putting the dirt? That’s a lot of dirt. You can’t just shove that aside or drag a rug on top of it or put it in a flowerpot.”

      “No, you’d need large barrels, or somewhere to dump it. They might have used the plumbing system, but… well, we just don’t know. We never found it. The warden’s patience is wearing thin, Trigger.”

      I tapped my paw on the page. “No one saw anything? Nothing at all?”

      Dan shook his head. “Nothing at all that they would share.”

      “No offense, but I wouldn’t share anything either if I were in their shoes,” I said.

      “You don’t say?”

      I was wearing out my welcome with Dan, pushover or not.

      “Alright, I guess I have some maintenance to do.”

      Dan nodded, pressing a button on a box on his desk. One of many buttons on the thing. I’d have to remember that as well. Probably allowed instant communication with the other floor supervisors, warden, ranking officers on the floor, and more. Maybe even the office on the surface.

      “Need a maintenance uniform brought in for a Chihuahua, and a toolbox. Make sure you top off the oil can. Going to need him to go around and oil the tracks for the cell doors.”

      “Will have it for you shortly, sir,” the disembodied voice replied.

      “Say, Dan…” I said, after he released the button.

      “Yeah?”

      “You know how you said you think the warden enjoys putting prisoners who will go at one another together, so it takes pressure off the guards?”

      “And?” He asked, not catching the hint.

      “Good chance, that’s why I’m here. Your prime suspects? All here because of me. Basically, all tried to kill me at one point and failed.”

      He shook his head. “Don’t assume too much, Trigger. Having run-ins with these cats and dogs in the past just means you’re on their level. The history isn’t all that surprising.”

      This made me laugh. I wasn’t sure why.

      “Oh, these dogs and cats are so far beyond my level it’s comical. Let’s start with Fernando. He was a curator for Mr. B. Huge name in the white-collar crime scene. Handled every piece of expensive art, jewelry, whatever you can think of that Mr. B collected. Got so much legal and illegal merchandise it would make your head spin. Not a fighter, but probably the best connections of the lot. Likely already knew many of the dogs and cats in here when he landed.”

      Dan nodded enthusiastically. “This is helpful, actually. Please, go on. I’m going to take notes. And no, before you ask, that isn’t a joke,” he said, flipping the notepad on his desk over to a clean page, and readying his pen.

      I waited for him to catch up to what I’d told him so far, then continued. “Fernando was involved in the case I broke on the Grand Gobbler. City’s most precious heirloom, or at least he seemed to think so.”

      Dan nodded, quietly scribbling as I continued.

      “Who next? Hmm. How about Hans? Part of the same case, and the one I probably know the last about. He was an artist, sculptor, fraudster, counterfeiter, and apparently martial artist and assassin trainer. Real odd cat. Talks in circles. Riddles. Can’t make heads or tails of anything he’s saying. Tried to poison me the very first time we met. I think he was the mastermind behind the Grand Gobbler business, if I had to guess. Never could get a confession out of him, but the havoc his cats caused in the district on his orders was enough to get him put down here.”

      “So, this one is the most dangerous,” Dan said.

      I choked on a laugh. “Dan, not even close. Next is Marty, personal muscle to Mr. B. I don’t know how much you know about the way Mr. B operated, but ‘personal’ anything to him was top cat or top dog. He was his hitman, and more. Mr. B sent him on jobs that included going undercover. You may think he’s a big dumb idiot, but he’s not. That’s just how he behaves. Beat me within an inch of my life and we burned my entire office down in the scuffle's aftermath. Mr. B had walked him there personally to meet me before he ordered him to kill me.”

      I looked at Dan, only to realize he was staring at me, an uneasy half-grin on one side of his mouth. “You’re pulling my leg, aren’t you?”

      “Dan, so help me, you have no idea how badly I wish I could say ‘yes’ to that question.

      He nodded, sighed, put his pen to the paper again and motioned for me to continue with his other paw.

      “Go on, but at least tell me that one’s the worst.”

      I shook my head. “Oh, Dan, here’s the grand finale. You ready? Let’s talk about Lady. Lady is a super soldier from—”

      I stopped myself from nearly exposing Kerdy’s people. Not that it would have made any difference. If Dan was already having doubts, he was going to be having more after I told him about Lady. If I’d told him the whole truth? He’d be rolling on the floor, thanking me for the laugh…

      He looked up at me with only his eyes, keeping his face pointed toward the paper. “From where? Why the freeze? You forget?”

      “From… some kind of elite mercenary group in Adria District. Never found out who the leader was. Doesn’t matter. The important part is it took a dozen of Arc City’s finest just to take her down, all at once. She broke my ribs in that fight, and Rico, Arc City legend, most wanted criminal in the city’s history next to Mr. B… well, she’s the one who took him out. She’s why he walks on that cane. To tell you the truth, I don’t know why they even put her here. No one on this floor is safe if she’s here. If she gets serious, we’re trapped in here with her, not the other way around. Understand?”

      He continued scribbling for a moment, then tapped his pen a few times on the paper.

      “You know, I read their files, but it’s funny how many things seem to get skipped in the reports. I’ve got a question for you though.”

      “Go ahead,” I said.

      “If all of this is true, and I have no reason not to believe you, I suppose, then how in the world are you still alive?”

      I threw up my arms. “See! That’s what I keep asking myself, but don’t worry. Your warden is about to remedy that situation, and quick. If all of them almost killed me by themselves, and only failed because I had a lot of help I don’t have here, then why not throw me against all four at once? It’ll go swell.”

      “I thought I had the worst job in this whole prison, Trigger, but I guess it’s you,” he said, slamming his pen down and laughing. “You really do have some rotten luck.”

      Before I could answer, a dog walked in carrying a pair of overalls and a toolbox, setting both down next to the door and walking out without a word, only offering a nod to the supervisor and I before disappearing as quickly as he’d come.

      “Well, prisoner, you’re on maintenance duty until further notice. These door tracks won’t clean and lubricate themselves,” Dan said.

      I slipped on the overalls over my uniform and picked up the toolbox. “Here goes nothing.”

      “Oh, and detective…”

      “Yeah?” I asked, turning around before making it to the door.

      “Try not to die before we get the chance to meet again,” he said, no hint of a smile on his face.

      “Not making any promises,” I said, walking out the door. Out of the frying pan, and into the oven. Out of the oven, and into the inferno. Sheesh.
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      Stepping out of the office, I didn’t know what to expect. Except that it would be bad. That much, I was absolutely, positively certain of. The floors weren’t as big as city districts, but they were big enough that you could wander around most of the day and not see everyone. It was possible I’d spend the entire day messing around with these cell door tracks and not see anyone suspicious. I had to keep in mind the job they were expecting me to do. Find the culprits responsible for the high-level escape attempts and rat them out in secret to the supervisor or warden.

      I needed to keep in mind my true goal. Find whoever was responsible for these high-level escape attempts and somehow get in on the action. Help them however I could. Assuming they’d be willing to work with me, which was a bit of a long shot, and assuming I was willing to work with them, which was an even longer shot for these four.

      I wasn’t in a hurry to have any of it happen at this very moment, though. I was content walking a few steps, dropping a few drops of oil on the tracks of a cell door, moving it back and forth a few times, then moving on to the next one. If I could spend a few days doing nothing but that, I would be happy enough. If you’re on a suicide mission, you may as well spend as much of it as you can enjoying what little time you had left.

      Lunch time came around, and there still wasn’t any action. I made my way to the kitchen where I was both looking forward to and dreading the idea of grabbing a tray of food and sitting down to eat. If I would run into any of my old friends, this was probably the place it would happen. Not all the prisoners came to lunch at once, but either half or a third probably came at a time. As I made my way down the line, getting various unidentifiable slop splashed into my tray, it amazed me to find two small patties of meat. Briggs would be livid if he knew the floor just above him was getting meat, and he had gotten none in the past six months.

      I went to the only unoccupied table I could find and sat down, shoveling food into my mouth as quickly as I could, doing my absolute best to get out of here and avoid running into any of them today. Maybe in a few days, I’d put effort into it. Today? Today was crazy enough already.

      I felt a paw on my shoulder. “Seat across from you taken?” they asked. Deep in my thoughts and in a hurry to finish, I foolishly didn’t look up. A Rottweiler sat across from me, his expression unfamiliar, but with a face I definitely knew.

      “Hello, Marty,” I said. Suddenly, like a giant hammer was swung into my gut, I was hit with the same feeling of fear and anxiety I’d felt the day he’d nearly killed me. I’d been through worse since then, but things like that you don’t forget. Things like that stick with you, burn into your mind, and don’t just change the way you think. They change your body too. The way you react to everything.

      “I’d heard you were sent to the prison, but I didn’t expect to see you here. On this floor, I mean,” he said, calmly dipping his spoon into his mashed potatoes.

      “What, disappointed you’ve had to wait this long to kill me. We can go a round two if you want, big guy,” I said, gripping my fork tightly in my paw.

      “Just got one thing to say to you, Trigger, and I’ll leave.”

      “Oh yeah, what’s that? Something catchy, I hope. ‘Time to die, little dog’, or ‘the bigger dog gets the last laugh’. Something I can at least nod along with. I’m a big fan of the catchy one-liners,” I said, doing my absolute best to look anything other than terrified.

      “I’m sorry. That’s it. No big catchy one-liners or speeches. That’s all I’ve wanted to say. I’ve wanted to say it for a long, long time. That is why I was so glad to hear you came here. Not so I could kill you, Trigger. So I could apologize.”

      I studied his face closely. Holy cow… he meant it, didn’t he? Wouldn’t it be funny if everyone that wanted to kill me just came over here and apologized one by one? Fat chance.

      “Not sure what to say, Marty. I’m not really the forgiving and forgetting type, but I’ll be straight with you. I’ve got better things to do besides holding a grudge. You might’ve been the first, but you haven’t been the last. I’m getting pretty good at it, this whole dodging death thing. Just now, for example. I just knew you were getting ready to give me a rehearsed one-liner and stick me in the back with a knife. Maybe you’d have even been smart and stabbed me first, then gave me the one-liner during my last breaths.”

      “Okay, Trigger. Enough. I’m not going to stab you before or after a one-liner. I won’t stab you at all. My goal in this place is getting out of the sub-levels and into the easy living two levels up from here. Nicer cells, a gym, better food. If I’m going to be in here for the rest of my life, I may as well improve my lot,” he said.

      I nodded along. “Yeah, I can see that. Kind of surprised you’re in here for life, though. The attempt wasn’t exactly successful.”

      “Oh, I’ve done more than that,” he said, hanging his head. “Got a lot of things I wish I could make up for, but I’ll never get the chance for that.”

      I shuddered, my mind again going back to the fight in my office, getting beat within an inch of my life. Feeling the heat of the fire as my office went up in flames. The nightmares with him as the lead actor, weeks after. Maybe others weren’t so lucky.

      “I thought Mr. B didn’t order many hits.”

      He nodded. “True, but we were told to make it look like we killed dogs and cats on the daily. Want to hear something funny?”

      “Sure, why not? I could use a laugh.”

      “When Mr. B asked me to kill you in your office that day? He told me before we walked in that I shouldn’t kill you, just make you wish you were dead. Just wanted to scare you. Burning the place down was an accident.”

      I grinned. “Yeah, you’re right. Pretty funny.”

      “I didn’t think you’d believe me. Just wanted to get all that off my chest since you’re here. So, how’s the boss doing, anyway?”

      I shrugged. “Fine, I guess. Who do I look like, his nanny? I’ll tell you one thing, there’s no meat on the floor down. Seriously, not an ounce. How come you got it up here, and they’ve had a pending order one floor down for six months?”

      He smiled, sitting upright in his seat. “Oh, it’s funny you ask. The kitchen captain on this floor hates that dog, with passion. It’s petty stuff.”

      “Do I look like I have somewhere else to be?” I asked, holding out my arms. “Spill it.”

      “Briggs was the assistant in this kitchen a few years back. Penn is a real hardnose. Took it personal when Briggs got promoted and transferred below. Calls Briggs a traitor and sabotages his orders every chance he gets. He’s been taking twice the supply of meat for this floor.”

      I tapped my paw on the edge of my tray, next to the meat. “And no one’s ever going to squeal. Not when it means losing a double serving of meat with their meals. The warden hasn’t noticed?”

      “Hasn’t noticed. Doesn’t care. What’s the difference? Let’s not change the subject. The boss mention anything about getting out of here?”

      I laughed, but I was getting nervous. Why had he suspected I might know?

      “Why would he tell me if he did, Marty? Am I missing something?”

      “No, just know that you notice things is all. Thought maybe you’d have some insight.”

      I dug back into my tray, making quick work of my mashed potatoes. When my patience ran out, I cared a lot less about talking with my mouth full.

      “Look, I don’t want mixed up in any of his schemes. I got moved up a floor for maintenance because they thought I’d have an eye for details and fixing things, being a former detective. I’m happy to be away from the lot of them. And when I found out Rick had kept his secret from me about who he really was? I didn’t really care to be around him either. But, you know, when I found out who was going to be on this floor, just this morning, that was the only time I regretted it. Thought you’d kill me soon as you saw me. You, or some of the others up here who’ve tried to kill me in the past. Now, here you are, offering apologies and being all polite, and I get two servings of meat besides! Beats none on the floor down. So, I’m going to be happy with what I’ve got, and see if I can be as lucky with the others here as I have been with you.”

      He nodded. “Yeah, alright. I can help you out on this floor. It’s the least I can do.”

      “Sorry, Marty,” I said. “No offense, but the dog on this floor I’m most worried about, I’m not sure you’d be much help with, but I’m happy to take you up on it anyway. Just not expecting much.”

      “What, you mean Lady?”

      I froze, a piece of chicken inches from my lips. That got my attention. “That bad?”

      “That bad, for you maybe. Remember that Fernando cat that got sent down here around the same time? He barely leaves his cell. She’s got him so scared he can barely function.”

      Guess that rules out the two of them working together. Not that I expected much.

      “What about a cat named Hans?”

      Marty shook his head. “Kept a low profile since he’s been down here. Mostly kept to himself, with those two ugly hairless cats he came in with.”

      I took a bite of the chicken, but I was a lot more interested now, so I kept my manners.

      “Hans and Fernando, they talk any?” I asked.

      He shrugged. “Not that I know of, but my dog pals in here don’t exactly cross paths with the cats. It’s not as bad as some other floors, but dogs and cats form factions down here, and stick to their own groups.”

      “Yeah, Saint would love that,” I said, shaking my head. “Except for he’d rather the dogs be slaves to the cats instead.”

      He chuckled. “Yeah, that sure sounds like Saint. That cat… wait a minute. Since when do you know Saint?”

      I put down my fork. He’s going to love this. “Guess I’m the bearer of bad news. Saint’s district representative over in Adria District now. Got eyes on the mayor's position when it opens up. Had a few encounters with the cat lately.”

      “Somebody’s gotta stop that cat,” he mumbled, looking down at his tray.

      “Yeah, sure. Why’d you think I was here in the first place? Obviously, someone powerful wanted me to be here. That powerful figure? It was Saint. You want to stop Saint? Sure, after that let’s go kick the moon out of the sky or uppercut Arc River. That fight’s been fought. I gave it my all. I lost, and so did everyone else who fought him with me. End of story. Case closed.” I slammed my paws down on the table, sending everyone’s eyes in my direction for a moment, but I lost their interest as soon as they realized there wasn’t a brawl coming.

      Marty leaned in close. “Not if I help you get out of here.”
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      Wouldn’t that be convenient? To run into the culprit responsible for the elaborate escape attempts this early, and to have their support. Something about this felt too good to be true, regardless. It’s true that Marty and I didn’t have a long-running feud like Rick and Mr. B did, but those two also seemed more… reasonable. Marty is the last dog I expected to let go of a grudge.

      “Ah, so are you the one responsible for the escape attempts I’ve been hearing about?” I asked. Should sound like an innocent enough question.

      “Me? Hah, no. Have you heard about some of the things they did? I’m flattered, Trigger, but I’m not nearly that smart.”

      He was right. Then again, neither was I. Whoever did this either worked in a tight group, or they were incredibly resourceful.

      “So, what’s the plan? Can you get me in touch with them if you know who they are?”

      He shook his head. “No, afraid not. I’ve got no clue. What I can do is watch your back while you work your magic. I’m a little rusty, but I was a bodyguard for Mr. B, so I should be qualified enough.”

      I doubted that. Maybe against most of the dogs and cats in this city. But was he as resourceful as Hans, clever as Fernando, and as strong as Lady? If I were a betting dog, I’d be betting on there being no chance, but if Mr. B chose him as a bodyguard out of all the potential candidates, it’s possible I was just selling him short.

      “Alright, I guess it wouldn’t hurt. Let me put in a request to the supervisor and let him know I need help with the maintenance. If we’re lucky, he’ll assign you to work with me.”

      “Who did they assign you a cell with?” he asked.

      I hadn’t even thought about that, and I guess Dan must’ve forgotten too.

      “Guess they’ll decide later, before the lights go out. Haven’t told me anything yet.”

      He nodded. “Good. See if you can get assigned to my cell too. It’ll be easier for me to monitor you if we keep getting lunch and maintenance together. We’ll figure out who’s behind the escape attempts and throw in with them.”

      Under any other circumstances, I wouldn’t even consider such a request. Marty was not the most promising of partners, and I struggled to believe he genuinely wanted to help deal with Saint, much less that he was sorry for trying to kill me. Or scare me, if he was to be believed.

      However, these weren’t normal circumstances. This was a suicide mission, and even long shots were going to be given a chance. Including really long shots, like this one. I’d just have to avoid turning my back to the dog when he had something sharp in his paw. Not that Marty was really a stab in the back kind of dog. Or a stabbing dog. Probably preferred his fists.

      “Alright, I’ll have a guard take me to meet the floor supervisor after we finish lunch and see what I can do. That’s as good a plan as any.”

      He tilted his head. “You seem to have an awful lot of free movement for a dog that just got transferred here today.”

      “Part of the maintenance job, I guess. Not like I asked for it, but I’ll take it,” I said. Guess he trusted me about as much as I trusted him and was already having doubts. Maybe that’s why he wanted to keep me close. To keep me from ruining something he was already in on, but it was still better to go about things this way. Keep your friends close and enemies closer, they say. Not that I had any friends I could keep close now.

      He took a bite of his lunch and nodded. And that was that. At least for now. I took advantage of the silence, finished my tray before depositing it in the dirty pile, and headed over to the guard by the door.

      “Trigger. Need to see the floor supervisor for my cell assignment. Just transferred in,” I said, hoping this wouldn’t be a lot of trouble.

      His expression gave nothing away. “Right, you need to report to the supervisor now. He’ll want to check in with how you’re adjusting to your new role here and assign you a cell. Follow me.”

      I followed him back through the administrative section, and into Dan’s office again, where he seemed surprised to see me.

      “Trigger? Didn’t we just talk about not coming here often unless it was extremely important?”

      I raised my paws in the air, surrendering. “Easy, Dan. First, I need a cell assignment. We neglected to do that earlier. Secondly—”

      “No, I didn’t forget,” he snapped. “I was going to check the openings and have a guard deliver your assigned cell to you later today. I can’t believe you came back here just for that.”

      “Second,” I continued. “I just met with one of the prime suspects, and he made me an interesting offer. He wanted me to see if I could have him assigned to maintenance together and to his cell.”

      Dan crossed his arms, leaning back in his chair and looking up at the ceiling. “That’s interesting… What do you think?”

      I sat in the chair in front of his desk. “Which part? You mean, do I think he’s telling the truth? I don’t know. Probably not. Any of this could mean anything. Surprising. Interesting. Whatever you want to call it. It’s that, but not useful. It’s not evidence, but I think it’s a good idea for me to go along with it.”

      “Even if it’s killing you in your sleep?” he asked, with apparently genuine concern.

      I shrugged. “What difference does it make? If he wants to kill me, he can corner me anywhere just as easy. No, if he wants to play this game, and it’s a trick, it’s all the same to me. We can only benefit. It buys me time, and there’s the potential we could use it against him.”

      I had to keep a steady stream of information fed to Dan, and for now I could be honest. I needed for him and the warden not to suspect me. As soon as they did, I’d get transferred to another floor, or back down to the bottom floor with no hope of ever getting out of here.

      Just the thought made my chest feel tight. Lily was on her way to get me some tea, and I climbed out of the window. I wondered how she felt after reading my note. I told her not to worry about me, that I might go away for a while and she’d be reading about it in the paper, but I had a good reason for doing it. I really hoped that was the truth, that I had a good reason for doing it. A reason, sure, but whether it was a good one was yet to be determined. Then there was whatever Kerdy had injected me with. I had broken ribs, and my paw was in pretty terrible shape, but by the time I got here… like it never happened. I was grateful, but also a little uneasy. Given the technology they had outside the city, she could have injected me with all kinds of crazy stuff. Too bad it didn’t give me super strength. Suddenly, I remembered the scuffle with Mr. Scumbag, how his face had looked after I punched it, and how I hadn’t felt his punches the way I’d expected to. Not super strength, but… something?

      “Alright, I suppose you’re right,” Dan said, interrupting my sudden barrage of thoughts. “I’ll assign you to be his cell buddy and move him to maintenance duty with you. I just hope you know what you’re doing.”

      “Dan, I’m not sure you’ve caught on yet, but I have absolutely no idea what I’m doing.”

      He rubbed his forehead with his paw, slowly exhaling as he did. “That makes two of us, Trigger, but at least there’ll be someone to share the blame with if we get more escape attempts.”

      I grinned. “Don’t get your hopes up. You’re still going to get all the blame if I mess this up. I’ll be too dead to share any of it. Probably shouldn’t forget that. You and I have a lot of shared interests right now.”

      Dan straightened a stack of papers against his desk, stapling them, and putting them in his desk drawer. “Yes, that’s a fair point. It’s done. I’ll have the guard outside escort you to your new arrangements and deliver another maintenance uniform. As for the tools, it should be obvious why you can’t keep those with you in the cell. You’ll have to report to the guard’s desk once the cell doors are unlocked in the morning.”

      “One key unlocks every cell door in the prison?” I asked, hoping I sounded innocent in asking.

      “Per floor, yes. Every floor has a unique key for the cells.”

      “Ah, I guess that makes sense. That’s why the warden has a reasonably small set of keys. One per floor, the elevator, and probably a couple of other things.”

      Dan slowly nodded and seemed to realize he’d said too much. “That’s right, but I’m not at liberty to go into detail about the other keys. That would be something to ask the warden, and I doubt he’d be happy to answer the question.”

      I smiled, shaking my head. “I wouldn’t be so sure of that. He told me all about how the elevators work, about the one floor mechanism for floor supervisor keys, and how the warden can go up all floors freely. I don’t think he cares what I know or don’t know. He’s not worried about what I’ll do with the information, probably because he knows there’s nothing I can do with it.”

      Dan’s eyes widened a bit. “He told you about the elevator? Well, sure, someone would have to be insane to steal the warden’s key, but I’m still surprised he told you like that.”

      I waved my paw. “Let’s try not to read too much into it. I’m sure it was some kind of mind game and I really couldn’t care less about his keys. I’ve got a job to do, and more than enough on my plate already to have time to worry about whatever game he’s playing.”

      “Too true. Speaking of which, you’d best get going. It won’t look good if you’re in here for too long.”

      “Thanks. I’ll be in touch,” I said.

      “I have instructed my guards to play along with any request you make to see me, so for the sake of not looking suspicious, please make them either private or convincing to the audience.”

      “I think I’ll manage.”

      Dan pressed the same button on his box as before. “Please escort Eight Eight Nine to his new cell arrangements and bring an extra set of overalls for his cellmate. They’ll be running maintenance together as of tomorrow. Make it clear there better be twice as much work for twice the workers.”

      “Yes, sir,” his voice said, and a moment later the same guard appeared from before.

      “This way, Eight Eight Nine.”

      I hated being called Eight Eight Nine. I think I liked it better when Kerdy called me a little dog, or an idiot, even.

      I didn’t answer, just followed along until we made it to the cell block, then to my new cell. I could see that Marty had been sleeping on the bottom bed, so I figured I’d be sleeping on the top. The guard threw my things down in the corner, along with the extra pair of overalls.

      My first thought was that I was going to regret this, but it was just another drop in the river of things I was probably going to regret. Time to stop worrying about it, and focus on staying alive, one day, one step at a time.
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      The more I worked with Marty, the more genuine he seemed to be, and the more confused I became. He was helping, that much was for sure, but was it me, or himself? Getting him in on the escape wasn’t part of the plan. At least not my plan. Not sure if it was part of Mr. B’s plan, since I messed up that part. I’d already gotten past what I knew for a fact I was supposed to do, and now we were well into playing it by ear territory.

      “Give me the wrench, would you? This one’s loose,” Marty said, standing on a small stool and looking at the top rail of one of the cell doors, extending his paw down to me.

      “Right,” I said, reaching into the toolbox and pulling out a wrench, handing it up to him.

      “Thanks.” He tightened for a moment, then handed the wrench back down.

      Give me a break. This had to be the most boring work I’d ever done, and I was doing it alongside Marty of all dogs. It was tough to look out for clues when you were having a hard time staying awake.

      “Any luck on your end? I haven’t found a doggone thing on mine. Everyone I ask, no matter how subtle, shuts up tight. I’m thinking anyone who isn’t in on it wants to be.”

      “Oh, well, who’s the detective now? I’ve got us a lead. They want us to come by their cell in a few hours and talk.”

      “Yeah, I bet they do,” I said. “You and I both know the cell area is empty. Everyone’s somewhere else. Lunch. The workroom. Somewhere.”

      He chuckled. “Yeah? And that’s their problem. Nothing odd about us being here, you know.”

      “Not worried about it being odd, Marty. Worried about it being a trap.”

      Marty narrowed his eyes at me, still standing on the stool, holding out his paw.

      “Oil, please. Anyway, you’re about as paranoid as a dog can get. Even if no one’s here, who’s going to mess with us? Surely they realize we can help. Who wants to stay in here, anyway? We’re all on the same side. They’re just careful is all.”

      Yeah, I sure hoped so. My gut was telling me this was going to go bad, but my brain said it was our only lead, and the brain wins this one.

      We continued working for a couple of more hours, had lunch, and then headed back to the cell block. Marty guided us to the contact he’d made, and I wasn’t at all surprised.

      “Hans, good to see you. Let me guess. You want to apologize,” I said, looking over my shoulder and in every direction. Was he really alone?

      “Yes, yes, Trigger, and no. I do not want to apologize, except for my failure to dispose of you when I had the opportunity, but I assume that was not the apology you were referring to. No, I wish only to make a deal. Come. Sit. I have tea.”

      Marty stepped forward, but I put my arm in front of him. “No, Hans, we’re not drinking your tea. Let’s just say your tea-making reputation precedes you.”

      He laughed, slapping the arm of his chair, pulled out from the tiny desk that sat in the back corner of his cell, and moved to the back center of the room. He still thought highly of himself, I guess, but it was odd. Without his strange clothes and sunglasses, he looked like any other cat. So generic I couldn’t have been sure who he was until he opened his mouth. He still had that signature dialect that I couldn’t quite place. Had to be his invention. The dogs and cats of the different districts all speak a little differently, and if you pay attention, you can make an educated guess, but that wasn’t Hans. Hans was a fictional story that he made up in his own head, that he forgot he was in a long time ago. The story was that he refused to work for Mr. B, but now that I had a better read of the situation, I’ll bet it was the other way around.

      “I’m wounded, detective. Truly, wounded. Once again, you snub my hospitality. Such a small amount of tea was I able to secure, and yet you push me away. That is not the way I was hoping to start out this business relationship.”

      “Let’s talk business, then we’ll talk tea. How about that? Need to make sure I’m more valuable to you alive than dead before I’m going to be less worried about the dead part,” I said.

      Marty nodded in agreement.

      “I’m the one responsible for the most recent escape attempt. The one with the explosive that closed off the ventilation shaft.”

      Marty and I exchanged glances, both hopeful this was the truth, but neither of us bought it.

      “Right,” Marty said, laughing. “And I’m your mother.”

      “That’s rude of you to say to the cat who will be the one to get us out of this place. Now, please, tea.”

      I shook my head. “We’re not drinking your doggone tea, Hans. How about this? You tell us how you made the bomb. I’m really curious. What were the ingredients? How did you get them? Who was working with you?”

      “Oh ho ho,” he said, reaching over and slapping the desk to his left. “If you keep asking questions like that, I’ll need to consult my lawyer. It sounds to me like you’re an informant.”

      I gritted my teeth. Of course, that’s what it looked like to everyone. Why else would a dog who just showed up be asking all these questions and working a gravy assignment like maintenance? It couldn’t be more obvious if I’d worn a name tag that outright said I was an ACPD informant. Big bold letters. Gold, maybe something to make it sparkle in the right lighting. What a joke. Fat chance the double agent argument would work, even if that was the truth. Denial was the only choice, or maybe redirecting the suspicion back to him.

      If that was even necessary. I glanced over to Marty. He didn’t seem phased. I knew he had to be suspicious, or worse, but he sure wasn’t showing it right now.

      “Cut the nonsense, Hans. I’ll tell you why you don’t know what was in the bomb. It’s because you didn’t make it. You had nothing to do with any of it. You just wanted to lure us here because you’ve been dreaming of the chance to put me in the dirt since the Grand Gobbler business. Hey, while we’re on that topic, why don’t you explain a few things to me about that.”

      He smiled. “Alright. You win. I hired multiple parties to increase my odds of success, then when more than one appeared to be on the path of success, I cut out the most problematic parties.”

      “Did you hire Lady to kill Kerdy?” I asked. Truth be told, I was confused about this part the most, given their history.

      He burst into laughter. “Oh goodness me, no. I told Lady where she was, and she insisted on visiting her for reasons she wouldn’t reveal. I sent one of my students, you remember the ones, to first set a trap and then to finish her off while she was wounded. Didn’t you notice the wounds when you came to my temple?”

      “Yeah, I noticed, but I failed to put it together properly,” I admitted.

      “Well, aren’t you becoming humble? Then you’ve realized that it didn’t go as planned. Lady survived, wounded my student, then escaped. Foolishly, she came back to my temple for revenge. You were there, you saw this occur.”

      “I’d argue the fool was you for underestimating her, but go on,” Marty said. Wonderful work, Marty. Keep antagonizing his ego. It’s his weak spot.

      He clenched his teeth, noticeably irritated. “Fine. Yes. Foolish on my part. For underestimating Lady, and for underestimating you.”

      “One more question, Hans. This one is killing me,” I said.

      “If only that were true, Trigger. Let’s hear it.”

      “Why hasn’t Lady come after you down here yet? I’ve heard she’s on this floor.”

      “Curious, isn’t it?” He smiled, tapping his paw against his chin. “When she first arrived, I hid in my cell. I was certain she’d walk straight here and snap my neck. The warden seemed certain of it too. He even gave her a cell on the same row as mine. It would have been so easy, but she…” He paused.

      “Ignored you like you didn’t exist, right?” I asked, trying to contain my smile.

      “Yes! She ignored me, like I didn’t exist. After a while, it got to be too much, and I even shouted to her, but she continued to pretend she couldn’t hear.”

      “The ultimate punishment for a self-important cat like you,” Marty said, digging deep on those insults. He was following my lead flawlessly. Maybe I’d underestimated him too. Either way, he seemed to be a pretty darn good sidekick.

      “Yes, right. Glad to see you’re enjoying yourselves. Lately, however, I haven’t seen her around here at all. It also seems odd to me she’s one of only two female prisoners on this floor. The female prisoners have their own floor further up, so why is she here? The other female prisoner on this floor, I do not know about. She’s kept in her own little area. I’ve heard she’s ancient.”

      Wasn’t really interested in the other female prisoner, but that was a good question. The warden must have thought she’d be too much of a danger to the other female prisoners. Or, more likely, he just really wanted to give her the opportunity to kick Hans around a bit. On the female floor she’d be less hindered because she didn’t know anyone, and no one knew her. Here, she at least had Hans and his bodyguards to worry about. Those bodyguards… I still felt uneasy. Why weren’t they here? Where were they? Maybe Lady could handle them, but Marty and I would have trouble, especially if Hans got off his rear end and helped.

      “Guessing it was to keep you both occupied,” I said, honestly.

      “Oh, nothing ever happens by accident, detective. Nothing at all. No accidents. Never. It must be my devotion to the spirit of fortune that I was gifted with this strange gift. I didn’t know what this gift was, not until today, but now I see that fortune has smiled on me yet again. Why else would Lady choose not to attack me?”

      Marty and I looked at one another. Here comes the strange.

      “Pretty sure Trigger just gave you a few explanations,” Marty said. “Besides, we ain’t got all day. You convince Trigger that you’re being straight with us, and you’ll convince me too. It’s that easy. So, how about you answer the question,” Marty said, cracking his knuckles. So much for following my lead, but maybe I needed to follow his on this one. This meeting was really starting to stink. He was stalling, and we let ourselves be stalled for too long.

      “Let’s go, Marty. This is a waste of time. Guess he’s been ignored too long and just wanted someone else to rant to. Let him find someone else.”

      “Oh, I think an audience of four is plenty, don’t you?” Hans said, rising to his feet.

      Great. Why can’t I be wrong, just once?

      “Yes, four should be enough,” two voices came from behind us, almost simultaneously. Where had they been? Didn’t matter now. They were here, and I should have gotten us out of here sooner. Now, it was too late. Three cats against two dogs, and the cats knew funky martial arts.

      “This time, Trigger,” Hans said, rubbing his paws together, smiling widely. “There won’t be any Lady coming to your rescue.”

      “You sure about that, Hans? I cut a deal with Marty. Maybe I cut a deal with her too, and she’s waiting around the corner.”

      “Hah! Enough of your tricks, detective. Lee. Lou. Kill them!” he shouted. All three advanced toward us. Lee and Lou from behind, Hans from the front, and no way out of this cell except through them. This just kept getting better and better.
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      Lucky for Marty and I, we’d both been expecting this from the start, or at least knew it was a possibility. I probably counted on it being more of a possibility than Marty.

      “What do you think, Trigger? Two on three. I just hate how unfair it is.”

      “Oh, boo hoo,” Hans said, rubbing his paws together.

      “For you,” Marty finished, pointing at Hans. “See if you can stay on your feet for a couple of minutes, Trigger, while I take care of this big mouth. Only ever let one target escape, and I won’t let it happen again.”

      Hey, at least I knew the target he was talking about.

      Lou or… Lee? I had no idea which cat was which. They were twins, and they both looked as ugly as a burned piece of wrinkled fish. Lady made quick work of them, but I was sure I couldn’t. But, one thing I was even more sure of, is that it wouldn’t be from lack of trying.

      One twin made a grab for my arm, but I stepped back, leaving him with air. He seemed surprised. I didn’t remember them being this slow before. Prison life must not have been good to them. I stepped back into a punch, which he tried to dodge. He was unsuccessful, and I caught him across the jaw, sending him staggering backward. His brother stepped in and caught him to prevent him from falling.

      “I see someone’s been training!” the unpunched cat shouted.

      “I think you’ve just gotten slower. Come on. Surely you can do better than that,” I said, putting my fists back up again with a grin. Maybe it was watching Kerdy, Brutus, Fire Claws, and other skilled fighters in action so long, that maybe I’d picked up a thing or two from them.

      I wanted to look over my shoulder, to see what was happening with all the commotion behind me, but that would be asking for a one-hit kind of cheap shot.

      They both came in this time, one from the left, one from the right. Cat from the right came in with a knee, the one from the left with a hook on a quick trip to my jaw. No way I could dodge both attacks. This wasn’t right. Why were they slower? Noticeably slower. You don’t get rusty that quick, and I hadn’t exactly been training hard since the last time I met them.

      I blocked the hook but caught the knee to my ribs. It knocked out a bit of my breath. I stayed standing, grabbing onto his leg from behind his knee and lunging forward in a headbutt. It caught him in the nose, and he started bleeding on the floor.

      “What is this? Some kind of joke? How is he doing that?” one brother said to the other. Okay, so it wasn’t just me. Whatever was happening, I wasn’t about to complain. It had better keep happening or Marty and I were dead meat if we weren’t already.

      They were quick to recover, coming at me again with another simultaneous attack, one making a spinning sweep with his legs, and the other falling into an elbow that I assumed would hit me when I landed exactly where I was supposed to. Despite them being slower than usual, the sweep still caught, and I landed on my back, hard, on the concrete floor. Even my head bounced, but I didn’t lose consciousness. I glimpsed Marty and Hans when I fell. Marty’s face had been rearranged thoroughly, but he’d just gotten a hold on Hans he couldn’t fight out of, and Marty was squeezing him hard in a tight hug.

      The elbow caught me in the gut, but I’d expected it, so I’d tensed my stomach, hoping to lessen the blow. I gasped as he connected, blowing out the air that was in my lungs, and followed Marty’s lead by grabbing him before he could get back to his feet. I wrapped my paw under one of his arms, and around his neck, clasping my paws together in front of him. I squeezed with everything in me. He grunted, and I could feel crunching and popping beneath my arms.

      “Get—” he gasped again. “Get him off me, brother!”

      The other cat scrambled to the floor, trying to pry my arms off his brother, but without success. I could feel him fighting less and less the longer I squeezed. He was about to go to sleep, and it would just be me and whichever ugly brother was left. He jumped to his feet and started kicking me in the back, the head, the arms. Wherever he could land blows. Eventually, they took their toll, and I had to get to my feet.

      Marty had just lost his grip on Hans, who had kept hitting him the whole time. Marty’s attack had left him hurting and took all his previous enthusiasm and extinguished it. Like water on a fire.

      “Hey!” a shout came from outside the cell, as several guards rushed in and began pulling us apart.

      Having been a cop, I knew this game well. The first one to speak up had an enormous advantage over the one who spoke next. Whoever framed the events first was the winner, more often than not. I snapped at the chance.

      “We were working on their cell door, and they asked us to come back later. Maybe we should’ve, but we were afraid we’d forget, so we insisted on doing it now. Argument just escalated. I guess you could say we started it, but they didn’t have to attack us.”

      Hans opened his mouth, but Marty cut him off. “Yeah, officer. This is our job. Supervisor said we better get enough work done, or he’d stick one of us back to tying knots in the rope room. We didn’t want any trouble. Honest!”

      The officer looked to Hans and the two brothers.

      Checkmate, idiots. What are they supposed to say? That they invited us here, claiming they were the ones trying to escape?

      The three of them stood silently. If any of them could come up with something to say, it was Hans, but he was at a loss for once.

      “Nothing to say for yourselves, huh?” the officer said. “Alright, then the three of you can pull all day duty in the rope room tomorrow. Oh, and you’re sleeping in the cool down cell tonight. A nap on the cold floor ought to make you thankful the supervisor even allows prisoners to maintain the floor at all. Maybe I’ll talk to the supervisor about sending you down a level.”

      Hans dropped to his knees and nodded for the other two to do the same. “Sorry, we must have misunderstood why they were here. We thought they were lying because they’re both new. We thought they were going to steal our belongings. Now we see we’ve made a mistake, and they were telling the truth. Please, accept our apologies. We would not dare disrespect Floor Supervisor Dan, who treats us far better than we deserve.”

      That got to him. Why was he this terrified to go down a floor below?

      Oh, right. Mr. B. Except I’d take my chances with Mr. B over Lady any day. It really must be true that she’s been ignoring them. Why? I was forming a theory at least.

      “Alright, that’s enough. Stop that and get up. Apologize to these two, and I might put in a good word to the supervisor for you. Still gotta report all this anyway, and all of you have to see the nurse right now.” His eyes lingered on me for a moment. “What did you do, sit most of it out? You’ve barely got a scratch on you.”

      “My one and only talent in life is avoiding getting killed, officer. Sad to say. I stink at pretty much everything else,” I said.

      He laughed. “Yeah, well, keep this up and even that kind of luck won’t keep you going for long.” A second, far more intimidating guard stepped beside him. “Alright, troublemakers, to the nurse’s station. You make one wrong move on the way there and you’ll get to hear her scold me for adding to her workload. That clear?”

      “Yes, sir,” I said, followed by the others.

      No one spoke, or even looked at one another the entire way there, the entire time we were being treated, and after they released us. Hans learned his lesson, I hoped, but this was problematic. If it was one of my old friends orchestrating the escape attempts, it had to be one of the hermits, either Fernando or Lady. What was my dough on? Definitely Lady. Unless one of the escape attempts was to impress the guards with historical knowledge or to give them art world advice, which wasn’t the case.

      Before I made it two steps out of the nurse’s office, a guard grabbed me by the arm. “Sorry, Eight Eight Nine. The supervisor wants to speak to you about today’s incident. Don’t keep him waiting.”

      Now who was the one calling too many meetings?

      I walked with the guard back to Dan’s office, which I was learning the way to and from by heart. Stepping inside, it surprised me to see him pacing back and forth behind his desk. When I walked in, he frantically shooed the guard out. He eagerly waited for the door to close, and when it did, he lit into me.

      “What are you thinking?” he shouted, shaking his fists as he paced. “You’re supposed to be solving problems down here, not creating a sack of new ones!”

      “Dan, I—”

      “I’m warning you, you better run through all those excuses in your head and pick the best one before you open your mouth. I’m of a mind to call the warden and tell him you were clearly the wrong dog for the job. What am I supposed to do, assign guards to patrol the cell areas when no one is supposed to be there anyway? I don’t have the personnel for that. I’m stretched thin already with all the additional inspections I added to the guards. They’re working overtime. Most of them aren’t sleeping well. Are you part of the problem, or are you part of the solution?” He paused, jabbing his paw into the air violently in my direction. “Hmm?”

      “Dan, I—”

      “Floor Supervisor, or Floor Supervisor Dan when I’m this angry, Eight Eight Nine.”

      It really boiled my blood to be called Eight Eight Nine. I’d rather my name be ‘Dog Meat’ instead. At least that would make me sound like a mean, one-eyed mobster. Eight Eight Nine made me sound like a serial number on the back of a radio. I liked Dan until this moment. Now? I’d like to sock him one right in the kisser and see how that ‘Eight Eight Nine’ rolls out of his mouth the next time.

      “Floor Supervisor, I went there because we had a lead on the ones organizing the escape attempts. Hans claimed it was him. Even confessed when we went down there before—”

      “Aha! You have my apologies. My deepest, sincerest apologies, detective. If I’d known you’d already wrapped this thing up so quickly, I would have been shaking your paw and pouring you a drink the moment you walked through that door. Forgive me for being so on-edge lately. I just—”

      “Dan!” I shouted, cutting him off. “Doggone it, let me finish. He got caught up in his lie, and we realized it was just a trick to get us down there for an ambush. It’s not ideal, but it narrows down the list of most likely suspects further.”

      Dan stared at me, his expression so blank and defeated that I almost pitied him again. Sheesh, this dog was more overworked and underpaid than I was. Nah, who was I kidding? No one was that overworked and underpaid.

      He pointed his paw at me, and began shaking it, clenching his teeth. He paced again, three more trips back and forth behind his desk, before he’d finally calmed himself down enough to speak again.

      “Trigger, if something like this happens every time you narrow down a suspect, I’m afraid I won’t be alive to appreciate your work. My heart’s going to give out if this place gets any more disorderly. So how about you do me and you both a favor, and learn some subtlety, eh Trigger?”

      “How about you do me and you both a favor, pal, and let me do my job? You want this solved overnight? Go ahead! Solve it. What am I down here for? Clearly my methods aren’t up to your standards, so bring the better dog or cat in here to replace me. Go ahead. I’ll wait.”

      I crossed my arms and tapped my foot.

      I thought for sure Dan would blow his top, but after a few seconds of clenching his teeth, his fists, and shaking, he just laughed, flopped down into his chair, and covered his face with his paws. He slid his paws down his face, sighing while stretching his massive amount of loose skin so far I thought his eyes might fall out.

      “Detective, this job’s going to be the death of me. You have any idea what that feels like?”

      I grinned, rubbing the top of my head, suddenly wishing more than ever I had my hat back. “Dan… there are no words to express just how much of that feeling I know.”
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      Marty and I, in no hurry to get into another brawl, continued with the normal maintenance routine and minded our own business. Wanted to at least give the swelling and cuts on Marty’s face time to go down, and a few weeks seemed to suffice for that. Fernando, either by accident or by design, avoided us entirely during this time. No word of Lady, and no sight of her either. It was as though she wasn’t here at all, and no one seemed to know anything about her. Something had clearly happened since the last time I spoke to Dan, but I didn’t want to rush things. I’m sure if she’d escaped somehow, he’d have brought me in to tell me about it. She was somewhere here, on this floor, and that would have to be enough for now.

      “Say, Trigger…” Marty said, with hesitation in his voice.

      “Yeah, what is it?” I asked, pulling the cell door back and forth, trying to clear debris from the track.

      “You been working out or something? No offense, but I don’t remember you being that good in a scrap before.”

      “Not sure I’d admit that Marty, considering the shape we both found ourselves in when we went at it before.”

      He paused, gathering his words. “Yeah, but that was different. You used some pretty smooth tricks, like with that letter opener. Took advantage of the environment. You didn’t go toe-to-toe just straight out, the way you did with those cats. Those cats weren’t pushovers either.”

      “Not sure what to tell you, Marty. I’m a lucky dog. Somehow always get out of situations I shouldn’t. You know that. Not like I did much damage to them either. Maybe they really are pushovers.”

      “Yeah, I guess so…” he said, rummaging through the toolbox.

      He was right, of course. More than ever, I was convinced the thing Kerdy injected me with was causing this. Painkillers without side-effects? That would explain a lot. Maybe it helped heal wounds faster and has a longer-term pain dulling effect. I wished the cat was here to ask, but she wasn’t, and odds were good I wouldn’t see her again any time soon.

      “If I had to guess, it’s probably plain old experience. Bet you learned a thing or two being Mr. B’s bodyguard.”

      He chuckled. “Yeah.” He paused, still smiling, apparently digging through old memories. “Say, did you hear about the time one of Mr. B’s top cats tried to have him assassinated while he was watching a play? Friend of Saint’s actually. Explains a lot now in hindsight, I guess. Always suspected he might’ve been in on it, but the boss wouldn’t hear it.”

      “Gotta be honest with you, Marty. I stayed as far away from Adria and anything related to Mr. B until I was shoved into the middle of it all. I barely read the papers.”

      Guess I should’ve said I knew about it, because his face lit up with joy when I said I didn’t. He took it as a go ahead to tell the story.

      “So, Mr. B wanted to see this play. Romance tragedy kind of thing. Said the lead cat reminded him of his mother when she was young. Couple has a kitten, husband dies, she struggles to raise him by herself. One of the first plays in Adria with an actual cat as a lead. Anyway, not important. So, we—”

      I held up my paw. “Sorry to detour your story, Marty, but I’m not convinced that part isn’t important. What else do you know about the play, that interested him so much?”

      He narrowed his eyes, frustrated I’d interrupted. “Well, I don’t remember much. Mr. B’s father died in that recycling plant, and they just threw him in the incinerator. Not even a proper burial. His mom tried to raise him by herself. Impossible for a cat in Black District. You know that. She almost pulled it off by ripping off the same recycling plant after her husband’s death, stealing scrap. Problem is she got caught, and… also keep in mind that this is all second-paw information. Not like he sat me down and told me all this. Could all be made up.”

      I shook my head. “Can’t be all made up if he was interested in that play. What else?”

      “So, me and a couple of the bodyguards, we notice something fishy with—”

      I waved both paws. “No, Marty, with the play. What else do you know about the play, or Mr. B’s mother? Where is she now?”

      He shrugged. “Prison after she got caught. Now, the grave, I guess.”

      “What do you mean, you ‘guess’? Couldn’t Mr. B get his own mother out of prison after he made it big, or did he just not care enough to bother?”

      Marty sighed, slamming the wrench he’d just picked up back down into the toolbox. “No, Trigger, he tried. Dame was nowhere to be found. We figure she must’ve died down here. They weren’t exactly known for their gentle treatment of cats at that time, you know. You see a lot of old cats around here?”

      “I see a lot of cats. Mostly cats, but yeah, now that you mention it. Not a lot of old ones.”

      “So yeah, he tried, couldn’t find her. One thing that pushed him to fight for cats’ rights here in the city. Rest is history. Look, you want to hear the actual story or not?”

      I nodded. It’s not like Marty had the patience or the insight to understand why I even cared about the play. If I asked him about it again, we might end up in another fight to the death, if the look in his eyes was any sign of where his mood was going. “Sorry. Detective’s instinct. Gotta ask the questions when they pop in my head or it’s a distraction. Please continue.”

      He sighed, pulling the wrench back out and tightening bolts along the rail as he told his story. “What was I saying? Right, fishy. It all started when there was this one couple that swapped out seats with another at the beginning. No big deal? That’s what some of the others thought, but it just stuck with me, kind of like that detective’s instinct you were talking about.”

      I continued moving ahead of him, brushing out debris from the tracks and dripping several drops of oil each time. It had become almost mechanical at this point. “I’d have noted that too, since I’ve done it myself to get closer to a target before.”

      “That’s not all, though. You know what the biggest problem was to me, out of the whole thing?”

      “What’s that?”

      “The dame. She was clearly out of his league. Really stuck in my rib. Couldn’t let it go. Me and one of the other dogs kept watching them. Kept looking over their shoulders at the boss, so I moved down a few rows to put myself in between.”

      I nodded along. This made me so glad that Marty and I weren’t friends before. I bet he told these stories all the time. They probably told them to each other daily. Then again, it wasn’t much different from when I was a police lieutenant. Same stories go around the office, about this or that big arrest, or how one of your buddies cracked the case of the decade. The stakes went up every time it was told. One guy in a dark alley became three. One black eye became three busted ribs and a broken leg. One lucky punk became the brains behind the local criminal enterprise of the day. Sheesh.

      “Right. Good thinking,” I said.

      “I can’t tell if you’re being sarcastic or not, Trigger, but yeah, turned out to be good thinking. I heard a commotion back behind me. Someone jumped the boss with a knife, and the two cats next to him tackled the dog onto the ground and were rolling around. Well, in the middle of all this commotion, these two jump up and come up behind everyone. All their backs turned, including the boss’s. And—”

      “Let me guess, you came up behind them, slapped them both around, and got a toast on top of the money piles in your honor.”

      “Hah!” That got a big laugh out of him? Marty really was full of surprises. “Not quite, Trigger. More like I got poked full of holes by the wannabe assassins, almost bled out, got put in the hospital, and my only visit for three days was the more experienced bodyguard who recommended me coming by to yell at me for wandering off in the first place.”

      “Doesn’t sound like much of a happy ending, Marty. Your stories are a real downer,” I said, grinning.

      “So, this your story now? You want to finish it for me?”

      “If you’re telling me there’s more, I definitely want to hear it.”

      “Mr. B came by the day I got released, and said the previous head of his security, same cat that came by and scolded me, was out, and that he was putting me in the opening.”

      I wasn’t sure how I was supposed to break it to Marty that him becoming head of security to the biggest criminal in the city didn’t exactly moisten my eyes. Guess it could have been worse, though. He could’ve been working for Saint. Maybe I should be happy he threw in with the lesser of two evils. Just wish I could’ve seen into the future, and not put my hide on the line the way I did, only to have to go back on all of it and undo everything later.

      What was I thinking? Now my thoughts were sounding like Rick’s speeches. Mr. B was a scumbag, and he deserved to be in here. This situation with Saint didn’t change any of that, and it didn’t erase any of the things Mr. B had done. I liked nothing about this, and now it seemed Marty was along for the ride. One dog that tried to kill me, and one of the closest to success, was now on the roster for our big escape effort. How nice. Did this city want to chew me up even more before it finally spat me into the Arc River to wash away? Maybe I should’ve thrown myself in when I had the chance. Saved Arc City the trouble.

      “Hey, Trigger, you still here? Am I talking to the doggone wall, or what?”

      I shook my head side-to-side, flapping my lips as I did, trying to snap myself out of the well of cynicism I always fell into and had to crawl back out of repeatedly.

      “No, Marty, sorry. Just got a lot on my mind. Sounds like you’ve really got a knack for security, so I’m glad to have you on my side in here. Beats you trying to kill me. Opposite of that. Trying to keep me from getting killed. Who would’ve thought? Almost like big, strange joke, isn’t it?”

      He laughed, grunting as he tightened the last bolt on the row we’d been working on. “Well, I guess so. Once we’re out of here, maybe I can come work for you. You got any openings?”

      I genuinely considered his offer for a moment. Having a dog like Marty on the payroll wasn’t a half bad idea, if I allowed myself to be honest about it for a moment. Only a couple of problems. One was that I didn’t have any money to pay the dog with. Two is that I was going to be out of this business so doggone fast it would make his head spin. This was it. Last job I was ever going to take. Didn’t matter that it was for Mr. B, my previous nemesis. Didn’t matter at all. End of story.

      “Look, if Petey offers you sanctuary in the Black District, you can make me an offer on my office. You can be Black District’s newest PI, and I’ll go read a book and sip lemonade. If you ask me, you’re better suited for the work than I am. But for now, for this one job, let’s just say you’re officially hired for the case… partner. But first, we need to get out of here, and I think it’s high time we go knocking on the door of our next appointment.”

      Marty cracked his knuckles, grinning from ear to ear at the thought of another violent encounter. “Whatever you say, boss,” he said.
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      Tracking down Fernando was as difficult as the first time. The cat was sneaky and always planned. It was clear by now that I wouldn’t be able to find Lady on my own. No one wanted to talk about her, and no one cared. They didn’t know her the way I did. They didn’t know what she’d done on the surface, and they didn’t know her origins. She was just another dog to them. Maybe that was the plan. Lie low. Bide her time. Be just another dog. Escape. Fernando was from the city. He had a reputation that preceded him going into this prison. He could try to hide, but he couldn’t do it forever. What surprised me wasn’t the fact that we’d eventually meet. What surprised me was the fact he came to us first.

      As Marty and I were about to dig into lunch, a tray sat down next to mine, and across from Marty, who eyed the cat with intent. Seemed Marty recognized him. They’d worked for Mr. B, but it was very different work.

      “Well, hello there Fernando. Fancy meeting you in a place like this. You been here long?” Marty asked, putting on a grin.

      “Right, funny as always, Marty. I’ve been busy, and I’ve had better things to do than sit down and chat with two bad luck charms like you,” he said, pushing up his glasses.

      “What am I, chopped liver?” I asked.

      “I wouldn’t want to have anything to do with you, even if you were, detective. And I like chopped liver. You have the face I wanted to see least of all.”

      “Wow, I’m honored. Wanted to see me even less than Lady, huh? Not buying that,” I said, shoving a spoonful of potatoes into my mouth.

      “Hah! Right you are,” he said, waving his spoon in front of him to punctuate the point. “You’ve already given out one beating, and I’d rather not be the recipient of the second. Why do you think I showed myself in the middle of the cafeteria like this?”

      Marty tapped his chin and nodded, impressed. “Yeah, good move. I’ll give you that.”

      “Yeah, except that was self-defense, Marty. Let’s not make it out to be something it isn’t. Fernando is going to see through the obvious stuff anyway,” I said.

      “Well, thank you for the vote of confidence, Trigger, but could you please tell me why you are drawing so much attention to me over the past couple of weeks? I preferred being out of as many mouths and ears as possible, and you two compromised that,” he said, pushing his glasses up again.

      “Right. What do you know about the escape attempts?” I asked, skipping straight to the point. I knew Fernando had a tendency to get side-tracked, and I wasn’t about to feed it.

      “Who are you, the new warden?” Fernando asked. “As much as you do. No more. No less. I’m afraid I’d prefer a sounder strategy than something so short-sighted. Not that I don’t admire their ingenuity. I mean, I know you heard about the bomb. Truly impressive. Not even I could have expected that. Not a small detonation, either, mind you, but nearly collapsing in the entire ventilation.”

      “Yeah, Fernando, we know,” I said. He was already pushing my patience to the limit, and we’d only been talking a few minutes. Fernando wasn’t the only cat I’d met in this city who could turn a ten second statement into a ten-minute speech, but he was definitely one of the best at it. “What else do you know? Any idea who was responsible?”

      “Why would I know? Didn’t I just tell you I know what you know?”

      “Yeah, you said that, but unless you picked up the ability to read minds while you’ve been in here, you don’t know what we know any more than we know what you know. Now cut the crap and give it to us straight. You never know. We might just be able to help one another. After all, we’re all on the same side in here. Isn’t that why Lady hasn’t come after you or Hans? Hans had too big of an ego to realize it, but he’s not quite the clever cat you are. Surely you see it more clearly.”

      This got his attention. He had no small ego either, after all. He brushed back his whiskers and cleared his throat.

      “Well, I see you are as observant as ever. Yes, I believe Lady and I realized that, and so there was a silent truce between us. I see that you and Marty are working together, despite the things I’d heard about your previous meeting, so I can only assume that the two of you will honor a truce as well.”

      “Something like that,” Marty said. “So how about you be a pal too and tell us your angle? You’ve obviously been up to something.”

      Fernando sighed, delicately placing his fork into the meat on his plate, carefully slicing it with his dulled knife. “Very well. Since it’s clear you aren’t stalking me in order to brutalize me the way you did to Hans and his two proteges, I’ll cooperate. My plan is as simple as it is complex.”

      “That doesn’t even make any sense…” I said. “But go on.”

      “I am in contact with the administration to offer my services to the authorities of Arc City in exchange for my freedom. After all, who knows more than I about the high-value underworld? Things like art, jewelry, historical pieces. No one in the city is more qualified than I am to identify these pieces, and even steer the ACPD toward likely locations, and likely culprits.”

      It surprised me. This wasn’t the answer I was expecting, but maybe it should have been. I believed the cat. This was a much better way to leave the prison than violent escape. Not to mention the likelihood of being caught after something like that being extremely high without someone to give you sanctuary, like I knew Petey would for us. Fernando couldn’t count on that. He had the patience to wait, and he had skills and experience the ACPD might be interested in. Huh. Another dead end.

      “Well… alright,” I said.

      “Is that it? Seriously?” Fernando asked, rubbing his forehead with his paw. “You hunted me down for weeks just for this?”

      “Oh, shove it, Fernando,” I said, suddenly remembering why I disliked the cat. “You mean you ran from us for weeks. You’re the one who dragged this out, not us.”

      “Fine. So am I free to go, detective? The question is rhetorical,” he said, pushing his glasses up his nose again. I swear, he must keep them loose just so he can do that over and over…

      “Just one more thing, if you don’t mind.”

      He clenched his teeth but nodded. “Alright. Last question.”

      “What do you know about the two female prisoners here?” I asked.

      “Isn’t that two questions?” he asked.

      I looked to Marty. “Pretty sure I only said one sentence, so only one question mark at the end. Besides, he just traded one with us so even if it was two, we just evened out to one again.”

      Fernando glared at me. “That doesn’t… You know what, fine. As it just so happens, I know far more than two brutes like yourselves, even in this place. While you two go around beating information out of every dog and cat you see, I listen. You’d be surprised how much you can overhear when you’re studying those around you and learning by more civil means.”

      I tapped my paw on the table, glancing to Marty, who was already doing the same. “Right, okay, Scholar of Arc City Prison. I thought you were in a hurry to leave, and now it sounds like you’re presenting yourself with an award. Can you just answer the question?”

      “Why must you be so rude, Trigger? I don’t owe you any kind of answer, and besides, I came to you. Remember?”

      “Yes, Fernando, I remember. You walked over here five minutes ago. My memory isn’t that bad,” I said, suppressing every urge to stand up and punch him out. I’d wanted to ever since he got that poor girl, Constance, killed and laughed about it. He deserved a lot more than a punching, but I’d be satisfied with that for the moment at least. I swear, if he says one more thing, I might change my mind about the whole suppressing thing and take my chances with Dan.

      “Well, one of the female prisoners is Lady. The other is a scruffy old cat from your district. Reminds me a little of that mangy kitten I sent to delivery you that letter. What was her name again?”

      I jumped to my feet and picked him up by the collar, slamming him down on the table. His eyes were wide, but it had to be the reaction he expected.

      “Her name was Constance, and she deserved to live more than you do, you rotten piece of dirt,” I said, socking him one in the face.

      “Guards!” he shouted, holding up his paws to show he wasn’t fighting back, blood pouring from his nose. “Help!”

      Marty ran around the table behind me, trying to pull me off. It took everything he had, and I got one more good hit in before he got me away.

      “She was just a young girl, Fernando. You’re the lowest of the low. Let go of me, Marty! I’m going to show this scumbag what he’s got coming.” I growled and snarled, dragging Marty forward with me a few steps.

      “Trigger, stop. Come on, pal. He ain’t worth it!” Marty pleaded, wrapping his arm around my neck, pulling me back again.

      Several guards rushed into the room, piling on top of me. Point to Fernando. He knew exactly what he was doing, the little sneak. Knew my weakness and poked at it until he got what he wanted, but I got what I wanted too. He’s a smart cat, but only thinks about himself. Didn’t even realize the gem he gave away there at the end, but I did.

      The guards dragged me away, separated me from Marty, and gave me a beating. Guess that’s how it was in here. Couldn’t tell a difference between the inmates and the guards half the time. Well worth it, though, if you asked me. I’d offer to take ten more beatings for one more punch to Fernando’s face if they’d be willing to bargain for it.

      Once they had their fill, they dragged me down the familiar route to the office of a certain floor supervisor, who, guessing by the look on his face, had already been briefed on what had just taken place.

      The guard sat me down in the chair in front of him and added shackles. Great power play on their part. Wanted to remind me of my status here. Make sure I knew who was the prisoner and who ran the show. Thing is, I don’t even think they knew the half of it anymore. We fail with our goal here, and they’ll still be answering to the ACPD… but the ACPD will answer to Saint. There won’t be a single dog or cat in here that Saint doesn’t want in here. This will become a dog only prison, filled with anyone who disagrees with Saint’s ultimate utopian world. Just the thought of it sent a chill down my spine and made me wish for just a moment that I’d exercised just a little more self-control and hadn’t lost my temper. It wasn’t worth jeopardizing my last chance to stop Saint.

      I had to talk my way out of the hole I’d dug myself into.

      Dan rose to his feet, took a deep breath, and walked around his desk. He stood directly in front of me, and leaned forward, nearly touching his nose to mine.

      I was not looking forward to this.
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      “You’re lucky the warden seems to have faith in you, Trigger. Very lucky,” Dan said, half spitting the words onto my face as he growled them out. Regardless of how much he cowered when the warden was in the room, Dan certainly didn’t deter to anyone else that way. Guess that should be a warning to me about not underestimating the warden. Noted.

      “The information I got outweighs the cost… Floor Supervisor Dan,” I said, keeping to myself the fact that I would’ve gotten the information whether I lost my temper or not.

      The problem is now I was getting so deep that I had to be cautious, and carefully choose the information I would reveal, and the information I hid. Thing is, I wasn’t even sure myself who the old female cat was on this floor. I could only speculate. That gave me plenty of reason not to reveal it yet, and plenty of excuse if asked later. Lady, on the other paw… the information was obvious, but I didn’t have to let on that I knew that. I could also actively lie, but that could get me into even more trouble. Lying through omission was my best bet here. What they don’t know won’t hurt them… but it could hurt me. If I wasn’t careful, that is. Darn. Too much riding on this. Making me second-guess myself too much.

      Dan stood up straight, staring down at me along his snout. “Oh, right. I somehow knew you would say that. I’ll tell you the same thing I told you before. Think about your excuses clearly before you choose the one to let out of your mouth. Even the warden is losing his patience with our efforts, and he’s got outside pressure breathing down his neck too. They’re not happy, so the warden’s not happy, so I’m not happy… so guess who else is about to not be happy.”

      “Me… Alright, you’ve made your point.”

      Dan sighed, shrugging his shoulders, and walked away, sitting down at his desk. “Trigger, I’m pleading with you here. You came highly recommended. Can you please, for once, show me why that is?”

      “I need a meeting with one of the female prisoners,” I said.

      “Ah, that’s a relief, so we’ve ruled out Marty, Hans, and Fernando? We’re ready to zero in on Lady?”

      “Not Lady,” I said, concentrating on how best to choose my next words carefully.

      “Mildred?”

      “If that’s her name, yes.”

      He stared at me, leaning forward onto his desk, looking like he was about to boil over at any moment but was too fascinated by the absurdity of my request to do so.

      “Why, Trigger? Come on, I need a good reason.”

      “I need to confirm something,” I said. That’s right. Partially true.

      “What? She’s been here longer than I have. She’s in protection, like Lady. Some floors can care for a few additional prisoners. Mildred is here to keep her from being identified by, I assume, other female prisoners. It’s not because she’s some big danger, and obviously she’s in no hurry to leave. In fact, I forgot she was even here until you mentioned her. I wish every prisoner here was like her, and I wouldn’t have to be sitting here talking to you right now.”

      “Just a hunch is all. Need to explore it. Should be nothing, like you said. Obviously I won’t get into a fight with her, if she’s just some sweet old lady. What’s the harm?”

      He tapped his paw on the desk. “I’m not supposed to do that, Trigger. She’s kept away from prying eyes for a reason. You’re asking me to break with protocol on this one. I can do it, but I don’t like to. You’re going to have to get me a better reason than that.”

      Think fast, Trigger. What could I tell him that wasn’t a lie and also didn’t blow this entire operation apart?

      “Fernando knew what she looked like. Unusual, right? I don’t know what she looks like. Marty didn’t either. Why does Fernando? Maybe nothing, but maybe not.”

      Dan scratched his head furiously, weighing my suggestion. “Yeah, probably nothing. Someone could’ve told him, or he could’ve gotten a glance at her. Maybe they ran into each other at some point. It’s not like we keep her in a tiny box and never let her move around. But… maybe nothing. Probably nothing. But, maybe not. Alright, Trigger. If you’ve got a hunch and I ignore it, it might come back to bite me with the warden later. Do me a favor, though. At least don’t let me hear you beat up some old cat under identity protection, alright? Can you at least keep your paws to yourself on this one, huh? Pretty please.”

      “Fine, Dan.”

      He glared at me, pointing to the badge on this chest.

      “Yes, Floor Supervisor Dan. I’ll try to control myself and not slap around old ladies. Sheesh. You throw me in with the worst of the worst and expect me to… what? Pillow fight with them and share stories about our crushes from back when we were in school?”

      He shook his paw at me, his temper boiling up again. “I don’t care what you have to do, Trigger. Yes. If you must, cry like a scared pup, threaten to tell a guard, or throw a pillow at them, or I don’t care… but this was your last freebie. I don’t want to hear about you beating someone senseless again. I don’t care if they provoked you. Of course they provoked you. I know these prisoners better than you do. Maybe not each and all of them, but prisoners I know well. I know what they do to get each other into trouble. How the get under each other’s skin. Kind of like the effect you’re having on me. You got it?”

      “I got it,” I said, feeling thankful that he was angry for this meeting, at least. He didn’t seem to think clearly and didn’t ask too many questions. Not yet.

      “Now, or later?” he asked. “When do you want to have this meeting?”

      My mind and body were both urging me to say later, but I couldn’t pass up the golden opportunity. If this cat was who I thought she was, I didn’t want Marty knowing it. Since he’d been by my side all day every day, I probably wouldn’t get another chance to do this alone. At least, not without having to explain it to Marty. Pulling the wool over one dog’s eyes was hard enough, and Marty was a little cleverer than I’d given him credit for. I didn’t want to risk underestimating him.

      I’d never had so many things to keep track of at once before, and so many players in the game. I couldn’t afford to make even one more misstep now, but I was being tripped up from both sides. At least my mind was feeling the sharpest it ever had. Another effect of the mysterious injection? A thought for another day.

      “Now,” I said.

      “Why? What’s the hurry?” Dan asked, raising a brow.

      Gah! No one was ever going to let any of this be easy, were they?

      “Because I don’t know if I completely trust Marty, Dan, and I’d rather not try to explain everything to him without giving away what we’re trying to do. Make sense?”

      Dan just nodded, pressing a button on his intercom box. “Eight Eight Nine needs a meeting with Two Zero Three. Please come and escort him.”

      “Two Zero Three, sir?” the voice on the other end repeated back.

      “I didn’t say ‘repeat after me’, officer,” Dan said, clenching his teeth.

      “Yes, sir. Heading in.”

      Before long, a guard came in, removing my shackles and grabbing my arm, helping me to my feet.

      “Follow me, Eight Eight Nine,” he said.

      I was again led out of this office, as I’d been several times before. Only this time it was different. I still had a clear picture of the layout on the floor below, and they must be the same up here. However, I never remembered seeing another section behind the floor supervisor’s office area. Did any of the other prisoners even know this was here?

      We continued walking down an empty, almost eerily empty hallway. I was accustomed to seeing guards every twenty or thirty feet in the main area, but here? Nothing. It was like they abandoned it, only it clearly had been kept in good order. At the end of the hallway, we took a sharp right, putting us at the wooden desk of a female officer, a middle-aged calico cat. Right, we were definitely in the right place.

      “What can I do for you?” she asked, trying to appear as though she hadn’t spent the past probably several hours with her face planted sleepily in the novel lying on her desk, still open, lying face down. A very muscular cat in a suit gripped a slender dame around her waist on the cover, and they appeared to be moving in for a kiss. The things that pass for books these days… Sheesh.

      “I have a guest to see Two Zero Three,” he said.

      She waggled her paw at him, shaking her head. “Tsk tsk. Please tell me our guest has a proper name.”

      “Eight—” he stopped, noting her intensifying glare. “I mean, Trigger.”

      “Well, I think she’ll be delighted to have two guests on the same day. That almost never happens. They’re playing chess right now. Oh, I know, maybe you can play the winner,” she said, reaching out and squeezing my arm. This cat was very unusual for a prison guard here, but for the right reasons.

      “I’m not the best chess player, ma’am, but—”

      “It’s alright, we’ll come back later,” the dog escorting me said, grabbing my arm roughly, turning me around. I couldn’t resist him, but this might be an even better opportunity than I thought. I couldn’t miss it. Too many things had gone wrong already. I needed a big win, and big wins required big bets. Big risks.

      I continued, raising my voice. “But I love to watch, and it’s a game I’ve always wanted to learn. Couldn’t possibly be a better time to stop by.”

      “You see?” she said, poking her paw toward the dog escorting me again. “This is the perfect time. Please, do not be rude, officer. We’ve been asked to make her stay here pleasant. Are you not interested in doing that?”

      He sighed. “Alright, but keep a close eye on this one. He’s caused problems.”

      She eyed me up and down. “This dog? Well, surely there aren’t any problems he can cause with two sweet gals playing chess, is there?”

      Bingo! This was everything I hoped for. I just hoped the gamble wasn’t too big. This was putting it all in. Win it all, or lose it all.

      I smiled, raising my paw. “On my best behavior. Promise.”

      Reluctantly, the officer let go of my arm, nodded, and walked back down the hallway alone.

      “My name’s Daffodil, Trigger. I hope your stay here hasn’t been as awful as it probably has been.”

      “Funny way to word that, Daffodil, but I’ve been getting by alright. Really, thank you for asking,” I said, forcing a smile.

      “You wait right here. I’m going to trust you not to run off. I need to let them know I’m sending someone else in. It would be rude to send someone in unannounced.”

      Frantically, I looked around for any windows. If they saw me, the other “guest” might not be very welcoming. I nodded to Daffodil. “Yes, ma’am. I’ll be in this exact spot. You have my word.”

      Daffodil stepped away, going through the door behind her desk, only staying gone for a few minutes.

      When she returned, she was smiling; a kind smile that was still hard to get used to after the faces I’d been seeing over the past weeks. “They’re just starting a new round. Come on in.”

      She put her paw on my arm, gently leading me through the door and into a large room that looked… nothing like a jail cell. It looked more like an apartment, furnishing and all. The room was carpeted, and it wasn’t the only one. They weren’t even in this room. Was this the living room? There was a couch against the wall, and end tables on either side. On the opposite wall, there was a television. An honest to goodness television.

      Daffodil put her paw on my shoulder. “Oh, they must’ve moved their game to the kitchen to be closer to the snacks. You would love Mildred’s cooking. I think I smelled the two of them baking earlier. You really have good timing.”

      Daffodil led me through the living room, and around another corner into the kitchen area. Sure enough, the two of them were sitting at a tall, stone kitchen table, a newly set chessboard between them and a large plate of cookies beside it, steam still rising. She even got access to baking supplies, an oven. A television? What else? Clearly, they wanted to make Mildred comfortable, at first glance. My hunch? It’s more that they wanted to keep her pacified. Not thinking about what else was going on outside this luxury fake home.

      Daffodil waved as we rounded the corner. “Hi girls. Great game earlier. This is Trigger. Trigger, this is Mildred and—”

      “It’s alright. The two of us have already been introduced,” the Doberman said, staring at me coldly enough to make my bones ache. Her voice was a near-whisper of solid ice.

      “Oh… well, that’s wonderful. Do you mind if I grab a cookie before I go? You two make great cookies.”

      The old cat smiled so hard her eyes closed. “Please, dear, have two. Thank you so much.”

      Daffodil grabbed two cookies, waved, and left the room. I heard the door close as she exited the area through the living room.

      “Hello again, Trigger,” the Doberman said, with a hint of a smile.

      “Hello, Lady,” I said, failing to hide the trembling in my voice.
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      Lady and I looked at one another, but why did I feel I was the only one who looked surprised? Why was that? This was what I expected. What I was counting on. But there was something about being closed up in a room with the most dangerous dog I’d ever met that made my blood go cold. Never mind the fact she tried to kill me… and probably still wanted to.

      Mildred smiled and pushed the side chair out from beneath the table with her foot. “Please, dear, have a cookie. Oh, and mind your facial expressions and body language.”

      Mind my what? “Uh, alright,” I said, sitting in the chair and grabbing a cookie, biting down. Didn’t have to fake anything here. These cookies were delicious. It’s a shame I felt as though I would hurl any moment from the knots in my stomach. This close to Lady, she could easily reach over and snap my neck before I even yelled for help.

      Keep it together, Trigger. Play their game and win.

      Mildred smiled and gestured to the cookies. “We are being monitored in this room, but only video monitoring now. Lady sabotaged the audio, and they’ve either assumed it’s unnecessary to fix it, or they just haven’t gotten around to it yet. Either way, we can talk, but only like this.”

      Mildred was about the right age to be compatible with my suspicions. Not so elderly that she couldn’t get around, but definitely old. She was an Orange Tabby, though her orange, probably once vibrant, had faded into a yellowy dull hue.

      Lady picked up a cookie and took a bite. “Make one wrong move, small one, and I will break you.”

      “Shove it, Lady. You’re on video, remember? Insults are fair game, but let’s not blow poor Mildred’s cover, huh?” I said, holding up my half-eaten cookie, and gesturing at it with my paw, smiling widely.

      Lady’s brow twitched, but she returned my smile with a nod and smile of her own, returning her attention to the chessboard. Always wished I could be a skilled chess player, but I wasn’t. Rick was the chess master, many moves ahead kind of dog. Boy, did I ever wish he was here with me, in this room, right now.

      “Then you’d better behave,” she said, nearly whispering, as she always did.

      “So,” Mildred said, looking at Lady but speaking to me. “What brings you here? I’ve heard of you, but only a little. Lady hasn’t told me a great deal about you in the past few weeks, as we’ve had more important things to discuss. Can I assume you’re here because she has information you seek?”

      I shook my head, realizing quickly that I needed to focus more on disconnecting my body language from what I was thinking and saying. I pointed to one of the chess pieces.

      “Actually, I’m here to see both of you equally,” I said.

      Mildred hesitated, then moved one of her pawns forward. Looking to me, she picked up the pawn and began gesturing to the squares where they moved. She was clever, that’s for sure.

      “Both of us, you say? That’s quite a twist. What would you want from an old cat like me? I’ve been down here a long time, and for a long time now they’ve tried to keep me completely isolated from the surface. And, you know what? Maybe I want to keep it that way. I have nothing up there that interests me in the slightest.”

      I pointed at one of the other pieces. The knight. “So, it wasn’t always like that? When you first came here, they had you on the floor with the other female prisoners, but later they moved you somewhere isolated?”

      She laughed, then picked up the knight, gesturing to the spaces it could move.

      “When I was sent down here, this prison was a living nightmare. They beat us for anything and everything, and there was hardly a dog to be found. The prison was so stuffed with cats that we were sleeping outside the cells, in bunk beds everywhere they could stuff them. They even sectioned off part of the cafeterias to make room for inmates. They didn’t allow us to talk, and no one knew anyone’s name. Just prisoner numbers.”

      Remarkably, her expression stayed all smiles, and her gestures matched up with someone explaining chess moves to a beginner. It must have taken a great power of will to stay stone-faced while talking about such a horrific experience. I struggled, just hearing her talk about it.

      I pointed to a different piece again, still smiling. “I’m down here because I need to find those responsible for the escape attempts. From what I’m hearing, they’re quite sophisticated, and only seem to get better.”

      “I should have known you were a rat,” Lady said, gripping one piece tightly.

      “Chihuahua, actually. Look, I know between the two of you, I’m guessing one of you is involved or has information for me. I need to contact those responsible, and if it’s one of you… or both, we have a lot to talk about.”

      Lady smiled and reached over to grab another cookie. “Get lost. Does it look like we need your help?”

      Looked like if I was going to get anywhere with these two, I was going to have to convince both. My leverage wasn’t exactly great and could make things worse for me. I had to make my next moves carefully.

      I laughed, pointing to her side of the chessboard. “I met a friend of yours, recently,” I said. “Two, actually.”

      “Oh, did you? How very nice for you. Did they clog your ears? I believe I said… Get. Lost.” She leaned forward, enunciating the words.

      “Lady, could you please be a dear and make us some tea? I think I’d like a word with our new friend, just the two of us.”

      Lady stood up, still smiling, even though her eyes told a different story. A story I did not want to be a character in. Any character I played in her story would wind up dead. She turned and walked over to the stove, still within hearing distance.

      She scooted the plate closer to me. “If I’m correct, you intended to speak to both of us at once. What I don’t understand is… why? Lady has a long history with you, I see, though not a friendly one. You seem like a clever dog. If you wanted out of the prison, why not just avoid getting thrown in here in the first place? According to what Lady heard, you’d turned yourself in. You’re here intentionally. This is part of some plan of yours. What I want to know is… again, why?”

      “Ever heard of Mr. B?” I asked.

      She nodded, holding up a different chess piece and pointing to it. “Of course I have. He’s the reason we’ve been treated better these past years. They moved me out of the regular prison around the time he became a common name. I hear you’re also the reason he’s in prison, but I only know what Lady has told me, and she isn’t even from the city. Why are you asking me that? It’s not like I have anything to do with him. I’ve never met the cat in my life.”

      I hesitated. Should I risk telling her, just outright, or at all? It was my best chance to get her onboard, assuming she even had a positive reaction. It sounds like she would, but we were likely being watched. Could she keep her emotions in check?

      “Going to need you to really focus on keeping up your concentration on our chess explanation ruse.”

      She smiled. “My dear, I’ve been doing this for weeks now. I’m not as delicate as I look. What’s happened, and why should I care? I’m just an old cat who stopped caring about the city a long time ago.”

      “I believe that’s not true, ma’am. The part about you not meeting him, I mean.”

      She smiled, putting her piece down and picking up another.

      “You have a fine sense of humor, and I don’t get the impression you are a bad dog, but I’ve met very few cats and dogs in here, especially since being moved into this room, and I would certainly remember if a big shot like that came in here.”

      I pointed to the piece in her paw, doing my best to make it look like I was asking questions. Then I realized how difficult it was to make a statement while appearing to ask a question.

      “You didn’t meet him in here. See, his father… he died when he was just a boy.”

      She smiled. “Well, he has my sympathies. My husband died too, and I assume my son died soon after they arrested me and brought me here. He and I have that much in common.”

      “Your son. How can you be sure that he died? Maybe he survived.”

      She tried to smile, but couldn’t, only hung her head. “Trigger, these are old wounds for me, but that doesn’t mean that they aren’t deep and easily torn open. My husband. I loved him very much. To this day, I still think about him. All this time later. My son, to give him a chance at surviving, I had to do some things. Society said ‘bad things’, but you know what? I disagree. I stole from some very evil dogs. The same dogs that didn’t even go to the trouble of delivering my husband’s body for a proper burial. Just tossed him in the incinerator and sent one of their exhausted workers by our tiny home and basically said ‘good luck’.”

      She shook her head, composing herself for a moment. I couldn’t believe it. My hunch was actually correct. No one could have seen this coming. No one.

      “No, not even good luck,” she continued. “That would have been an improvement. They didn’t compensate me for his death, and the two of us nearly starved. I started stealing scrap from the same recycling company and selling it. For a while, it was good. I was almost ready to bring others into the scheme, those with better skills to avoid getting caught. I was going to take a share off the top, just enough to keep my son and I fed and a roof over our heads. When I was arrested, I had no one to send him to. No family. No friends. If he went to the foster system, that would have been worse than starving. He had no chance to survive. That would have taken a miracle, and a cat much older than my son.”

      I reached over slowly, picking up the king, the last piece. “Mr. B’s name. It wasn’t Mr. B.”

      “Thank you, Trigger,” Lady said, as she sat the tea down in front of us. “None of us would have ever been able to solve this mystery on our own. It took a dog of your caliber to crack the case and find that Mr. B was indeed not his actual name. Thank you. We’re very impressed. Now leave,” she said, before sipping her own tea. Mildred began raising her own cup to her lips.

      “When Mr. B was a kitten, his father died. His mother took care of him, but she was arrested. He loved his mother and never forgot her. Against all odds, he became the most powerful cat in the city. He did a lot of bad things, but he also fought to make the city a place where cats and dogs could be equal. He tried to find his mother, but they hid her away in the prison to keep her from being found. I don’t know why. Maybe they feared retaliation when they found out how she’d been treated. Maybe it’s something else.

      “His name was Vash, Mildred. Your son.”

      She dropped her teacup onto the table, shattering it, and sending tea spilling everywhere. I should have timed that better. She put both paws over her mouth, and her eyes welled with tears.

      “My son. He’s alive.”
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      Lady looked angry. Then again, maybe she was happy, for all I knew. She always looked angry.

      It didn’t take long for the door to open. Lady immediately adapted, improvising a story compatible with what had happened.

      “Please don’t cry, Mildred,” she said, resting her paw on the cat’s back. “I’m sorry, I must have made the tea too hot. I’m sure they will bring you a new cup.” She grabbed a nearby towel and started picking up the pieces, drying the table as she did.

      Mildred rubbed her eyes. “It’s okay, dear. It wasn’t your fault. I’m just upset because I’ve had this cup so many years and I’m just so upset I dropped it. And look at the chessboard. Oh, no…”

      I ran over and picked up the chessboard. “Just a little around the edges, ma’am. Not enough to ruin the board. I’ll get that wiped down for you. Look, we don’t even have to reset the pieces,” I said, hoping like crazy they were buying this act we put together on the fly.

      Daffodil stepped inside the kitchen.

      “Don’t worry, Mildred. We can get a replacement cup for you, I’m sure. You know, I think I remember seeing one just like this in a shop near my home. I’ll stop by before work tomorrow and pick one up for you. My treat!”

      Mildred rubbed her eyes again. “Oh, would you really do that for me? Thank you so much, dear. It’s alright. I’m sorry I made such a fuss. It’s only a teacup, after all. I’m getting too sentimental in my old age. Lady, would you pour me another cup of tea? Just one of the guest cups is perfectly fine.”

      Lady nodded and went to the cabinet to retrieve another.

      Mildred turned to Daffodil again. “So sorry we startled you like that. Thank you for checking in with me. I’m lucky to have someone like you around.”

      Daffodil smiled, but something seemed nervous about it. It wasn’t quite genuine. Was she buying this?

      “Of course, Mildred. It’s my pleasure. I’m going to head back to my desk now. I’ll bring lunch in shortly, so I hope you’re hungry. They’re bringing an order for three today.”

      Lady and I smiled and nodded.

      Daffodil walked away, and we waited for the sound of the door before continuing.

      “So, my son is alive. That’s so hard to believe, but in my heart I think I always knew. He must have had to do so many terrible and difficult things, all because his father and I weren’t able to protect him.”

      I continued wiping the chessboard’s edges with a towel, happy my back was most likely to whatever cameras hid in the room, since I was facing the wall and standing close to it. “I’m not sure how much of it was him doing what he had to, and how much of it was him doing what he wanted to. To be perfectly honest with you, I haven’t forgiven the things he’s done, and I’m not sure he’s being honest about his claim of wanting to get out of here and redeem himself, but it’s my best chance of saving the city from something far worse.”

      Lady stepped over, placing another cup of tea in front of Mildred, returning to her seat.

      “You’re trying to help him escape, then. So that’s why you’re here. Completely by chance?” Mildred asked.

      “Yes… and no,” I said, as I placed the dried board back between them carefully. “You, I didn’t know about. Lady, I did.”

      Lady perked her ears, making the first move on the chessboard. “I couldn’t care less.”

      “Look, Lady, do you think I came here to get even with you?” I asked, pointing to the chessboard. Lady and Mildred smiled and nodded.

      The door opened again. I nearly panicked, thinking they’d gotten wise to the performance, or that the audio was working after all. The smell that came flooding into the room made me feel relieved. Lunch.

      Daffodil came in with two trays, placing them in front of Lady and Mildred, with just enough room between them and the chessboard. “Is it alright if I place these in front of you while you’re playing?”

      The two nodded and smiled.

      “Thank you, dear,” Mildred said.

      “Don’t worry, Trigger, I didn’t forget yours. I’ll be back in just a moment,” she said, quickly heading back out of the room.

      That was odd. I knew another officer, likely two or three, had brought these trays to her. They weren’t allowed in here. Interesting. I doubted it was because Daffodil thought the guards would mistreat her. I guessed it was because this prisoner was a very well-kept secret. Others knew she was here, but hadn’t seen her, and certainly didn’t know her identity.

      Maybe after being reunited with his mother, he’d be that much more likely to keep his word and not immediately revert to his old ways. Either way, love or hate Mr. B, finding some way to get Mildred out of here seemed like the right thing to do. A life sentence for stealing from a business that same as murdered her husband and destroyed the evidence? If you ask me, she deserves a medal, not prison. But no one asked me.

      Daffodil returned a moment later with the third tray. This wasn’t the usual prison chow. This was good stuff. A steak, not mystery meat. Roasted potatoes, seasoned, not mashed potatoes drowned in salt to cover up the partially rotten flavor. A real knife, instead of that dulled, knife-shaped piece of metal. They really went all the way, distracting this cat from the fact that she was a prisoner with no freedom.

      “Thank you,” I said. “Looks delicious.”

      Daffodil nodded. “Alright, it looks like after lunch it’ll be time for Trigger to leave. I’ll be back in about an hour to pick up your trays.”

      We all smiled as she turned and left the room again, signaling her full exit with the sound of a closing door.

      Lady hadn’t lost track of the conversation.

      “So, why are you here? I could break you in half before they could come back in here, and you are testing my mercy, allowing you to leave in one piece. Only because I will respect that Mildred wishes to speak with you further. I, on the other paw, do not,” she said, cutting a piece of steak, placing it delicately into her mouth to punctuate the end of her sentence.

      I wondered if Mildred knew what this dog was capable of despite her manners, pretty face, and delicate demeanor.

      “I wouldn’t be so sure of that. Your boss gave me an injection, and it seems to have made me a little healthier than I was before. Maybe I could take you,” I said, really hoping that wasn’t the wrong thing to say.

      She burst out laughing. Not a fake laugh for the cameras, but a real one. It sent a chill down my spine. “Oh, make no mistake, it wouldn’t change much for me. What I want to know is why in the world she would waste such a precious resource on a useless creature like you, and why she’d break the rules. Her, of all cats. I’d accuse you of stealing it, but a dog like you would never be capable of stealing from a cat like her. Not in a million lifetimes. Humor me, little one. Why would she do such a thing?”

      I shrugged, pointing to one of the chess pieces on Mildred’s side, then grabbing a bite of my potatoes, taking the time to chew carefully, much to Lady’s growing frustration.

      “She hired me to hunt down and capture Saul, and I delivered.”

      She paused for a moment, considering my words. She must have realized there’d be no way for me to know Saul even existed if there wasn’t at least some truth to my claim.

      I added, “With the help of three of the hardest hitting dogs and cats in the city, of course. That Saul wasn’t quite on your level, but he wasn’t a pushover. Almost killed all of us.”

      She stared down at her tray, chewing slowly, and chewing on her words even slower. Finally, she spoke.

      “So, Saul finally did it. He finally had the guts to betray Kerdy and the others. And you say you captured him? You must have. Why else would she even consider giving you such a gift? Do you even know what it is?”

      I shook my head, sawing off another piece of my steak.

      “Of course you don’t,” she said. “Think of it as a vaccine, except instead of protecting you from a virus or disease, it protects you from common weaknesses all dogs and cats have when they are born. Your muscles, your bones, your ligaments, your mental clarity… all are subpar. Less than what they could be. Besides healing you of any fresh wounds you have when it’s administered, it will slowly change your body. It was still a waste to give one to you, but not only because you are a pathetic physical specimen.”

      “Thanks,” I said. “Why else is it a waste?”

      She smiled, carefully picked up a potato, and slowly chewed, no doubt paying me back for doing the same thing to her. “Because you are an adult. The effects will be far less… pronounced. There, that is your parting gift for the information you’ve given Mildred. You should leave.”

      I shook my head. “Kerdy had one more thing to say before she left.”

      “Oh, and what was that? This is a sore spot for me, so realize that I could put this knife through your skull faster than you can blink, and very well may. Maybe you should cut your losses and leave while you still have your life. Since I’m already in here with Mildred, I know I won’t be leaving anytime soon. It probably won’t change a thing.”

      Wow, she was probably right. She’d already been in here for a couple of weeks, and they were already treating her like a roommate for Mildred. It couldn’t be a coincidence. She had done nothing since she’d been in here to stand out, that I’d heard about. Why not just transfer her to the all-female floor? There must be a reason. Did they worry she was still too dangerous? Or… were they keeping her here to see if the escape attempts stop? The escape attempts had stopped, come to think of it. I only knew one thing I could say to get through to Lady, if it didn’t cause her to snap and kill me on the spot. Here goes nothing:

      “The ninth commander releases you from your oath,” I said.

      Lady was still and silent, as if frozen in time. She didn’t move. Not a twitch, or growl, or even a change in breathing.

      After a moment, she resumed eating. I was in no hurry to hear her answer and wasn’t about to say anything else and potentially sabotage my own efforts.

      Several minutes later, she placed her fork and knife onto her tray. “I can’t believe she would say such a thing. Yet, it’s impossible that you could fabricate such a decree. But… if she believes I would ever abandon my oath, or her, my people, she’s mistaken. I thought I wanted to return and become a part of the city, but I was wrong. I will make it up to her. Someday soon I will retrieve the Grand Gobbler, but before I can do that, I must escape. It will require your help, little detective. I was the one responsible for the experimental escapes. I believe the next will be successful. Let me hear your conditions, and I will give you mine.”

      Finally, I was getting somewhere.
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      “My conditions are simple. We need to move down floors during the escape. I have two down there who need to come with me. We’ll need to set this up in advance and send a message for them to be ready.”

      Lady nodded. “Easy enough. We’ll move down once and escape on the lower floor. Layouts are identical, so any escape that would work up here will work down there. That also removes the need for us to change floors twice. Who are these two?”

      Here I thought mentioning Mr. B would be the hardest part. Lady won’t enjoy hearing the name Rico. Then again, since she wasn’t on the same floor as him, and hasn’t been listening to gossip, maybe what she doesn’t know won’t hurt her. Revealing that Rick is actually Rico, the dog that played a big part in tricking her before, should wait until another day. “Mr. B, and another dog by the name of Rick. Long-time friend of mine. It was his plan to get Mr. B out, so he’ll need to come along. He has some trouble with walking, so we’ll have to move slowly.”

      Lady grunted, slicing off another piece of her steak. “Is that all?”

      “I’ve got a dog working with me on this floor already, Marty, who will want to come with me too.”

      “And you trust him?”

      I wasn’t even sure how to answer that question. The simple way to answer that question was to say that I did not, but the answer wasn’t as simple as the question.

      “Doesn’t matter now. I’m stuck with the dog. I think maybe we can, because he used to work for Mr. B and was his personal bodyguard. He also tried to kill me a while back. But, then again, so have you. Nearly everyone’s had a turn at that, so I’ve tried to stop taking it personally, and I’ve definitely stopped keeping count. He’s too close to me now, so if we try to cut him out, it’s only going to end badly. Either he’ll sabotage us, or he’ll sell us out. Best to keep him close and let him play along.”

      “Six is a lot to keep up with, but it should be manageable,” Mildred said, after taking a sip of her tea. “It’s going to be too difficult to transport explosives materials from this floor to the other. To gather them, we need ready access to the kitchen.”

      “As far as I’m aware, Rick still has access to the kitchen below. He could gather the materials there. In his condition, he might not gather and hide them somewhere, but he could at least identify them and make sure we have open access to them when we land below.”

      Lady and Mildred considered this for a moment, before nodding to one another. Mildred made the next move on the chessboard. “They aren’t hard to make, but the container necessary to give them the right amount of pressure is the difficult thing. If we can’t find something there, we’ll need to improvise. The goal is to make them open the larger ventilation tunnel up wider. It’s the old service tunnel. A long time ago, before they added the interior elevator system, the ACPD would lower supplies by rope to these different levels onto their balconies. Because of that, each floor has a clean line of visibility to the top of the wall. Where this comes out, the Arc River is a long way down. This is the most dangerous part of Arc River, which is why it’s built there. Any prisoner that falls is dead for sure. Lady wasn’t able to open the main security door when she tried. It’s solid and heavy, but the other door is just a chain fence locked down to allow unrestricted airflow. She is confident she can open that one. With six of us, it should be even easier.”

      I nodded, taking the last bite of my steak. It wouldn’t be long now. We needed to get this all figured out and quick.

      “So, the plan is to detonate a charge in the ventilation shaft to make it look like there’s an escape there. The floor supervisor will raise the main door in the service tunnel, and we may have to fight our way through. We get to the balcony… then what?”

      Lady took a sip of tea, then moved another piece. “That will be taken care of. I’ve made a tool and crafted a rope. It isn’t with me now, but I will retrieve it on our way to the elevator. I will use it to transport us up the wall, one at a time. This part will be slow, and much more difficult with six trips up the wall. I will need to carry Mildred up, and it sounds like your friend Rick will need to be carried as well. We will need to move as quickly as possible. You should get your message delivered to let them know what we expect of them, and we can meet again and discuss how we plan to execute the plan.”

      “Won’t work,” I said. “I doubt we’ll get to meet again. I only got this meeting because I requested it with the floor supervisor. I’m operating under the guise that I’m helping the warden find those responsible for the escape attempts and exposing them. I’m already going to need to make up a doozy of a story just to explain why it isn’t either of you. Thankfully, I have a scapegoat, but it won’t buy me much time. They’ll soon figure out that it isn’t him, and they’ll suspect me of playing both sides. My cover’s on borrowed time, and I prefer to borrow as little of it as possible.”

      Mildred took one of Lady’s pieces with her move, placing it beside the board. “The problem is getting a message below is difficult. I can’t give you any advice. If we hurry, and you haven’t figured out a way to get the message to them, we will have to go without them. If we leave you behind, I promise it’s going to take you a very long time to find another way out, and you’ll likely die in here. That’s a lot of pressure, and a lot of risk.”

      “Yeah, and what’s new?” I asked, eating my last potato. Any time. Talk fast. “Anyway, two weeks from today, ten at night, just before guard shift change. They’ll be the most relaxed and tired then. Just before they put prisoners in their cells for the night. Lots of brief movement. Lots of tired guards.”

      Mildred moved one of her chess pieces, pointing to Lady’s king. “Checkmate. Alright Trigger. You’ll meet us at the elevator, two weeks from today, with a way down and your message already delivered. I’m going to give you a quick list of items I need from the floor below.”

      Mildred rattled off a list long enough to make me nervous I’d forget something. Obviously couldn’t write it down yet, and I couldn’t risk forgetting anything. I started repeating the items over and over in my head, even as I spoke, humming a tune along with the list. I couldn’t afford to forget anything. Lucky for me, I had an excellent memory.

      Lady put both paws on her head, smiling at Mildred’s checkmate as she listed the items. “Remember, a message to your friends below, and a way down. That’s what we need from you. The rest, we’ll take care of. Just leave it to us.”

      We could hear the door opening, and we quickly flowed into discussing the chess game.

      “One of these days, Mildred, I’m going to beat you,” Lady said, laughing.

      “Oh, I think you let me win most of the time,” Mildred replied.

      “The only thing I’ve learned is that I’m way out of my league here. I think I’ll stick to checkers. Maybe you can try that next time, and I can play the winner,” I added. Maybe there was some chance Daffodil would ask for me to come back again, but I had a strong gut feeling that this was a one-shot deal. As good as our performance may have been, it couldn’t have been perfect. Maybe enough to get us through the meeting, but they wouldn’t be confident enough to risk it again unless the floor supervisor requested another. He wouldn’t. If I risked asking for another meeting myself, he would become suspicious. I really hoped that he hadn’t already.

      Daffodil came into the kitchen, and I grabbed another cookie off the plate, putting it into my mouth and grabbing another to hold in my paw. “That’s my cue, ladies. Thank you for the company.”

      “Goodbye, Trigger. I hope you can come by again sometime,” Mildred said, hoping for the same thing as me. Maybe Daffodil would pity her and invite me over again. Boy, wouldn’t that be a lucky break. One thing I’ve learned since getting into this line of work, is that there’s luck that goes into everything, but that magical moment that most call a big break? A big break was the big break you made with a combination of the lucky break, a lot of hard work, and some careful planning. And this big break? Well, this big break was going to break us right on out of this hole in the ground. I could practically taste the open air on my tongue. But the thing I wished I could see most of all was the look on Saint’s face once he hears Mr. B is out. I’d pay good money for that… if I had a penny to my name, that is.

      “Farewell, Trigger,” Lady said, almost too quietly to hear.

      Daffodil lead me out of the room, and I met back with the guard who had escorted me down here. We wasted no time in heading back to Dan’s office, where Dan appeared to be in good spirits. No shackles this time, and the dog wasn’t sweating through his shirt today. All good signs, I hoped.

      “I trust your meeting was a fruitful one?” he asked, half-smiling.

      “Unfortunately, I think we’re going to have to take a few steps back,” I said.

      “These two seemed about as harmless as two old ladies knitting a blanket.”

      He raised his brow. “Oh, really? A little hard to believe, if I’m being honest with you, Trigger. Am I wrong to feel that way?”

      I shook my head. “No, not really. After all, I suspected they were almost certain to be the ones responsible when I requested the meeting. The whole time I was there, all they did was… play chess and have lunch. Oh, and these cookies. I ate one on my way here. Want the other one?” I held out my paw toward him, offering the cookie.

      He held up his paw, declining. “Help yourself. So, understand that if the culprit isn’t anyone you have experience with, you’ll no longer be of use to the warden, or to me.”

      I should’ve seen this coming. “Then I guess today’s my lucky day. I ignored one of the golden rules in detective work recently. Want to know what that rule is?”

      He grabbed his shirt collar with his paw, fanning it closer and further to his chest, making his annoyance very clear. “Please, just get to the point.”

      “When a dog or cat is telling you something, there’s always truth to it. Sometimes they get nervous and make a joke, but you shouldn’t ignore what they’re saying, because the truth is hiding somewhere between the laughs.”

      He rubbed at his neck. “Am I missing something? What is the joke here?”

      Why was he so nervous suddenly? I thought he was angry, but I’d seen this dog angry, and this wasn’t it. His eyes were darting around the room, and his breathing was getting faster and faster. Sure, I was probably annoying him, but this? Something was about to happen.

      “Hans already confessed, and I’m thinking we were wrong not to believe him. Also, think about how Fernando showed up right after that encounter, and provoked me, like we both agreed he did. Isn’t that timing suspicious? It’s possible the two of them were working together right under our noses, this whole time. After all, they’ve worked together before, and I can tell you from experience they were quite good at it.

      Dan’s eyes looked empty as they gazed in my direction. But again, something was off. I was sitting in the chair in front of him, but he was almost looking above me.

      I puzzled out the situation in my mind for a moment, before the realization finally dawned on me.

      “There’s someone behind me… isn’t there?” I said, quietly. I heard the door lock behind me, while two dogs grabbed each of my paws, yanking them back behind me and cuffing them behind the chair.

      “Thought you could play us for a fool, huh?”

      I knew that voice.

      “Nice of you to check back in, Warden Beans.”

      His greeting came as a right paw to my jaw.
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      The first shot caught me off guard, sending my chair teetering backward and nearly toppling over. Really, I should’ve seen this coming. Especially once I confirmed that the secret prisoner was indeed Mr. B’s mother.

      I shook my head, trying to shake off the stars. “I’d have settled for a pat on the back, you know,” I said.

      “You’re lucky I’m being so lenient on you, considering how you stabbed me in the back,” he said, pacing in front of my chair.

      “Well, at least we’re still on good terms, then. I was afraid you were mad at me,” I said, smiling. Times like this were the perfect time to shut up, but shutting up when it was a good idea was never one of my strengths.

      Beans swung another hook, catching me in the opposite jaw.

      “You know, once I saw a prisoner get hit in the face so hard it made one of his eyes pop right out. Always wondered if I could hit someone hard enough to do it myself. What do you think? I’m told I have a mean right hook.”

      Who told him that? I wondered. Most likely, another prisoner who got the same treatment as me. This poor cat might not be smiling if Mr. B gets out of here and finds out he’s been hiding away his mother. Not sure I even felt sorry about what would come his way.

      “Yep, that’s a mean right hook alright, but look at that left hook. Looks like you already got my left eye on that first swing. Thing doesn’t even work at all now.”

      “Oh, ha ha. You’re such a comedian, Trigger, but I want you to be straight with me here, or this could get a lot worse. I’ve dumped prisoners like you into Arc River more than any of the gangsters you’ve heard urban legends about. In time, you won’t be missed. Trust me. We’re good at covering things like that up around here, aren’t we Dan?”

      I turned to look at Dan, who did not seem happy to be included in the conversation, but wasn’t exactly tripping over himself to disagree or stop his boss. In fact, he didn’t answer at all.

      “Not sure Dan’s on board, Beans. Guess that just makes the conversation less complicated. Just me and you,” I said.

      Another punch to the nose. I could feel blood rushing out, dripping onto my lap.

      “I didn’t ask you a question, did I? You don’t speak unless I ask something, got it?”

      I nodded. Such a tough guy when his opponent was cuffed to a chair. Like most of the low lives in this city, fairness wasn’t exactly a consideration made often.

      “Good,” he said, rubbing the knuckles of his paw. “Glad we’ve got the basics settled. Now, let’s start with why you visited Mildred’s room.”

      “Um, because you asked me to investigate the escape attempts, gave me a list of primary suspects, and one of them was there?”

      Another right hook. Great, my eye was swelling together. At least the two dogs he brought in with him weren’t participating too… yet.

      “What did I say about who asks the questions?”

      “Punch me out until you get tired, then maybe we can actually talk. I answered the question. This isn’t my first time getting punched out, you know. Not going to impact what I tell you, even if you beat me to death. If I’m going to lie, I’m going to lie. If I’m going to tell the truth, I’m going to tell the truth. Let’s keep this moving. We’ve both got places to be. What’s the next question?”

      He rubbed his paw again, staring me down. “Fine. What have you learned?”

      “About Mildred, or about the case?”

      “Mildred,” he said, narrowing his eyes. As though I should have known which he meant.

      “That she’s not half bad at chess, bakes great cookies, and gets attached to her teacups. She’s been in here a long time, and you seem to treat her like a guest on a luxury vacation. Maybe she’s related to someone prominent, like a politician, and you’re running damage control,” I lied… sort of.

      He hesitated a moment, seeming to relax. “Did you find out who?”

      “Are you kidding me? You think I don’t know that place was probably teeming with cameras and microphones? Why don’t you just go review the footage if you don’t believe me? Why waste time potentially damaging such a handsome face?”

      He cracked a grin. “Real funny. Listen carefully. You too, Dan. You’re not to visit that prisoner again. I don’t care if there’s an escape attempt in her room, or if the whole place goes up in flames and the only escape is there. Is that understood?”

      Dan nodded obediently. Did they really fall for it? Even if they did, I’m sure it wasn’t completely. I needed to stay on my toes here.

      “I was already in the room and heard the conversation you had with Dan. So, you’re telling us you think Hans may be the one responsible after all, because he confessed to you, right?”

      “That’s right,” I said. “He is the only one who confessed, so I’d say that makes him a strong possibility, even if it doesn’t seem possible.”

      He paced in front of my chair again. “Well, it’s interesting you think that. We put together a pretty thorough investigation of both he and his cats after that little incident with you and Marty. Turns out it was impossible he was involved in the execution of those escapes. There are reliable alibis that prove none of them could have been.”

      “Execution, sure, but what about planning? Hans was never the paws on type. I doubt he’s changed much from my last run-in with him. So maybe he planned it, got other prisoners to take the risks, and covered his own hide by keeping his paws out of it directly.”

      Beans sighed. “You know what? You’re right. Problem is there’s just no way to know. All we can do is keep Lady isolated, keep Marty with you, and monitor Fernando closely. Either we’ll have problems again, or we won’t. If we do, we’ll know who’s responsible.”

      “Where does that leave us and our deal?” I asked.

      “Do you really feel you’re in any position to make demands, Trigger? First, I lied. Did you really think I’d let you out of here? If you didn’t belong in here, you wouldn’t be here. Second, who did you expose, exactly? Even if I wasn’t just using you, what have you done to deserve such a reward? You’ve caused even more trouble for Dan and me, and we’re no better off than we were.” He paused, scratching his chin before smiling. Here it comes. “Actually, give me an opportunity to take that back. I suppose I can give you what you wanted after all. A chance to retire and never have to worry about a case again. Except, you’ll be retiring in my prison, on the level below. I’ll tell the guards to give you special treatment. After all, you were a bit of a celebrity on the surface. It’s a shame your last case was a flop, but hey, I won’t tell anyone if you won’t. I’ll even send your new buddy, Marty, down with you. I’m sure he’ll be happy to reunite with his old boss.”

      The advice to choose my words carefully? He should’ve done the same. Now I see what all of this was about. The whole thing with Marty approaching me so soon after I got here. How he was so quick to let go of old grudges. The way he stayed with me all the time… and why it alarmed Beans so much that I went and saw Mildred without him. He was a plant for Beans. The biggest question I had in my mind was whether he was loyal to the warden, or if he was playing both sides, same as I was. Surely, he wouldn’t pass up a chance to escape, even if Beans thought he was in his back pocket.

      No matter what, I couldn’t seem to get a clear win down here. Getting sent back down a floor was an unforeseen victory I’ll be happy to take. However, Marty throws everything out of whack. The last thing I needed was my old pal Marty ruining our one and only shot out of this place. If we failed this time, it would mean we got caught, and they’d make sure we never had the chance to attempt it again. After this enlightening encounter with Beans, I could wager a guess how he’d make sure we weren’t a threat anymore. If I had to guess, it would involve a long drop into the Arc River, concrete boots, and two lungs full of water. Who would have thought I’d meet one of the most convincing gangsters in a place that was supposed to punish them?

      So much for ACPD reform being a done deal, not even counting the recent damage Saint’s caused on the surface. Patches should be ashamed of letting something like this pass right under his nose. I know he visited this place, but Warden Beans had fooled him into thinking he ran an ethical prison down here. When I saw Patches again, I was going to give him an earful, and this time there was no doubt whether he deserved it. But there was also no doubt that he’d make quick work of Warden Beans and we’d start seeing some genuine change down here. Well, assuming I could get Saint off his tail long enough for him to even think about doing something about Arc City Prison. Blasted Saint. I hated Mr. B, but now I wanted to pop a bowl of popcorn and watch my old enemy deal with Saint.

      The question remained: Who would be worse, in the end?

      “So, you’re going to just sweep all this under the rug, and hope for the best, huh? Now that’s exactly the bureaucratic solution I should’ve expected from a big brass at the ACPD. No wonder you and Patches are such great pals,” I said.

      With luck, that comment would make it all the way back to Saint. As much distance as I could put between Patches and myself in Saint’s mind, the easier it would be for Patches to make a move if he was planning one.

      “Think of it however you want. I’ve already sent guards to pick up Marty. I suggest you find it in your heart to forgive me, Trigger. You are going to be a resident in my house for a very long time. There are cats and dogs on the surface who are going to make sure of that.” With that, he nodded to the two dogs who had been quietly standing on either side of him this entire time. “Please escort our friend back to his proper floor. Oh, and Trigger… don’t think this means I’ve stopped watching you. We’ll be watching you closer than ever, so try to behave.”

      He laughed as the two dogs uncuffed me from the chair and dragged me out of the office, my feet dragging the floor behind me. I put up a bit of an act for his ego. He needed to believe he hurt me a lot worse than he had. That was for his benefit, and mine. Last thing I wanted was these two enormous dogs kicking me around too.

      At least now I didn’t have to worry about sending a message to the floor below. I’d be delivering it myself.
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      Marty and I met in the elevator, two guard escorts each. Despite my best efforts, I couldn’t get a handle on his angle. He’d taken a beating, same as me, but that made sense either way. If he’d shown up without a scratch, I’d know without a doubt where his loyalties were.

      “Looking good, Marty,” I said. “I see you got the same makeover I did.”

      He grinned from the opposite side of the elevator. “Yeah, gotta say you’re looking pretty good yourself over there. That big bump over your right eye really distracts from the bad one.”

      “Yeah, they really know how to treat a dog here in Arc City Prison, don’t they? A real civilized bunch down here. Say, you think the dogs down here realize that when Saint becomes mayor, they’re going to be at the mercy of the same prisoners they’ve been kicking around all these years? Once they join them, I mean. Saint’s already made it clear dogs won’t be welcome on the ACPD.”

      Marty glanced between the guards, all doing their best to remain composed, but succeeding poorly. A nervous shifting here, an uncomfortable glance there. I struck a nerve. Of course, they’d thought about it. They were in denial. Or so it seemed.

      “I don’t think they realize it, Trigger. I think they probably think it’ll never happen to them. They don’t realize that a private detective getting thrown down here for standing up to the guy ought to be the only red flag they need. They don’t think it’ll happen to them.”

      “Shut up,” the guard next to Marty shouted, elbowing him in the face. “Just stay quiet until Dan gets here to bring us down. We don’t need your political commentary.”

      “I don’t know,” I said. “It sounds like you do. I’ve met Saint, several times. Have you? You know how the city used to treat cats? Well, that’s how Saint wants to treat dogs. Better think about how you’re going to survive as prisoners here, instead of guards.”

      The guard to my right sighed. “Look, we’ve heard rumors. Prisoners talk. There are other prisoners here who knew him personally. Look what happened to you. What do you expect from some low-ranking prison guards in the ACPD?”

      That was a good question. What was I expecting? Not a miracle, but no one dog or cat is ever as powerless as they think.

      “If that’s a serious question, how about you start with treating the prisoners here like dogs and cats instead of punching bags or cheap entertainment? Might return the favor when the scales tip toward them.”

      No one answered. Maybe they’d taken the suggestion to heart, or maybe there’s nothing they could do, and they were done talking about it. It was clear by now that Warden Beans didn’t live up to that polite facade he showed when we first met. Then again, I never expected him to. Most of the time reputations are earned, and his reputation is the thing he lived up to and then some.

      Dan stepped into the elevator, moving forward past the six of us and inserting his key into the lock. He didn’t say a word, and no one else did either for the short ride down. Only one guard was waiting for us when we arrived at the bottom. Whoever the bottom floor supervisor was, I’d never met them, and this clearly wasn’t important enough to warrant a personal visit. Assuming this floor even had a supervisor. I didn’t want to assume anything anymore.

      “This way,” the guard said.

      The moment Marty and I stepped out, the key turned again, and we watched the elevator disappear back up again.

      “Ever worked on that floor, pal?” I asked the guard.

      He tilted his head. “Can’t say I have. Why?”

      “You ain’t missing much,” I said.

      He offered a polite smile, before taking us past the rope room, and into the kitchen. We continued until we reached the kitchen and saw the faces of a very surprised Rick and Briggs.

      I saluted when we stepped into the room. “Captain, good to see you again. I’m back with another kitchen helper.”

      “I’ll leave them to you, Captain,” the guard said, before abruptly turning and leaving.

      Briggs eyed Marty up and down, unimpressed. “What’s your name, dog meat?”

      “Name’s Marty. Friend of Trigger.”

      Rick stood up straight, looking between the two of us. He’d never met Marty, but I’d told him the story more than once. He knew exactly the sort of history Marty and I had, and seems he was as shocked by the turn of events as I had been the first time I spoke to Marty in here.

      “Well, Marty, Friend of Trigger, I hope you’re a better worker than he is, or I’ll transfer you straight to toilet duty.”

      “Hey, I resent that!” I said, holding my arms out wide.

      “And you… what in the world did you get yourself into? Mouth off to the guards? And what did this poor Rottweiler here do that was so bad that he ended up getting thrown down here with you?” Briggs asked.

      I crossed my arms and smiled. “Well… I’d like to argue with you, but yeah, in a way you’re right.”

      He laughed. “The fact you’d like to argue with me despite not having any reason to illustrates the problem, doesn’t it, Trigger? You need to learn to settle your problems more diplomatically.”

      Yeah, let’s see if he still felt that way after he found out why he wasn’t getting his shipments of meat down here.

      “Guess so. Also, this dog got thrown down here with me because he was my coconspirator. My partner in crime if you will. I guess you could say that was my fault too.”

      “Yeah, I guess you could say that,” Marty said, with the hint of a growl.

      “Oh, don’t be sour about it. Briggs here is probably the best brass in the whole joint. Just don’t back talk him, crack any jokes at his expense, or make a single mistake, and you should be just fine.”

      Briggs roared laughing, stepping toward me and patting me hard on the back. A little too hard.

      “Can’t I at least scare the new face without you going and spoiling even that for me? Oh, before I forget, did you hear anything about that doggone meat order? How long has it been since they’ve gotten their last shipment? Going on seven months down here. The cats are getting sick, even with me pulling from the protein rations that were supposed to be for emergencies. Getting to be more than an annoying problem now.”

      “About that…” I started. Rick’s eyes widened. He put his paw to his neck and flicked it side to side a few times, motioning for me to shut up. Thankfully, he was behind Briggs. “They’ve been getting your orders up top.”

      Rick threw up his paws, clearly annoyed with my choice to broach the topic Briggs was most passionate about since we’d been here.

      Briggs bent toward me, putting us on eye level. I was regretting the decision too. Despite his big heart, Briggs was a truly terrifying force of nature when he got angry, and he got angry often. Most of all, about this meat situation. Now that the cats were getting sick, even more.

      He lowered his voice almost to a whisper. “Well, if they’re getting my orders, why haven’t I got any meat down here in almost… seven… doggone… months?”

      “Uh… Well,” I hesitated, even more wishing I’d listened to Rick. A very familiar feeling.

      He grabbed me by the collar. “What? You afraid I’ll overreact? I’m the very image of calm, Trigger. Now finish that sentence before I fly off the handle and wring your neck.”

      “The kitchen captain above…” Briggs’ changing expression made me hesitate again.

      “Yeah, go on… the kitchen captain above. What did that little conniving old pencil-necked dog do?”

      “He’s holding up both his shipment and ours and serving double.”

      Briggs froze in place. His eyes bulged and twitched. He reached his paws out slowly and planted them on my shoulders, then patted me a few times, uncomfortably hard.

      “Thank you for telling me, Trigger. Rick is in charge of the kitchen until I get back. That clear?”

      “Get back? Maybe that’s not such a…”

      Rick made the same motion again, signaling for me to shut up. This time, I listened.

      “Crystal clear, Captain Briggs,” I said, correcting myself. I elbowed Marty, who followed along.

      “Yes, Captain Briggs,” he said, his tone giving away the fact he was probably the most confused out of all of us. It sounded more like a question than a statement.

      Briggs stomped off, shaking the shelves as he did. Boy, was he angry. I really hoped he didn’t get himself into trouble, but this was another golden opportunity, and if there’s one thing I’ve learned, it’s never to let one of those go to waste.

      “Trigger, you shouldn’t have told him about the meat that way. You know how Briggs is. You could’ve eased him into the information. Now he’s probably going to rush up there, slug that dog out, and come back down the elevator with boxes of frozen meat and a trail of blood behind him.”

      “And? He just said the cats were getting sick. Sounds like that dog deserves to get slugged to me. I get why— Hey, wait just a minute…”

      Rick tilted his head. “What is it?”

      “How is he going to go up the elevator without a floor supervisor’s key?” I asked.

      Rick rubbed his forehead. “Some detective you are. He has the floor supervisor key. He’s both. You never noticed? Did you think everyone around here follows his orders because he’s scary when he’s mad?”

      “You know what, Rick? Yes. I did think that. Did you see his eyes twitching just now? He’s also the only dog in this whole blasted place that treats the prisoners with any respect at all. I just assumed everyone liked the dog so much they were happy to do what he asked, and any who didn’t like him were too scared to say so. Seems like good detective logic to me. Maybe noticing valuable item is something a master…” No. Almost let myself slip up there. Can’t go calling Rick a master thief in front of Marty. Others here knew that, but Marty didn’t. Best I keep that to myself for as long as possible. Ease him into the information, as Rick put it. “… business dog. Something a master business dog would notice, always looking for opportunities and all.”

      Rick was quick to catch on. He narrowed his eyes, and I think he got the point.

      “So, what have you been up to on the floor up? You look awful but forgive me for having a hard time believing you came back empty pawed.”

      “Oh, you don’t know the half of it. I memorized a list of items that are stocked in the kitchen. I need you to make sure these items are unlocked and accessible. While we have a chance, let me go over everything with you. I had enough of that floor to last for a lifetime. Both of you, follow me.”
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      For the next hour, I went over the list of ingredients with Rick, with Marty following closely behind. This was going to be tricky. Not just deciding if I wanted to trust Marty, but how to handle him constantly breathing down my neck if I decided he wasn’t trustworthy. The only solution I could think of was to keep everyone in the dark. That would make this hard. I couldn’t tell Rick exactly when we needed these supplies, and I couldn’t alert Mr. B to the fact that the mission above had been a success. This made lunch the following day awkward.

      Mr. B seemed every bit as nervous about Marty’s presence as I did, though the two seemed to hit their reunion off just fine. Then again, we were talking about one of the most charismatic cats in the city. Putting on an act wouldn’t exactly be difficult. Marty, I’d learned, may not be so bad at acting himself. It was entirely possible I wasn’t giving him a fair shake, that he’d really turned over a new leaf, and was on board with our plans. He was previously loyal to Mr. B, after all.

      One of the toughest parts of this whole thing was that I couldn’t mention Mildred at all. Once we left our cells in the morning, Marty was with me all day. I never had a moment to myself, or alone with Mr. B, or Rick. The risks had to be weighed. If I talked about the secret plan, everyone could be prepared. Marty could also rat us out. It added a lot more anxiety to an already delicate situation. We had to be ready at an exact time, and there was no room for mistakes. If I couldn’t get everyone ready in time, I risked someone being left behind, or ruining the escape entirely.

      Although he’d returned empty-pawed the first time, a few days later Briggs returned from his trip up to the next floor with, of course, a cart full of frozen meat. Not one of us asked how he got it. We could have guessed. I expected the warden to come stomping after him, demanding he return the supplies or explain himself, but he never did. Come to think of it, the warden never showed his face down here. Even when he sent Marty and I down after the whole incident with Mildred, he didn’t escort us personally. He had Dan do it. Why was he so shy about this floor?

      Part of me wanted to believe that Briggs was just more intimidating than the other floor supervisors, and the warden didn’t step on his toes, but something about the warden told me that wasn’t true. Briggs might be a scary dog in a lot of ways, but in the ways that really mattered in this prison, the warden checked all the right boxes. He was a sly liar who only went to blows when there was no chance of being hit back. It was frustrating being on the receiving end of it, but it was easy to see how a cat like that became the master of this prison. He played the criminal game, and he played it better than the criminals probably ever had. He might even give Mr. B a run for his money. Except for the fact Arc City was a lot bigger than just Arc City Prison. Warden Beans might be the big cat down here, but Mr. B once held it all in the pad of his paw. I shuddered to think that having the very dogs who brought him down in the first place be the ones to return him to power could be by his own design.

      What if he’d planned all of this? What if he’d asked Saint to make this kind of move if he was ever taken out of power, so the city would actually want him back? What if this? What if that? Mr. B might be smart, but he was just a mere mortal like the rest of us. He might be good at predicting the future, but he didn’t have visions of it. Even he had enemies working against him, making plans and moves of their own. And if Mr. B had a lot of things, even more than power, he had enemies. Grudges can last a long time. Could all the dogs and cats in the city he’d wronged really look past everything he’d done? Saint hadn’t taken power yet, but he’d kept no secret about his plans. Would Saint’s plans for the future feel more wrong than Mr. B’s actions of the past?

      No matter what happened, there was a strong possibility that Saint would win anyway, that all of this would play right into his paws. That we’d played our paw too soon and lost the chance to play it later at a better time. If Saint overcame Mr. B, either legitimately, or by just sending some assassin to take him out, what cards did we have left to play? Was there any possibility that I could talk Kerdy into intervening? Not likely. If they’d turned a blind eye to the persecution of cats, their own people, what chance was there that they’d intervene on behalf of dogs? None. Their rules were too important to them. Nothing, not even common sense, took priority over them.

      My thoughts were sounding like Saul, when he gave that speech about a murderer not getting away with his crime just because he regretted it. That they deserved to be punished no matter what, or that wasn’t justice. Was he wrong about that? As a cop, I made a lot of arrests where the perp regretted what they’d done. If it was something like a petty theft, I turned a blind eye sometimes. But for something like murder? Of course I couldn’t. The victim and their family deserved justice. Was the enslavement and awful treatment of an entire species any different? If they followed through, and made dogs pay by doing the same thing to them… Maybe it would take a hundred years, but dogs would get the power back eventually, probably through a lot of bloodshed, and generations of wrongs would need to be punished. Again, and again. Could we really convince the cats to let go of their desire for justice, if it meant finally having an equal and peaceful existence with dogs for a long, long time?

      That’s the question that would have to be answered, and it’s the question I couldn’t get out of my head for the next two weeks leading up to my big surprise. Mr. B certainly believed we could do it. He believed it was possible. He was a cat that got what he wanted more often than he didn’t, and I took comfort in the fact he believed it could be done. Maybe it could. It’s the hope I had to cling on to. It’s the hope that helped me steel myself against the dread and fear of blowing everything and living out the rest of my days in Arc City Prison, never seeing Lily again. Never seeing Petey, Buddy, or Brutus again. Even Fire Claws, Elly, Robby, Clive, and too many others to name. I thought about them, and what the city was soon going to be like for them if we couldn’t pull this off. Should really track down Clive and see how he made out. Hadn’t seen the cat in ages, ever since I helped him get out of that mess with the mob sacking his grocery store. It’s unlikely they could track him down again, since they had better things to do after that.

      When the day finally came, I told Mr. B, Marty, and Rick that I’d come up with a plan and needed to meet with them near the elevator just before ten. I kept Marty close to me, just to make sure he didn’t rat us out. This worked both ways. I was stuck with him, but he was stuck with me too. To my surprise, he made no effort to slip away, or excuse himself. I knew it was a possibility, but had I misread the situation? Maybe he was onboard all the way, after all.

      I should have thought this time through more. Even though it was just before the shift change, and many of the tired guards left their posts early to get away that much sooner, it meant a lot of unpredictable movement. At nine, the guards might not have been leaving their posts, but their patrols would have been more predictable. Also, ten was when the last calls for the lights to go out happened, and cell blocks locked down. If they saw us out here, and there was a good chance, it would draw more guards near the elevator and make things even harder.

      Sure enough, with only a couple of minutes left, two guards noticed us and approached.

      I nodded to the other three and mumbled under my breath. “Play along…”

      A Collie with a gaze of stone stepped forward, his Schnauzer partner behind him placing his paw on his baton. “You four. Why aren’t you in your cells? You know the rules against loitering around out here. If you get locked out of your cells, you’ll all get thrown into a group cell with no beds, got it? I suggest you get moving,” the Collie said.

      “I told you, I never smuggled in anything! You should come clean, to these guards here,” I said, looking to Marty.

      “Come clean about what?” the Schnauzer asked, nervously.

      “I told you, Trigger, it wasn’t me. If it was me, then how come these other two had a stink bomb in their cells too? Huh? You think I planted it on them? Somebody’s playing a prank and thought it would be funny to keep us up half the night. Besides, why would I stink up our cell?”

      Marty was too good at this. Way too good at this. I only gave him a little to go on, and he came up with all of that.

      “Alright, so you’ve got a point, but first we get kicked out of the cell block while they do an inspection, and now we’ve got these guards thinking we’re loitering. We’re going to get in trouble twice.”

      “And how do you think it is for us?” Mr. B added. “I already get enough attention in here as it is. If I find out either of you had anything to do with this, I’ll see that you pay for it.”

      “Try going up and down those stairs with a cane after the lights are out,” Rick said. “Then tell me how bad you’ve got it.”

      “Alright! Enough,” the Collie said. “You four sit tight while we confirm your story.”

      Perfect. The quicker they get out of our hair, the less likely we have to hurt these two or alert anyone to what’s going on.

      “Is… uh… Is that really smart?” the Schnauzer asked. “Better we wait for more guards to come by and have them verify the story. We can’t just leave them unattended.”

      Great. Just great. Unfortunately, this was smart on their part. We’d have to get one of the few guards in this whole place with something to prove, more interested in doing his job correctly than going home early. The Collie looked more annoyed than any of us.

      “Yeah, guess you’re right. Good thinking. It’s not like I have anywhere I want to be. We’ll sit here half the night and wait for more guards to come along.”

      I looked up at the clock. Ten minutes late. Had something gone wrong? The last appointment I had with Lady, where I had half the ACPD dog pile her and send her here. She was right on time, to the second. She wasn’t a dog I ever pictured being late. If they missed the chance, there’d be no way to get in touch with them. Did we blow it after all?

      Just then, we heard the elevator descending. I held my breath.

      “Good,” the Collie said. “We’ve got a few coming early for shift change. They can sort this whole thing out and we can go home.”

      The Schnauzer nodded, looking reluctant, but accepting the word of the more experienced officer.

      The elevator stopped, and the doors swung open. It was dark, but I recognized the pants these two were wearing. It was a guard’s uniform.

      There goes our one and only shot at ever getting out of this place.
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      As the two walked out of the elevator, only Rick and I realized what was going on, and Rick certainly didn’t understand it. His last encounter with Lady had not been a pleasant one. She’d nearly killed him, but she’d seen him disguised. That didn’t stop him from looking extremely uneasy when she stepped out and approached us.

      “What is the problem with these four?” Lady asked, placing her paw on her baton. “Shouldn’t they be in their cells by now?”

      “Yeah, you’d like that, wouldn’t you?” the Collie countered. “You night shifters have it so easy. Prisoners already locked up and you get to shoot the breeze all night. They’re telling some crazy story about pranks. You two can verify it with them. I told my wife I’d be home on time for dinner tonight. Been late the last two days in a row.”

      “But,” the Schnauzer started.

      The Collie reached out a paw and gave him shove. “But nothing. I’ve been doing this for six years. You’ve been doing it for six weeks. You want to stay? Fine. Stay.”

      The Schnauzer raised his paws. “Hey, no need to get pawsy. We’ll leave it to them.”

      “Yeah, that’s what I thought,” the Collie said, patting Lady on the shoulder. “And while you’re dealing with these idiots, consider that us daytime guards deal with this nonsense all the time.”

      With that, he walked away with the Schnauzer following closely behind, giving us one more nervous glance before disappearing.

      “Quick, to the kitchen,” Mildred said. “You have everything secure?”

      “Wait a minute. What’s going on? I thought we were meeting to discuss an idea you had, Trigger?” Marty said.

      “Yeah, we are,” I said. “My idea is that we’re going to escape, and we’re doing it right now with these two.”

      “What you mean to say is that you didn’t trust us. Or is it just that you didn’t trust me?”

      “Save it, Marty. You want out of here or not? I’m taking you along, aren’t I? What are you, a pup? It doesn’t matter whether or not I—”

      Lady shoved me… hard. “No time. Argue on the surface or argue here. We’re leaving with or without you.”

      Mr. B and Rick both looked to one another, in agreement on their silence. I understood why Rick would be quiet, but not sure about Mr. B. Did he not recognize his own mother? How would he? It’s been so long. Even if he does, he probably assumes he’s mistaken. He tried to find her and failed. Something he wasn’t known to do often.

      We all followed without further objection, into the kitchen, as Lady and Mildred rummaged through the cabinets, grabbing ingredients. “We need a proper container. That small locking ice box will suffice,” Mildred said, pointing to the freezer Briggs has so meticulously placed the meat patties in.

      “I’ll dump it out,” Lady said, busting off the lock with several hits from her baton.

      “Hold on a second,” I said. “We have to put this meat in the refrigerator. The cats down here are getting sick and they just got these. We can’t do that to them.”

      Lady grabbed me by the collar, lifting me off my feet. “Your soft heart will get us killed, Trigger.”

      She threw me to the floor, picked up the box and dumped out the contents.

      Mildred pointed to the refrigerator. “We have to prepare our little bomb. If it really bothers you, save as many as you can before we’re done. You have two minutes, then we’re leaving this room.”

      I grabbed armloads of the meat, and Rick opened the refrigerator door, allowing me to stuff what little I could hold on to inside. There’s no way. I wouldn’t be able to get even half of this in the fridge within the next couple of minutes. Rick couldn’t do all of that bending over and standing up. All he could do was hold open the door.

      Mr. B stepped in and started grabbing armloads of his own, and Marty joined too, as Lady and Mildred separated and mixed ingredients that would do things that I never imagined these ingredients could do.

      As they inserted the last ingredients, I shoved in the last of the meat and tried to close the fridge door. It wouldn’t quite stay closed, so I wedged a chair against it to keep it closed until morning. Briggs was going to be furious. Maybe he’d at least remember us for saving the meat he’d waited six months to get. It would last long enough in that fridge for him to replace the freezer.

      “Move out,” Lady said, grunting as she attempted to hoist the freezer off the ground. Just like I was afraid of, she could barely move carrying that thing herself.

      “Marty, help her out, would you? Grab the other end of that,” I said.

      “Got it,” he said, running over and struggling to lift even one end off the ground. I knew Lady would be much stronger than him, but I don’t think Marty expected it. They were roughly the same size. Guessing her strength was about double his.

      “Holy cow, what’s this dame been eating?” he asked, looking over his shoulder at me.

      “Dogs like you, Marty. Breakfast, lunch, and dinner,” I said, hoping it would sound like a joke, but feel like a threat.

      He smiled. “Yeah, sure.”

      As we made our way to the main ventilation tunnel, the timing of the operation was becoming clearer. We had seen no one. After all, all the prisoners were supposed to be locked in their cells. Soon, they’d start looking around for the ones who were missing. When they realized one of them was Mr. B, it was likely to cause quite a commotion.

      We didn’t have far to go before we reached the ventilation shaft’s cover. Lady made quick work of it, then she and Marty lifted the locked chest inside, replacing the cover.

      “So, what, we gotta light this thing or something?” Marty asked, looking around for a fuse.

      Lady shook her head, moved the handle of her baton between the slits of the vent cover, and gave it a hard punch, sending the chest sliding.

      “Run!” she shouted, making her way past the ventilation shaft and toward the shut off supply tunnel. To my surprise, Mr. B bent down and motioned for Rick to jump on his back, which he did. He’d reacted even quicker than I did. This would have been his perfect chance to leave Rick behind or wait for me to jump in and grab my friend, and maybe take us both out. To act that quickly, it couldn’t have been calculated. Did he genuinely want to make sure Rick wasn’t left behind?

      Surprised, all of us chased after her. We barely made it inside the supply tunnel entrance before the blast came. If the tunnels had been closer together, this might not have worked. Mr. B let Rick back down.

      The sound of loud footsteps and shouting quickly eliminated the brief silence that followed the explosion.

      “You’re telling me that’s all it took to detonate that thing, and we were carrying it?” Marty said, grabbing Lady’s arm. Lady was not amused and didn’t offer an answer. Just stared at his paw. I imagined her silently contemplated how she’d break his arm without his scream alerting the guards. I couldn’t be sure that’s what she was thinking, but it seemed like a thought Lady would have.

      “Quiet,” Mildred said, nearly whispering. “They’ll hear us over there if we’re too loud. Now we wait… quietly.”

      There were lots of coughs in between rapid speculation of what caused the collapse, before the guards accepted the fact that they were going to have a major ventilation problem soon.

      “Hit the emergency release on the supply tunnel blast door. We need to get some air in here!” a soldier shouted.

      A moment later, the wall we’d been standing against free fell into the ground, coming to a slamming halt that hurt my ears. Behind it, an expanse of tunnel big enough for all of us to walk through. Beyond that, I couldn’t believe what I was feeling and seeing. Was that a breeze… and moonlight?

      “Move,” Lady said, as we all made our way down the corridor, around one corner, and hitting another obstacle. But beyond that obstacle, a beautiful sight awaited. The sound of the roaring Arc River, a cool breeze, and a balcony large enough for all of us to stand on. I didn’t see any rails to prevent falls. We’d have to be careful. Falling in the Arc River would mean certain death. The river itself had become synonymous with it.

      “I’ll lift the barrier, and all of you have to squeeze under quickly. Then, I’ll ready my rope,” Lady said, squatting into position and grabbing the bottom of the gate.

      “You worry about the rope. I’ll lift this gate,” Marty said, moving into position beside her. He grabbed it, and with a mighty grown he lifted with all his might. He strained, and his eyes looked like they might pop out of his head.

      “Are you finished?” Lady asked. “The time we have to waste is limited.”

      “You’re kidding me. No dog alive could lift this gate,” he said, chuckling as he stood back up and struggled to catch his breath.

      Quietly, Lady gripped the gate, and although the effort was clear on her face, she didn’t make a sound. Her arms shook, and she gritted her teeth, but the gate moved. Slowly, she rose to her full height, holding the bottom of the gate to her waist. Marty stood, his jaw agape, dumbfounded. He glanced to me, then to her, and I didn’t like the nervous look on his face. Good, she should make him nervous. No chance he’d try anything now after seeing that.

      All of us rushed under the gate, as Lady shifted her body low again, lifting the gate nearly to shoulder level before she squeezed under it herself, letting it go and allowing it to slam back down onto the ground with a vicious thud. She stayed on her knees, only taking a moment to catch her breath.

      “Mildred goes first because I know you’ll argue otherwise, then Mr. B, then you’ll need to carry Rick up. Marty and I can pull ourselves up, so you can stay up there after you take Rick.”

      Lady nodded. “Agreed.”

      She rose to her feet, stumbling toward the ledge before quickly becoming more stable. I shouldn’t have been surprised she recovered so quickly. This dog stood somewhere between Saul and Kerdy with combat skill, but her physical ability seemed to surpass them both. Maybe this magic juice worked even better on young dogs than it did on cats.

      Reaching her paw into her uniform coat, she pulled out a device with four hooks. She gave it a pull, taking it from almost flat, to four perfectly symmetrical hooks, attached to what was a strange rope. Must’ve cut it from sheets, but she’d weaved it in a way that made it look much stronger. She removed the coat, revealing the long rope that had been wrapped around her. Once unraveled, it looked plenty long enough to do that job.

      She backed against the edge, too close for comfort, and swung the hook in a wide circle before flinging it toward the top of the wall. After giving it a hard pull, she seemed satisfied it would hold. She’d had the foresight to put knots along the rope to make it easier for less skilled climbers, much to my relief. I wasn’t exactly the best climber and now didn’t feel like the best time to bring that to everyone’s attention.

      She climbed up with Mildred first. The expanse of this part of the river was terrifying even to look at. In my mind, I expected these supply balconies to have rails. Then again, they weren’t meant for enjoying the sunset. They were only meant for lowering supplies down and bringing them through the tunnel. Each floor’s balcony continued like stair steps that might have been used by giants. Lady could probably make the jump between them. None of the rest of us could, that’s for sure.

      She returned down the rope alone. Mr. B was next. Lady made this look so easy. I couldn’t climb up that rope with someone on my back if our lives depended on it. Her second trip was much slower than the first. Even she had her limits.

      Again, she returned alone, this time to get Rick, leaving Marty and I to watch the dangling end of the rope blowing in the wind over the ledge. I turned my attention to Lady, who was struggling to make it the rest of the way up with Rick on her back. It was a good thing this was her last trip up, albeit a slow one. Even she wouldn’t make it a fourth. She was at that limit.

      Just as she disappeared over the wall, I felt something slip over my head. I turned to find Marty holding the rope in his left paw, close to my neck, and a knife in his right paw. He pulled the rope tight, tightening the noose around my throat. Instinctively, I grabbed it with both paws. He plunged the knife into my ribs, then pulled it out and did it again before letting go. I cried out in pain, but there wasn’t much else I could do. He stood back and kicked me hard, sending me over the edge.
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      “Don’t bother fighting it. You’ll pass out from the blood loss soon and that noose will do the rest. Oh, and here’s your one-liner: Saint sends his regards.”

      I held onto the rope around my neck, but I could feel myself losing blood fast. I saw the others leaning over the wall, shouting. I couldn’t tell what they were saying. The river was drowning them out. Lady struggled to climb over the edge of the wall. That was the last thing I wanted to see.

      “Looks like that freak friend of yours is all out of juice. You can watch me send her into the river before you go to sleep. Consider the free entertainment my parting gift,” Marty said, laughing.

      Lady slid down the rope, and Marty attempted to tackle her before she could get her footing, sending me swinging. He’d pushed her all the way to the edge before she finally caught her footing on the wet surface. She reached down with both paws, grabbing the sides of his pants. She stood up fast, slamming her head into his face, then roared as she lifted him all the way into the air. His eyes went wide.

      “Now wait a minute. My new boss, he can give you whatever you want. Just name it. He’ll give it to you. Don’t kill me,” Marty pleaded, as Lady slowly turned and held him over the edge.

      “The Grand Gobbler. Does he have it?”

      “The… the what? That old statue Mr. B wanted? Saint can give you twice what that thing’s worth. Just let me down!”

      “No Gobbler, no deal!” Lady shouted, flinging Marty over the edge.

      I could feel myself losing consciousness as my grip loosened, causing the noose to tighten even more around my neck.

      The faces of the others on the ledge above faded. This was it for me.

      Lady jumped down from the ledge, grabbing on to the length of rope above me. She reached down and pulled the knife from my side, sending a bolt of pain through my body.

      “Hold your breath!” she shouted, slicing the rope above where she gripped with her other paw, sending us falling toward the jaws of the Arc River. The impact of the water wasn’t the soft cushion I was hoping for. It felt like slamming into concrete. Lady had pulled the noose loose as we were falling. She almost lost her grip on me when we landed, but she held on, slipping it around my wrist and pulling it tight. “Grip this!” she yelled again, before swallowing a mouth full of water. Even shouting directly into my face, I could barely hear her over the roaring river and my fading consciousness.

      We slammed hard into a rock. My body stiffened with pain again as we slammed into another, then another. Lady was steering us with the rope, or at least she attempted to. To my knowledge, no one had ever survived being thrown into the Arc River, aside from Max, the information broker. Kerdy had saved him, but she hadn’t been thrown in with him, and not from this height, and not already half-dead.

      Why had Lady done this? She could have easily escaped with the others. Cut the rope so Marty was stuck down there and let me fall in to become food for the bacteria and… the fish? Just then, as we sunk deeper under the water, I saw two fish swim by. Guess there really were fish in this river after all. Too bad I’d never get the chance to tell anyone.

      Another rock came at us, and this time Lady took most of the blow, a good chunk of it to her head. Her eyes closed, and her head went limp. She lost her grip on the rope. I wrapped both arms around her to keep us from being separated. We hit another, larger rock, and this time we stopped, our heads above water. I yelled at her over and over. Could tell she was still alive, but she was having a hard time coming to. I’d have to ask for forgiveness later.

      I sank my teeth into her shoulder, hard, just as I’d done in our fight over the Grand Gobbler. Funny. Then, I was trying to kill her. This time I was trying to save her by doing the same thing. I didn’t understand what was right and wrong anymore. Up was down, and down was up. Heroes became villains and villains became heroes, and now I was going to die in order to entrust the city to the most dangerous villain of my lifetime, all to stop an even worse villain. And here I was, holding on to a dog I thought might have hated me the most, risking her life to save mine, and I didn’t even understand why… I’d probably never get the chance to ask.

      She shook her head, and her grip tightened on me again. She gripped onto the edge of the rock and hauled me up. Once on top, I tried to do the same, and I could help just enough for her to make it, falling to her paws, choking out water. This wasn’t exactly a safe spot. The rapids still splashed over the rock, nearly knocking us off every few seconds. She grabbed onto about half of the rope and, with some effort, separated the knot that held it together at that point. She pulled open my shirt and laughed.

      “The bleeding’s already slowed. Hold this against the wound. Put as much pressure as you can,” she said.

      “We’re going to die, aren’t we?” I asked, barely able to hold up my head, putting as much pressure as I could on the two wounds, thankfully close together.

      She grabbed me by the collar of my shirt. “Is that—” She choked up more water. “Is that what you want to do? If I’d known that, I wouldn’t have jumped in here after you. I had assumed you wanted to live. My mistake.”

      “I do,” I said.

      “You do what?” she asked, “What is it you want to do?”

      “I want to live,” I repeated.

      “Say it again. You don’t sound like you mean it,” Lady shouted.

      “I want to live!” I barked, to the top of my lungs.

      “Then stop asking stupid questions. We’re going back in,” she said, pointing further down the river.

      “We’re what?” I yelled.

      “Look further down. There’s a gate, but that’s not what’s important. The gate itself doesn’t open. I know the way out, near it. It’s one of our secret passages leading outside the wall.”

      “Why did you save me, Lady? At least tell me that.”

      “I haven’t saved you yet, Trigger. I’ll answer that question once we’ve made it through the passage to the outside. It’s not because I’m in love with you, if that’s what you’re thinking.”

      What was that? A joke, from Lady of all dogs? Despite the awful timing, I laughed anyway, and was rewarded with throbbing pain from head to toe.

      “What a shame,” I squeaked. “Fine. Following your lead. I think… I’ve broken a lot of bones. Body’s giving out.”

      “I know. Mine too. We can’t wait to rest. It’s riskier than going too soon,” she said, tying the remaining rope dangling from my wrist onto hers. “Last push. You ready?”

      “Let’s do it,” I said, wrapping my arms around her waist.

      With that, she dove back into the water, getting pulled under briefly, and hitting several smaller rocks and other debris before we slammed into the enormous circular metal gate. Lady braced herself against it and used the openings like a ladder to move underwater. To the right of the gate was an underwater tunnel that curved around it, just big enough for us to move through.

      When we emerged through the other side, Lady grabbed onto an underwater rope they had placed there previously to make it easier traversing the tunnel. It reminded me of the makeshift one Kerdy made for Petey and I when we jumped districts to avoid the gate guards.

      At last, we pulled above the water, and Lady dragged us onto the bank of the river. We both spent the next few minutes coughing again, and I took the first true inventory of my injuries. My back could be broken. Neck felt as though it was about to snap from nearly being hung, and I could feel the rope had cut into the flesh. My arm was badly broken, and at least one leg. I had a hard time breathing, even after I cleared the water. The knife probably collapsed one of my lungs. I wouldn’t make it.

      “Go on, Lady… Just leave me here,” I said, half-gasping out the words. I didn’t have the strength to pick myself up again, and she didn’t have the strength to carry me.

      “Change your mind already?” she asked. “I made you a promise, remember? That I would tell you once we made it out of the river. I saved you because Kerdy isn’t kind or charitable. She gave you that injection because she believed you could help us. She believed it so much, in fact, that she broke her precious rules to do it. I also have my own selfish reason. I’ve done a lot against my people. First, I decided they weren’t my people, that the dogs of Arc City were my people. I was wrong. Worse yet, I lost the Grand Gobbler. I have a lot to make up for, and if I can save you… I hope it will prove I’m sincere, and that I want to be forgiven and accepted back.”

      “No way I’ll make it, even if we can get back in quickly. Our hospitals just aren’t that good. Sorry, Lady…” I said, as the world around me faded.

      “I’m not taking you to your hospital,” she said, rising to her feet and staggering over to me. Despite everything, she still had the strength to pick me up and hoist me onto her shoulder. “The place I’m taking you will save you, if I can find the strength to get you there. I will never fail my people again. I will get you there, Trigger, so shut up.”

      “You’re crazy…” I said. That was all I had the strength to say. What pathetic last words.

      “I will never fail my people again,” she repeated, as she began trudging forward, away from the city. I’d always wanted to go outside of these walls. In my entire life, I’d never seen the outside. It truly was beautiful.

      I could think of worse ways to go. The case was closed, and now the city had a fighting chance against Saint. If I was going to go out, this seemed like as good a way as any. Sure, I could have chosen another job. Kept my nose clean. Got married. Raised some pups. Lived a quiet life. But a quiet life and a different job wouldn’t let me go out with my head held high, a hero. The way I was always afraid I wouldn’t.

      Maybe this job wasn’t so bad after all.
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      “You must be out of your mind, Arn,” Joy said, slamming her paw on top of his, pressing her cabinet drawer shut again.

      “Out of my mind? You didn’t miss the part where I said I was here on orders from the commander, right?” Arn shot back, but didn’t fight with her over the drawer.

      “Besides, do I look like I need help from you? You’re too enthusiastic for your own good. What are you going to do with my cybernetics? Install them yourself? You’re lucky to put a bandage on straight without my help. Get lost. Tell the commander if she wants to give me orders she can come here herself.”

      Arn gritted his teeth. “Joy, you are the gutsiest cat I’ve ever met. You’re even worse than the commander. You know I wouldn’t lie to you, and you and the commander are just going to get into another shouting match and make everyone uncomfortable again, like you always do.”

      “Oh, boo hoo, Arn. What are you, a kitten? Going to cry? And what’s this ‘Joy’ business? Too old to call me ‘Mother’ anymore?”

      Arn’s fur bristled down his back, and his cheeks were flush. “Fine… Mother. I’ll get Kerdy and she can come in here herself. Someday she’s really going to lose it and put you in your place.”

      “Me? Hah! I’ve pulled that cat’s broken body out of death’s jaws more times than you can count. I’d like to see her try to put me in my place. Besides, what’s your big hurry? I stabilized both patients. They won’t die, so go home and stop worrying. We can discuss this tomorrow,” Joy said, running her left paw through the gray fur atop her head. “I’m beat. Think I’ll close up early and head home to take a nap.”

      “You’ll what? Okay, fine, but what’s your big issue with all of this? If Kerdy wants him treated like one of us, don’t you trust her enough to do it?”

      “Arn…” she closed her eyes, rubbing the bridge of her nose. “It’s not that I don’t trust her. I just want to talk this through with her myself, is all. This breaks all kinds of rules, and she’s Ms. Rules, remember? My supplies are in well… short supply, and wasting them on a dog, or two dogs we could easily just patch up and send on their way seems…”

      “Seems what?” Arn asked, his eye twitching as he finally let go of the drawer.

      “I just want to understand, is all. We won’t last much longer if we don’t tighten our belts and preserve our resources. Resources include cats, like you, Arn, who insist on throwing themselves into danger at every opportunity to impress the commander. One day, your luck is going to run out.”

      “So that’s also what this is about? You want to talk to Kerdy about sending me on missions too early, because I’m too young. You’re afraid I’ll get killed because I’m not ready. I’ve been training, Mother, and I’m not a kitten anymore. Kerdy says I’m—”

      “Oh, Kerdy says. Kerdy says. Tell her to come here and say it to my face!” Joy shouted, giving Arn a shove.

      “Okay, okay. Sheesh. It’s like I have two mothers,” Arn said, storming out of the tent, leaving Joy alone. She walked over and sat down in her chair, staring down at the documents in front of her on her desk. “Short again, on nearly everything. And if my calculations are correct, we’re due for another Steel Colossus attack any year now. We’re not ready…”

      “We have to be,” Kerdy said, placing her paw on Joy’s shoulder, sending her jumping halfway out of her chair.

      “Holy… what happened to announcing the commander’s arrival?” Joy said, placing her paw on her chest. “You scared me half to death.”

      “Yeah, like I believe that,” Kerdy said, stepping in front of Joy’s desk, placing her paws behind her back and staring up at the old, patched roof of the tent.

      “We have to face the colossus, Joy. We’re not ready, but we don’t have a choice. It will either wipe us out this time or destroy Arc City. There will be no dogs or cats left. We will be extinct, just like humanity. And because of that…”

      “And because of that, you need every able-bodied soldier you can, especially skilled fighters like Arn with a warrior’s fire in his chest. You’re also willing to place our lives in the paws of an outsider, wasting precious time and resources on a bet. I’m not a betting cat, Kerdy.”

      Kerdy sighed, looking down at Joy. “I won’t command you. You know I won’t, but I will ask you to make a choice. You must choose between placing a bet or accepting your death. And Arn’s death. Will you gamble, or will you just turn your back on everything because the odds seem impossible? Our lives are in your paws.”

      Joy’s eyes welled up with tears. “I don’t deserve all the respect you give me, Kerdy. I’m only a doctor, and—”

      “The best doctor I’ve ever seen, and I’ve seen many,” Kerdy corrected.

      Joy smiled. “I will gamble, then. Not just on myself, but you, and everyone else.”

      “I knew you’d say that. Thanks, Joy.”

      “Now, let’s wake this patient up and see if he’s really worth all the trouble he’s caused.”
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      “Trigger.”

      A voice called out to me, somewhere far away. Was this the afterlife? Disappointing if the whole thing was going to be nothing but pitch black. I would settle for a coffee and a tray of scrambled eggs at Elly’s. Instead, I get this infinite darkness and some dame hollering at me from who knows how far away.

      “Trigger!”

      There it was again. Just what I needed. My own personal invisible nagging friend to keep me company. At least I didn’t feel any kind of pain.

      Wait, a minute. I’m definitely dead. If I were alive, I’d be hurting all over right now.

      “Joy, are you sure you didn’t kill him with what you put through his IV just now? I thought you said he’d wake up almost immediately,” the voice said again, becoming slightly clearer this time. Kerdy? Great. Perfect. I must have been a bad dog for sure, if this was the voice I was going to be hearing for eternity in the afterlife. And who in the world is Joy, anyway?

      “I said almost immediately. It’s not magic. It’s medicine. Maybe he’s hearing your voice and decided he’d rather not wake up. It’s a possibility, in my expert opinion,” an unfamiliar voice said.

      That one must be Joy. She sounds grouchier than Kerdy. Sheesh.

      A hard slap hit me across the face, and my eyes shot open.

      Kerdy and Joy stood above me, but Joy I’d never met before. She was a gray cat who’d seen quite a few years pass her by. Maybe more than Kerdy. She furrowed her brow and pointed to Kerdy, her gray fur bristling.

      “Excuse me! I didn’t invest precious resources into saving this fleabag just so you could slap him around and injure him again. I’m getting ready to perform a delicate procedure, so I need him to be calm.”

      “Oh, shove it, Joy. I barely tapped him. And look, he opened his eyes. I guess you were right about him ignoring me.”

      “You’re the one ignoring me, now,” I said, mostly slurring the words. Now I understood. I must’ve been heavily sedated and just now waking up. “How many days have I been out… and why am I tied to this doggone table?”

      “So you wouldn’t roll off into the floor and break something while you were out. You’ve been in a medically induced coma for the past couple of months and—”

      “Months?” I shouted.

      She looked to Kerdy. “Is he going to be this excited every time I say half a sentence?”

      Kerdy shrugged.

      “Yeah, pardon me for waking up in some strange place I’ve never seen before, after almost dying in Arc River, out for two months, and strapped to a table. Is that normal here? Your cats usually smile and nod at that?”

      “Closer to normal than I’d like to admit, at least for some of us,” Joy said, forcing a smile. “We couldn’t have you rolling into the floor and breaking something again before it had time to heal.”

      “No way all those broken bones healed in two months,” I said, letting my doubts spill into the conversation, rude as that might be.

      “With your technology? You’d be in physical therapy for the next two years, and some of your breaks would have never healed properly. Our technology here far outstrips yours. You will need some time to walk it off, but you’re healed. I needed to wait until you were awake before installing your cybernetics,” Joy said, so matter-of-fact and calm that I almost couldn’t process what she was saying.

      “She means replacing your eye,” Kerdy attempted to clarify.

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa. Now wait just a minute. Cybernetics? New eye?”

      She looked to Kerdy again and sighed. “Yep, he’s going to do it every single time. Cybernetics. Machine parts. Like Kerdy’s leg. Did you see her leg? I’m going to replace your useless eye with a rare, precious salvaged cybernetic and wire it to your neural—” She sighed again. “Your brain. Look, this isn’t a classroom. It’s a hospital. Do you want the eye or not? If so, a ‘thank you’ would be more appropriate. Eternal gratitude would be even better. I don’t think you deserve it. I think it should be given to one of our warriors. Kerdy disagrees, for reasons I can’t comprehend. Lucky for you, what Kerdy says goes.”

      I looked between the two of them. What else could I really say? More importantly, what could I really say that wouldn’t push Joy over the edge. It’s clear I wasn’t welcome here, and I could make a guess that this was highly irregular and probably broke a dozen rules.

      “When I go back to the city, won’t it look strange with some kind of little machine thing clicking and buzzing around in my head, cogs spinning and all that?” I asked.

      Joy stifled a laugh, holding a paw over her mouth. “You sweet, sheltered little barbarian. It’s honestly a bit endearing.”

      Kerdy just stared at Joy for a moment, as emotionless as ever, before finally turning her attention to me. “It will look just like your bad eye does now. No one will know the difference, unless you tell them. Joy, for all her arrogance and—”

      “Oh, well now, what have we here? I believe we call this a ‘pot and kettle’ situation. Lectured on arrogance by the queen of arrogance herself, Commander Kerdy. I’ll take your word for it, because you’re certainly the authority on the topic.”

      Kerdy clenched her teeth, when suddenly a young, gray cat with a sword on his side walked into the room. “Oh wow, it’s awake.”

      “He,” Kerdy corrected. “Arn, he’s not some unknown species. He’s a dog just like Lady is.”

      “That’s exactly what I’m afraid of,” Arn said, gawking at me.

      Kerdy clenched her fists, and took in an abnormally deep breath.

      Arn threw his paws up. “Hey, I’m sorry. I was just leaving.”

      “Arn…” Kerdy said, stopping him in his tracks.

      “Yeah?” He said, twisting his head around while still facing the door.

      “Why did you come in here?” Kerdy asked, tapping her arm.

      “Oh, right… Just wanted to let you know the patrols are finished and activity is still decreasing. It’s been one full week since a scout sighting in our territory.”

      Kerdy waved her paw, dismissing Arn. “Thank you.”

      Kerdy and Joy stared at one another in silence for several long seconds, the atmosphere taking on a dark tone I hadn’t expected, and certainly didn’t understand. It had something to do with whatever these scouts were, but it’s not a question I would risk asking at the moment.

      “Did Lady make it?” I asked, breaking their silent communication.

      “She did,” Joy replied, with no extra snark. “She was in worse shape, but healed faster. Because of the… shot, treatment, boost, whatever you’d like to call it, she received as a pup. That you received recently. She told us everything about the prison break. About how all of you pulled it off. Considering the resources you have available, and your technology, I was… impressed. We need someone with your skill set here. We have a few mysteries that have, unfortunately, been left unsolved for far too long, and time is ticking. We’ll all be dead soon, unless something changes.”

      “Stop it, Joy. That won’t happen,” Kerdy said, reaching across the table and grabbing her by the shoulder.

      Joy brushed her paw off. “I hope you’re right, Kerdy. Alright, let’s get this procedure finished so the mysteries of the world can completely overwhelm the detective here. He should have some free roaming time before we ‘hire’ him, right?”

      Kerdy nodded. “Some time. That’s about all we can give. I’ll leave you to it then. Work your magic.”

      Kerdy walked out the same way the other cat had, and Joy pressed a button on the side of my table. With some quiet motor noises, my bed slowly turned upright, with the legs bending down to form a chair. Of course, it still strapped me in.

      “Going to take off these straps at least?”

      “Hah, no chance. It’s for your own safety. If you mess up this procedure, I don’t care how much Kerdy demands another, it’ll be a big fat ‘no’. You’re a city-dweller. This will all be strange to you. You will not feel pain, because I have disabled your pain reception. You probably haven’t noticed, but you have a strap around your head. Through my control panel, I can manipulate your brain signals. You follow?”

      I sighed. I couldn’t say I was surprised, because I wasn’t. It didn’t exactly match up with my imagination, but it was pretty close. “Yeah, I follow that much. Sorry for all the questions, but…”

      She waved her paw, dismissively. “It’s alright. I’m sorry too. Just been a little on edge lately. The cat that walked in is my son, and he’s become a warrior at the most dangerous time. I know you’ll want to ask why it’s the most dangerous time, but let’s deal with one mystery at a time, shall we?”

      I nodded. “Gladly. So, are you going to put me under for this little eye procedure?”

      Her eyes went wide. “What? Goodness, no. And risk making a programming mistake and ruining this little treasure? Not on your life, little dog. Your entire flesh body isn’t worth one of these old relics.”

      “Wait, old? You mean to tell me this isn’t brand new tech? You know what, never mind. Like you said. One mystery at a time.”

      “That’s the spirit. Now, I’ve already removed your useless eye while you were comatose, so we’re halfway there.”

      “Wow, thanks for asking my permission.”

      “Sure. Right. I should’ve just asked your permission to save your life too, while you were unconscious, bleeding out on my operating table.”

      “Fine. Point taken,” I said, trying my best to at least appear relaxed, while being the exact opposite.

      She held up the eye in front of me, showing me the odd thing briefly. It was grotesque and mesmerizing all at once. It looked like a normal eye, but the back of it looked like something pulled out of a broken television set.

      “You’re bound, but I need you to stay relaxed and still. Answer every question I ask you as directly as possible. This will not be a time for sarcasm, or small talk. Understand?”

      “Understood,” I said.

      She leaned over me, placing the little machine into my eye socket, adding a longer wire from the side that I hadn’t seen until now.

      “Stop moving your other eye. Straight ahead. Do not move your eyes again,” She said, holding a paw in front of my nose, giving it a tap. “This is a tool for wiring your nerve to its new eye. I’m not a professor. I’m a doctor. So, just be a statue until I say otherwise. This is a procedure, not a lecture.”

      I didn’t answer, because I didn’t know how to without ticking her off again. Was this the cat who trained Kerdy to be such a grouch? Sheesh.

      “Tell me when you see anything besides darkness through the new eye.”

      After a moment of fiddling with a screen that was just out of my view, I saw something that made me want to jump out of my seat. Something I hadn’t seen in many years.

      “I see something!” I shouted.

      She moved her head in front of me and narrowed her gaze. “I’m sitting right here. No need to shout. Compare it to the other eye.”

      “It’s… got a weird green tint to it,” I said.

      “Applying a correction. Sit tight.”

      “Uh… sure.”

      She moved her face in front of mine again, frowned, and moved back to the screen. Several taps and clicks later, my vision became clearer.

      “Closer?”

      “Yeah, almost.”

      “Tell me when to stop. I will take you one small adjustment at a time. Say so when it matches your healthy eye.”

      She went back to clicking and tapping again, but slower this time.

      At last, it matched perfectly.

      “Stop!” I shouted. I couldn’t help but smile as hard as I could manage.

      “Congratulations, city-dweller. Seeing is only part of what your eye can do, but we’ll get to that later.”

      She reached down and, one by one, loosened all the straps that had been holding me to this seat.

      “Thank you, Joy. I know you wanted it to go to someone else, but thanks anyway,” I said.

      She laughed. “Well, you have one thing going for you. Unlike these other ungrateful miscreants around here, you at least know how to thank your doctor. Go on now, but slowly. Your limbs will need to adjust a bit. Meet everyone. They’ve all been waiting.”

      I stood up, stumbling slightly at first, but quickly catching my balance. Joy stepped over and pulled off the strap that had been on my head.

      I took a deep, deep breath, and exited the room.
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      The first thing that caught my eye after leaving wasn’t the crowd of cats hanging around the entrance, or the strange machines strewn about the area, the odd armor some of them wore, weapons they carried, or even the frightening smile that stretched across Kerdy’s face. It was the trees. There was the occasional small tree planted here and there in the city, but other than the few in Rose Garden Estates, there weren’t any in the Black District at all. In Adria District? A few more, but not much variety. Grass, trees, or any plant was an odd sight anywhere in the city. But here…

      Trees stretched tall and had different leaves. They brushed against one another in the breeze, and while the area we were standing in had been cleared, all around us the trees were thick and seemed to go on forever. It was one of the most beautiful sights I’d ever seen, and not just because I should have been dead after falling into the river, but because it was wild. A wild world I only imagined existed, and now I was seeing it with my own eye. Eyes, even. Boy, what I wouldn’t give to show this to Rick. He wanted to see this place, and he wouldn’t have been disappointed.

      Thinking of him pulled my thoughts to another place. Two months? What had happened to my friends in two months? Given everything going on, it may as well have been two years. Did Petey still have control of the Black District as chief? Had Mr. B been appointed district representative as planned? What would Saint have done to respond? Maybe he’d have attacked the district without delay. Maybe it was already a smoking pile of rubble right now.

      “Thinking of home, little detective?” Kerdy said, jarring me back to reality.

      “Yeah,” I said, honestly. “A lot was going on when I left. I know they all think I’m dead, and I can’t shake the part of me that thinks they may be too. Saint is not the cat who would be dealt with easily. He has too much power already. I’m not sure they even—”

      “I’ll put your mind at ease. I visited the city just weeks ago. Mr. B has been appointed district representative, and Saint hesitated to act, giving him enough time to put some protections in place. I must admit… your choice of counterattack is odd. No, odd is the wrong word. Stupid. But this Mr. B seems to scare Saint enough that he didn’t act in time to settle things early or quickly. Now, both have officially announced their run for mayor. The situation is volatile, and I can’t promise everything is still in one piece, but the stalemate seems to hold for the moment. I didn’t contact anyone about your whereabouts, because we can’t afford the distractions at the moment. And, trust me, after you learn the things you’ll be learning over the next couple of days, you’ll be glad they’re not coming out here to get you. What we’re about to confront is far more important than anything going on in the city. I know that’s hard to believe,” Kerdy said.

      “Very hard to believe, actually. But I’ll believe it anyway. You cats seem to have a better idea of what’s going on in the world than us city-dwellers ever will.”

      She tilted her head. “I see you’re already adopting some of our speech. Good, you’re a quick learner. It’ll come in handy since you have a lot to learn.”

      “Where’s Lady?” I asked.

      Kerdy laughed. “She’s being held, along with Saul. Where else would she be?”

      “She saved my life, and she could’ve stayed in the city, you know? She isn’t like Saul.”

      Kerdy clenched her jaw. “Right, she isn’t like Saul. At least Saul had ideals. At least Saul had a cause. He believed in something. In his tiny, stunted mind, he thought he was fighting for vengeance in the name of his people. If anything, he was too loyal. Lady? She’s a selfish brat who only thinks of herself. The only dog Lady’s loyal to is Lady. She should’ve stayed rotting in Arc City Prison. Now, she can rot here. Where she belongs hasn’t changed. Just the scenery.”

      “Come on,” I said, holding out my paws. “You expect me to believe that’s how you really feel? Sure, Lady’s selfish. She didn’t save me because she likes me. I’m pretty sure she hates me. She saved me because she thought it would impress you. She wanted to redeem herself and fight with her people once again. Why not give her another chance?”

      Kerdy growled. “Enough! Because of her, we lost the Grand Gobbler. She held it in her paws and only had to deliver it to me. Instead, she tried to sell it, even if she didn’t truly intend to complete the transaction. By doing that, she sold out every single one of us, both my people and yours. Inside that statue is a key, a literal key, that could end this nightmare once and for all, once we locate the proper keyhole. Now it’s lost. Again!”

      “The police have it,” I corrected.

      “Had it. Now, it’s gone again. Probably Saint’s doing. Now, we have more important things to deal with, but after… either you get it the civilized way, or I’ll bring whatever’s left of my people through the front gate and we’ll rip the city apart until we find it. But hey, that’s a mission for another day.”

      I laughed, letting a smile creep across my face. “First, you’re bluffing. Second, I suppose that gives away the case you’re hiring me for. We’re finding the keyhole the key belongs to, aren’t we?”

      The cats that had been standing around listening, quiet so far, muttered between themselves.

      “Good. I see the two months of sleep hasn’t fully addled your brain. You’re sharp. Right about why you’re still here, but you’re wrong about my threat being a bluff. Believe what you want, but before you return to the city, if you return to the city, you will understand what is at stake. Then, maybe you’ll even support the idea of a forced retrieval of the statue.”

      “Yeah, well, don’t get ahead of yourself,” I said. “My tiny, addled little dog brain can only process so much, remember?”

      “At least you finally admit it,” Kerdy said, without the hint of a smile. “Now, would you like to bicker more, or would you like me to introduce you to those present?”

      “Absolutely. Hopefully, most of them are nicer than you,” I said, prompting a laugh from the one cat I already knew.

      “Great, let’s start with the young warrior, Arn. Arn has a lot in common with you. He’s small, has a lot to learn, even more to prove, and can’t live up to half of it.”

      “Thanks a lot, Commander. Way to set expectations for the city-dweller. Not that I care what he thinks, of course,” he said, frowning.

      “You set them, Arn. I just state the obvious. Next, the other you already met, Joy, who, as usual, is too busy to join the rest of us. She is our doctor. I’ll say this because she isn’t here, but she’s probably the finest doctor to ever walk this earth. Being nursed back to health by her is far more than you deserve. Then again, it’s probably more than any of us deserve, myself included.”

      Strange. She speaks so highly of Joy. She really must be every bit as impressive as she claims, or these kinds of words would never come out of her mouth.

      She continued. “Saul, and Lady, you already know. You can go visit them later. To my left is Leaflet, patrol master.”

      The brown female cat waved, smiling. Patrol master? She was even smaller than me and looked way too friendly to be given such an important position by Kerdy. A thought to explore another time.

      “To her left, Iris, our blacksmith.”

      This giant of a black cat really didn’t fit with his name. “Iris? But isn’t that a name that a female—”

      Several of the other cats shook their heads side to side rapidly, glancing back and forth between Iris and me. “That a female… cat loves? Bet you’re popular with the dames.”

      His growl lessened slightly, and I was more than happy to quit while I was ahead, despite his lack of response.

      “To my right, Morel, our salvage master. She cobbles together our salvaged electronics, metals, and the occasional cybernetic.”

      The long-haired white cat smiled, resting her left elbow on Kerdy’s shoulder. “And the battery cells. And the wiring. And components for our transportation. And many of the great reproductions and inventions of our age.”

      The orange cat beside her nudged her with his own elbow. “Kerdy’s been praising you too much again, I see.”

      Kerdy sighed. “That one is her husband, Moss. He’s the mechanic here. Builds up our transportation from what Morel finds, keeps them running, makes improvements. He’s gotten in his head now that he can reverse engineer one of those old-world flying machines.”

      “Not a question of whether to not I can. It’s a question of whether I ever get the rest of the materials and enough battery cells to fly it.”

      “Exactly,” Kerdy said. “We can’t spare the material for one of your brilliant experiments at the moment, and you know it.”

      “Fair enough. You’re right. Someday, though. Soon.”

      Kerdy nodded. “To his right, Mira, our quartermaster. She manages our ready supplies and equipment, and assigns gear as needed. She lets the others know when we need something, and when we can’t spare components for non-priority projects… like Moss’s flying machine.”

      Moss huffed indignantly, and Mira raised her paw in simple greeting. “Hello, Trigger. You and I will meet soon to discuss your needs for this mission… er… ‘case’ that Kerdy has in mind for you.”

      Finally, a normal cat around here. “Looking forward to it, Mira,” I said, managing a smile, which she returned.

      “Uh oh, Mira, you better watch out. Looks like this city-dweller might be sweet on you. Just let me know if he gets any big ideas, alright?” the old calico cat to Mira’s right said, laughing much harder than warranted, causing Mira to hide her face and turn aside.

      “Enough!” Kerdy said, rubbing the top of her head roughly. “This is our part-time joke master, and full-time chef, Lilac. Don’t worry, her food is better than her jokes, or we’d have gone extinct a long time ago.”

      “Ouch,” Lilac said, as she slowly stopped laughing.

      “And, one more critical cat who isn’t here at the moment, is Nightshade, our recon specialist. She’s even busier than usual right now, with everything going on, trying to map out scout movements and document everything she can to help you with your case,” Kerdy said.

      “That I haven’t agreed to yet, just so we’re clear. I was supposed to be retired after the last one. Yet, here I am, getting another one shoved down my throat,” I said, crossing my arms.

      “I understand your reluctance, and it will be worth your time, but now is not the time or place to discuss details. We will bring the matter up with Mira to determine what we can spare, and what you’ll consider accepting as payment. Retiring requires being alive. A state you might not be in for long if we fail in this mission, case, whatever you’d like to call it. I’m afraid you’ll just have to grin and bear it.”

      “Oh, then let me introduce myself to everyone, Kerdy. I’m Trigger, the grin and bear it master, specialist, or whatever you want to call it. I’ve done enough grinning and bearing it to last a doggone lifetime, so you can see why I was the ideal dog for the position. Got a suicide mission, charity case, or half-baked idea you want to hire a dog to do for a fraction of the pay its worth? Well, that’s me. Dirty Job Trigger. Charity Case Trigger. I’m known by a lot of different names.”

      “Alright, Trigger. Fine. You’ve made your point,” Kerdy said, waving her arms. “Now, can you shut your mouth and follow Mira and I to her tent? We need to talk business, as you’d call it. Your favorite part, right?”

      I smiled. “Well, why didn’t you just say so in the first place? Now you’re speaking my language. Lead the way, ladies.”
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      The three of us walked for a while down long stairs made of logs, that Kerdy explained were repurposed from an old railroad track many years ago when they established this base near Arc City.

      “Why would the lumber be necessary?” I asked, knowing full well it was probably a stupid question, but neither of them seemed annoyed.

      “Runoff,” Mira said. “That, and mudslides. It’s part of the trouble of building in a valley like this. Much easier to defend, but poses some other terrain difficulties.”

      “The costs are worth the benefits,” Kerdy added. “We’re difficult to ambush down here, and the mountains on all sides shield us from long-range sensors coming from machine scout hubs and their headquarters, which we think may be underground.”

      “Alright. Scout hubs? Long-range sensors?”

      Kerdy grinned. “Yes, their scouts make up almost the entire invasion we deal with. Scouts are smaller machines, that vary in shape and size, all of a similar combat capability. Sometimes melee weapons, sometimes guns, though fewer of those these days, so it’s showing they’re running into the same problem we are here.”

      “You’re running out of resources,” I guessed.

      Mira nodded. “Yes, we are. Truth is, we’ve been out of the comfort zone for many years. That’s why we have so much emphasis on salvaging. That’s why Joy was so against you getting the implant. The machines are better at salvaging, as well as mining resources. They don’t have to eat, either, and they don’t die of old age. We’ve inflicted damage and identified that same damage generations later. Truth is… it’s all kind of inevitable.”

      Kerdy grabbed her arm, stopping us in our tracks. “It’s not inevitable. Don’t let me hear you say that again. Understood?”

      “Right… sorry,” Mira said, meekly.

      Kerdy sighed, releasing her overly tight grip on Mira. “No. No, I’m sorry. It seems that way, doesn’t it? Hopeless. But we have chances now we didn’t have before. We can gain more ground this time, and—”

      “But our birthrates are too low to rebuild… Sorry, I’m saying too much again. Sorry, Trigger. Kerdy wouldn’t have kept you here if she thought it was hopeless. Some of us are just downers, I guess,” Mira said, rubbing the back of her neck, staring at the ground.

      “I don’t know everything, yet, but I guess I understand where Kerdy’s coming from. When there’s a fight you know you have to fight, losing or winning isn’t what matters. Just the fight. Sometimes, that’s all there is to it,” I said.

      Mira looked up and smiled. “Sometimes that’s all there is to it.”

      “Almost,” Kerdy said, putting her paw on my shoulder. “It’s not just a fight we have to fight, Trigger. It’s one we have to win. No matter what, and that’s what we’re going to do.”

      I laughed. “It sounds like you two are softening me up for a discount! Though, given how big all of this is, I don’t see how a small-timer like me could tip the scale even a little. You sure you aren’t wasting your time?”

      “I’m a little older and wiser than you, Trigger. You have to go with your gut, remember? We’re going to win this. Maybe soon, or maybe later if none of this works, but we’re going to win.”

      I nodded. “Well, I’m with you, but back to these scouts…”

      “Right,” Mira said, resuming a slow pace down the mountain. “For decades, they attack. Then, like clockwork, the attacks slow to a near-halt.”

      “Then, we take advantage of the opening to retake as much ground as possible. Seize supplies, scrap, facilities, and more. They abandon them in droves or lower their presence enough that we can assault them,” Kerdy explained. “We’ve lost ground over the years, but we have a few prodigies in this generation, so I think we’ll make up for it. Moss has an assault vehicle he’s been working on for years that’s coming together, and we have several high-speed cycles already operational.”

      “Not to mention the old dog,” Mira said, excitedly.

      “Old dog?” I asked.

      Kerdy shook her head. “Later. We’re overwhelming you already. Let’s stick to the scouts for now, Mira.”

      Mira nodded. “Oh… right.”

      Kerdy continued. “There was a time we thought they attacked for no purpose at all, but in time we realized their original purpose was to assist humanity with some kind of threat. The one that, as far as we’re aware, wiped them all out.”

      I slapped my forehead. “Humanity. Real. Right. This is too doggone much. I’m sorry. I’m trying to keep up.”

      Kerdy nodded. “It’s alright. You’ll absorb it in time. There’s so much you city-dwellers don’t know. These machines continue scouring the world looking for the threat, and somehow they believe that we’re it. It’s possible that our kind wiped out humanity but judging by their technology and the few texts we’ve been able to find, humanity created us for some kind of helpful purpose.”

      “Created? Gah! Scouts. Staying on the scouts. Robots that attack. Judging by what Arn said, we’re in that period of reduced activity now.”

      “You really don’t miss anything, do you? Yes. That’s correct. However, the reason for the reduced activity is so they can pool resources into their primary assault. It’s a giant machine we’ve called the steel colossus. It attacks many of us in a condensed area, then returns to wherever it came from and hibernates,” Kerdy said, looking to the sky, the pain clear on her face.

      “How many of these have you destroyed?” I asked.

      “Zero,” Kerdy said. “And it seems there’s only one of them. We’ve tried, but we’ve never managed it. In the end, we had to sacrifice, then retreat in smaller numbers. Now, we may no longer have enough to sacrifice. Our numbers have dwindled too low.”

      “So, if you don’t have enough to sacrifice,” I started, then the realization hit me, and I stopped in my tracks, my stomach knotting to the point I thought I might be sick. “Arc City. This time, it might destroy Arc City.”

      I sat on one of the logs, putting both paws on top of my head.

      “Many of the others will be bitter with you, Trigger. Now you understand why. For generations, our people have shielded yours from any casualties. We’ve protected Arc City and allowed the citizens there to never even know any of it exists. We stop the scouts from reaching you, and we’ve stopped the steel colossus many times by fighting it with everything we had, and when we failed the sacrificial settlement draws it away, allows it to complete its mission, and return home,” Mira said.

      “And in return, we treated cats like second-class citizens. No better than slaves. Wow… I’m so sorry. No wonder Saul…” I said, feeling more ashamed than I ever had in my life. I didn’t take part in any of it, directly at least, but just knowing my people were responsible, and most of the rest of us turned a blind eye…

      Kerdy grabbed my arm, jerking me up off the ground. “I didn’t bring you here to apologize, Trigger. I don’t care. Cats like Saul can live in the past if they want, but I only care about winning this war, and that takes place in the future. So shut up with that dog guilt nonsense. It does nothing for the cats that were mistreated in the past, and it does nothing to help cats now. All it does is make you feel better, by getting it off your chest. Well, shove your apology. I don’t want it. If we can ever get to Mira’s office, I’ll tell you exactly what I want. And I promise you, it is not your ‘doggone’ apology.”

      She was right. Exactly right. Words weren’t worth much, and I knew it. Never had been. What a lousy feeling.

      “Yeah. Got it. Just that a lot of things make more sense now.”

      “Well, good. Cry yourself to sleep over it after we save my people, and Arc City,” Kerdy said, turning me back toward the path and giving me a not-so-gentle shove.

      “If the dogs and cats in the city knew what you’ve done—”

      “Someday, they will, but did you miss the part where every single citizen in Arc City might be dead soon? We aren’t doing this for parades and statues.”

      “Then why do you do it? Why not escape somewhere else and let Arc City be your decoy? Use Moss’s transportation to go beyond their reach. Why risk everything for Arc City?”

      Kerdy sighed. “For one, we don’t know if it’s even possible to go beyond their reach. Two, we established Arc City with the plan of it being a home for all of us someday. It was a ready-made city, and it’s got more than enough room for what’s left of us. Third, and most important, I don’t like losing or giving up. Since when do you?”

      “Alright, I’ll cut out the stupid questions… for now,” I said.

      Kerdy didn’t seem convinced I’d hold on to that promise, and I couldn’t say I blamed her. I’d done nothing but ask questions since I woke up, and I haven’t even scratched the surface of everything I had on my mind.

      “No, it’s fine. Ask all the questions you like, but try not to get overwhelmed. There’s going to be a lot to go over, and time is short. I know you’ll want to get back to Arc City as soon as possible, and I’m afraid our time here is running out. If Joy and I are correct, we’re just weeks away from an appearance. Tomorrow, we’re launching an operation to retake land and resources ahead of the battle.”

      Mira put her paw up to one side of her mouth. “Pst. Shouldn’t we be saving the details for when we get to my office, Commander?”

      “Ugh! Right, if we can get Wobbly Paws down these steps sometime today,” Kerdy said, giving me a gentle shove again.

      “Joy said we should be careful not to push him very hard today! What if you make him fall and he breaks something again?” Mira said, reaching out to steady me.

      “This dog? Hah! He’s been through just about as much wear and tear as our warriors. I think he enjoys it.”

      “‘Enjoy’ might be pushing it, Kerdy. Trouble seems to follow me around, and yeah, maybe I’m guilty of causing it sometimes when it fails to show up. I think I’ve got a real problem with authority. Keeps causing me a lot of hassle.”

      Kerdy laughed. “Problem with authority? You? Say it isn’t so.”

      I opened my mouth to speak, but Mira nudged me as we finally reached the base of the mountain. “See that big tent just ahead? That’s my ‘office’.” Seeing the look on my face, she anticipated my question. “Right… you have buildings in the city, made of wood, brick, and other sturdier materials. You’re probably wondering why we have such advanced technology, but we’re keeping these precious supplies in flimsy tents.”

      “Took the words right out of my brain. Was trying to resist the urge to ask,” I said, grinning.

      “We trust each other here. Everyone fights the same enemy, and we all count on one another to survive. The odd cat who breaks our rules is a very rare exception. We don’t have a prison here. Just a small holding tent in the rare case it’s needed. The weather is mild, as you know, and these tents are far stronger than you’re likely thinking. The most important reason? It’s what we have. You’ll see once we get inside. We have a large stockpile of these tents from an old military surplus warehouse that got raided decades ago. They’re also easy to move if we need to relocate in a hurry, which may happen soon.”

      I nodded along as she spoke. “Right. Makes sense. Thanks for explaining.”

      Mira smiled. “Well, I’m sure we’re about to create a lot more questions in just a moment.” When we arrived at the door of the large tent we’d been approaching, she pushed it aside with one paw, motioning Kerdy and I inside with the other. “Commander. Detective. Welcome to my little corner of our camp.”
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      ‘Little corner’ must be outsider slang for ‘enormous chunk’. This tent was by far the largest of all of them, and it organized every manner of item in far-reaching rows as far as I could see. Some were shelved neatly. Others were piled to the ceiling. There’s no way this dame could have any idea what was in here… could she?

      “Impressive,” I said, craning my neck to look all around. “I have no idea what I’m looking at mostly, but it’s impressive.”

      “Thank you,” Mira said, smiling sweetly, pointing to a desk that was positioned to our left as we entered, with several chairs opposite. “Have a seat.”

      Kerdy and I sat, and Mira tapped a glowing orb resting on top of her desk, causing an image that looked to be made of light to appear in front of us. I nearly fell out of my chair.

      “What’s that thing?” I asked, prompting a sigh from Kerdy.

      “My VS,” Mira said, before shaking her head. “Oh, sorry. Virtual system. It connects to my database where I log and organize all the inventory.”

      “Log… right. Virtual. Like that, well…” I scratched my chin. “It’s like a television, but you can control what’s inside?”

      Mira squinted, looking thoughtfully at the glowing orb in front of her. “Yeah, sort of. It’s like an electrical brain that I can add memories to and look at them whenever I want.”

      I took a deep breath. I understood. Sort of. Not really, but sort of.

      “Let’s just get down to business,” Kerdy said.

      “Right,” Mira responded, enthusiastically. “Commander, I’ll let you explain the job first. Then we’ll get into compensation.”

      Kerdy nodded. Great, the moment I’d been waiting for.

      “I want you to join the reclamation efforts. Usually, we’re only concerned with reclaiming the resources and grabbing whatever puts us back in the fight. That’s not enough anymore. We need intel. We need to learn the secrets that will allow us to end it once and for all. Normally, that takes our full focus, and we don’t spare a single specialist. You’re not some sort of ‘chosen one’, if that’s what you’re thinking, but inquisitive minds that don’t miss details are rare. The only cat I know that’s on your level in unraveling mysteries is Nightshade. This was going to be her job only. But since I don’t believe in accidents or coincidence, that’s changed. Now that you’ve shown up at this point in the fight, I want you to join her.”

      “With all due respect, Kerdy, I’ll be frank with you. I’m a fish out of water here. Everything I see is blowing my mind. Not saying ‘no’, just so we’re clear, but feels like I’d just annoy a cat like that with a lot of questions she already knows the answer to. Maybe if I had a few months to get up to speed, but weeks—”

      “Maybe less,” Kerdy interrupted.

      “Or maybe less. Right. Well, I’ve blew open a few high-profile cases lately, but that was in my pond, ladies.”

      Kerdy sighed, looking to Mira, then back to me. “This is about Arc City’s predicament, isn’t it? You want to get back there as quick as you can, because the fight there is sensitive too. Everyone you care about is in danger. Not to mention, they think you’re dead. All that’s true but let me remind you of two things. First, none of that matters if the colossus turns Arc City into rubble and kills everyone in it. Second, while we have rules that forbid us from exposing our technology and the truth to city-dwellers, there are no rules in place that prevent us from giving ourselves quiet advantages in the city. Advantages, like that new eye of yours. If it can be hidden or kept secret, you can take it back to the city with you. Obviously, that includes knowledge.”

      “I don’t think the knowledge I gain out here is going to help me much in there,” I said, raising a brow.

      “Don’t be so sure about that,” Mira said with a wink.

      “I want to know why they are attacking us. It’s been too long for us to not know this already. We have access to much of human history in our archives, but there’s a blind spot of several decades where we assume the catastrophe took place, and they created these machines. I also want to know where their regional command center is. If we can learn that we have a chance. It’s a grain of sand in the desert, but it’s a chance. We could make one last assault and use the key to permanently disable their system once we’ve built up enough resources, assuming we survive the attack.”

      “Assuming we survive the attack. Right. Making me feel real optimistic, Kerdy. Sounds like I don’t have much of a choice. But what’s new, right? Guess it doesn’t do much good to make that point to you cats, though. You’re doing all this for the same reason.”

      “Alright. First condition. If I’m going to be here for a while, I want you to train me to fight. Your advanced style, not our city stuff.”

      Kerdy grinned. “Interesting. Not a request I was expecting. I can’t work miracles, and you are smaller and significantly weaker than our warriors…”

      I frowned, nodding. She was right. We’d need a lot of time to make anything of that. “Alright, so we’ll—”

      “Let me finish,” she said, raising her paw. “But I can certainly make you formidable by city-dweller standards within the time we have. You’ve already made a huge gain from the injection I gave you. Besides, it’s a bonus for me to kick you around for an hour a day. You can join Arn for physical conditioning each morning, and you’ll follow his instructions to the letter if you do. I can instruct you in combat each evening, alongside the new warriors. Know that you won’t be able to keep up with them, and you will struggle the most. This training is grueling, even for them. For you, it will be like torture. Still, you will learn. I’d offer you one-on-one training, but I can’t spare that time away from everything else. You may not be able to spare the time for it either.”

      “Understandable. Works for me. I’ll need every advantage I can get when I go back to the city,” I said.

      Mira smiled widely. “Now for my part! Now, try not to be too impressed, but I’ve done my homework and I’ll admit I’ve cheated a bit. I’ve been working on something special in advance with the help of Iris. I like your jacket, a lot. Very retro. Super retro, actually. Oh, and Kerdy showed me the hat too. Cute, handsome, and stylish. War-ready? Not so much. Until now!”

      She reached under the desk and pulled out a coat that looked identical to my usual brown one.

      “Wow, you really nailed it, but uh… these ain’t so special in the city. I could have just gotten one when I got back. No offense. I mean, thank you, but you really didn’t—”

      Mira smiled wider. “Tsk, tsk, Trigger. Did you really think that’s all there was to it? You missed a detail there, Detective. War-ready. Remember? This one is bullet proof. Okay, I know you don’t have guns in the city, but that’s standard issue here. Anyway… burn-proof, stab-proof, lightweight. The material, if stricken quickly becomes harder than steel. If you touch it slowly, lightly, it’s as soft as a cloud.”

      My jaw dropped. “You’re kidding!”

      “Aha, I think he’s impressed, Commander. But wait, there’s more! It’s also stain-proof, machine-washable, expands in higher temperatures to allow body heat to escape and condenses when it’s cold to hold body heat inside. Oh, and it comes with the famous fedora hat in a perfect matching set. No more sneak attacks down dark alleys. Bam! Whack! The amazing material repels those pesky assassination attempts and allows you to counter-attack while they’re scratching their heads.”

      “Yeah, that’s all wonderful. Really, but maybe you’re overselling it just a—”

      “Counter-attack with what, you ask?” Mira continued, as though I’d never opened my mouth. “Well, how about this fancy baton that looks like the one you had in the city?” She lifted the hat into the air, revealing the baton hiding underneath. Wow, talk about a hard sell… “This one can deliver an electric shock, sure, but what kind, you ask?”

      “Actually, I didn’t—”

      “Why, it’s an advanced signal that shuts down your opponent’s nervous system with a touch. No more basic shocks that sometimes work. This state-of-the-art weapon of the future works every single time and is virtually indestructible. ‘But Mira,’ you ask. ‘What if I touch myself with it? Wouldn’t that be so embarrassing? Wouldn’t I be so embarrassed I could just die from embarrassment?’”

      “Yeah, I didn’t say—”

      “Glad you asked, because Joy has already planted a small chip in your paw that emits reverse signals on contact and essentially cancels out the effect fully. The same works for normal electrical shocks. To a limit, of course. Even we have our limits of how much power it can handle all at once for such a tiny device.”

      “Whoa! Hold on a second. You put a what in my paw? How big is this thing, and why can’t I feel it?”

      “About the size of a grain of sand. Smaller, I guess. You’d have to ask Joy. Hey, but aren’t you amazed, though? Don’t leave me hanging here. I put a lot of work into this.”

      I smiled and nodded. “Considering everything that’s at stake here, it’s only taken me a little time to realize that this was never something I could refuse. Kerdy knew that from the start. So, the fact all of you put this kind of effort into an ‘offer’ to play along with how I do things in the city is… well… Thank you, I guess. This is amazing. More than enough.”

      Mira looked absolutely heartbroken, and about the time she looked away Kerdy gave me a sharp elbow.

      I took the hint. “But, of course, I could have always turned it down anyway and gone back to the city, because things are bad there too. To tell you the truth, you cats seem like you have everything under control and, like I said, I don’t think I’ll be much help, anyway. But after seeing this amazing offer? Not a chance. You crafted everything with my exact preferences in mind. You’re a genius negotiator, Mira. I never stood a chance.”

      Instantly, the smile returned to her face. “See, Commander? I told you he might refuse. Aren’t you glad you agreed to let me commission these items?”

      “You’re right as usual, Mira.” Kerdy said, shrugging her shoulders. “Guess you can’t ever be too careful with these city-dwellers. They really love their money, and… things.”

      I nodded along. “Thank you, Mira. And you, Kerdy. I think the eye, the training, the coat, hat, and weapon will be just about right for another suicide mission. Those are my specialty these days.”

      “Ours too,” Kerdy said.

      “Right, I forget who I’m talking to,” I said. “That’s every day of your life out here. Sorry.”

      Kerdy pushed my chair over, sending me crashing to the floor. “Gah, the apologies again! If we wanted to hire a whiny puppy, we could’ve picked a kitten of our own. A hard-nosed private detective is what I want. Is that what I’m getting, or not?”

      Holy cow. Even after everything Kerdy and I went through together, she was still this hard on me.

      Mira jumped to her feet, running around the desk and helping me up. “Commander! Joy said not to do that.”

      “Joy, and the rest of you, are going to have to realize that just because he’s from the city doesn’t mean you have to handle him with velvet gloves. I’ve seen him in action. I’ve seen him take on things a dog like him would be crazy to try taking on, and win. Then do it again.”

      Mira shook her head. “He nearly died, and finding out the truth of what goes on outside the walls is a lot for him to take in. Don’t you remember what it was like when you learned the truth about the world, Commander?”

      Kerdy froze in place for a moment, the pain on her face showing exactly how that memory felt. “Why, you! I…” She shook her fist at Mira, and for a moment I thought she was going to punch her head off. But slowly, her face softened, and she lowered her paw. “It’s been a long time, but it’s something I’ll never forget. I cried every day and was useless for months. Trigger is better than that, and we don’t have that kind of time.”

      “No more apologies,” I said. “Let’s go beat up some robots.”
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      The thought of Kerdy ever crying about anything was too hard to imagine. Just couldn’t picture it. Which was funny, given all the crazy things I’d been told since I woke up and the even crazier things I would try to discover alongside Nightshade. A cat who I had not even met yet.

      I was obviously going to take the case for free, for once, because I didn’t have a choice. Thankfully, Mira didn’t approach it that way. Talk about a payment. It’s too bad I was on the cusp of retirement, because these things would give me an enormous advantage back home. Oh well. At least they might help keep me alive in retirement, and I wouldn’t have to worry about having to make trips to the tailor to patch up holes in the coat anymore.

      One thing I’ve learned in my career, that applies whether you’re living in the real world or some kind of twisted science fiction dream world you woke up in, is that bigger the offer, the more dangerous the case. If I knew what a favor from Kerdy meant, I’d have considered refusing the case to track down Saul. Not that I had much choice there either, since Saint had him target my friends. Now the odds are clear, and the payment makes it even clearer. Subtle or not, this gear skirted the rules. I knew that, regardless of whether they played it off that way or not. All I had to do was run my mouth. So, they were putting a lot of trust in me, but it was more than that. Kerdy must figure if they don’t succeed this time, none of it will matter anyway. What threat is a dog running around telling secrets when the entire city is in ruins, and that dog and everyone else is dead? Easy. None.

      As I was about to join Kerdy’s group for evening training, Joy stepped in and let both of us have it. Everyone seemed comfortable speaking their mind around here to some extent, but no one had the guts to disagree with Kerdy in front of everyone the way Joy did. These two had a history, that’s for sure. In the end, they compromised on allowing me to join the next day, and that’s only if Joy examined me and signed off. Maybe it’s because they were so much alike that they got along so well.

      Instead, I was directed to the tent of a cat everyone simply referred to as Professor. Professor was an old gray cat, and I couldn’t tell where the age-related gray started, and where the original gray fur ended. His long hair was a consistent hue, minus the even whiter area around his whiskers. I’d expect a cat this age to have glasses, but he didn’t.

      “Professor, this is our new guest. I’m sure you’re excited I’ve brought him here, since the two of you have a lot to share. Given we’ve had to cut back on all of our academics lately, I know you’ve been a little bored,” Kerdy said.

      The old cat just smiled and nodded, first to Kerdy, and then to me.

      “Pleased to meet you, Professor,” I said, raising my paw.

      “Oh my. How rare it is for us to see a dog up close,” the old cat said, slowly walking toward me.

      Maybe he didn’t need glasses because the lighting was so good in these tents. I hadn’t realized it earlier, because of how bright the sun was, but now that it was dimming, I couldn’t tell any difference.

      I pointed above me. “These lights. They’re almost exactly like sunlight, and they don’t seem to be plugged into anything.”

      His eyes widened at first, apparently surprised by the question, but quickly relaxed into a gentle smile. “Oh, that’s right. The lights you have in the city are quite ancient. Truth be told, these are as well, but they are many generations improved from what you’ve seen. Their tone is like the sun, yes, but they are tiny diamond housings that hold a special solution of two elements that, when combined, glow brightly for roughly, oh… about a hundred years, give or take a decade or two. A few decades longer, if you don’t mind the dimming light.”

      All I could do was scratch my head. I’d gone from shocked to skeptical. Was I really awake, or was I still dreaming? Worse yet, maybe I’d died, and this was some kind of strange afterlife.

      “Do you… find this hard to believe?” Professor asked, leaning forward and squinting at me.

      “Yes. I mean, no. It’s just that I couldn’t even imagine something like this before, and now to see it for myself? Then, for you to tell me even this is ancient technology. It’s hard not to feel like maybe none of this is real.”

      Kerdy quickly nodded, not eager to stick around for more questions. “I’ll send someone to pick you up later and take you to your quarters.”

      She didn’t wait for me to answer, just hastily walked out of the tent without another word.

      Professor laughed, which was equal parts wheezing and laughter. “Oh, don’t mind her. She’s just long tired of those questions, having explained all of this over and over, more times than either of us could count. I, on the other hand, don’t mind answering your questions. I’m well-adjusted to giving these lessons to young kittens, and I have a knack for explaining them to the skeptical mind. What you’re feeling right now is a sort of mental shock. It will become easier to accept in time.”

      I took off my hat and scratched the top of my head, like I had fleas. “I sure hope so. Otherwise, I think my brain might fall out.”

      He laughed again and nearly choked this time. “How about we start from the beginning, then? That should cover many of your questions.”

      I nodded, slumping into one of the many seats scattered around the tent. “Alright. I’ll try not to interrupt with too many questions.”

      Professor cleared his throat and pulled a book from a nearby shelf. “The fact is everything that’s truly important that could be of any help to us is lost. We aren’t sure what ended humanity, or why these machines they created continue to maintain themselves and hunt us down. One hypothesis is that these machines are what wiped out humans. The only problem with that is how equipped and powerful humanity was, even before their creation. Without humans around to guide their production and programming, perhaps they have weakened over time.

      “What we do know is that many, many years ago, cats and dogs looked very different. They were relatively dumb creatures, that walked on four legs at all times. Nevertheless, they were by far the most beloved companions for humans, as far back as we’ve been able to observe. They wanted to improve their companionship with these ‘pets’… as well as exploit them for military use. So, they experimented, and we are the result of those experiments.”

      I held up my paw. “Alright, so if part of the reason they created us was for military use, how can you be sure we aren’t the ones who wiped them out? It’s not like anyone knows or remembers. Ever consider we’re the bad guys in all of this?”

      Professor nodded slowly. “Yes, of course I’ve considered this. Would it be so wrong of me if I simply preferred this not be true? There are other explanations, after all.”

      “Well, sure. I’d prefer it wasn’t true too. What was human society like?”

      “I was about to get to that. Quite advanced, actually. Far beyond anything we’ve been able to do with the scraps of their long-lost technology. Creating several new species on a whim, for starters. They also had self-refining resource systems, so things like electricity and building materials were always available on demand in any quantity. They’d cured virtually every disease or ailment they’d ever suffered. Such tranquil lives caused a great divide between those who had immense wealth, and those who have virtually nothing. A rebellion broke out which the corporation, an enormous business that ran the entire world, called PanTech, narrowly defeated. They solved this final predicament by creating what would become their ultimate system of governing.”

      I laughed. “Forgive me for being skeptical, but I have a hard time believing a system of government solved anything, unless the problem is that you don’t have enough problems.”

      He raised his paw, smiling. “Ah, as you’re about to find out, I use the term ‘solved’ loosely. They divided humanity into many closed systems they called adversity zones. They based each zone on a different time period and culture that played a significant role in human history. This was a large-scale experiment to see what experiences would create the finest human. This also made most of the population more manageable, since they didn’t have access to the technology necessary to become a threat. They chose future members of PanTech from those that excelled most in these adversity zones, preventing current PanTech leadership from passing their status on to their spoiled offspring, who would destabilize the status quo.”

      “And yet, they got wiped out anyway. Guess they didn’t really solve anything after all, huh?”

      Professor closed the book and placed it back in the bookshelf. “It sounds like you’re finally coming to terms with the world around you.”

      “Wait just a minute. Arc City. It’s one of those old adversity zones! That’s why our technology is so much different from yours. That’s why our culture is so much different.”

      He nodded, but didn’t look happy about my realization. “And I suppose you could say that we are the last remnants of PanTech, managing the last adversity zone.”

      “Why would you want to be like a bunch of control freaks? Or is that the appeal? You cats a bunch of control freaks?”

      “I had a feeling you would think of it this way. I should give you one more lesson. One taking place not nearly as many years ago. For a very long time we thought cats were the only intelligent species left alive. One day, after our scouts made a significant expansion, we stumbled upon a very primitive tribe of dogs. Our people had known about the empty Arc City, and we quietly moved many of them to their new home with the cooperation of their leader, without exposing all of them to the latest technology and the fight against the machines PanTech created. It was a decision by their leader, though some joined us anyway. They are all long dead, I’m afraid.”

      “So, what you’re telling me is that your people, a bunch of control freaks, found my people, a bunch of cowards, and shoved them in an old adversity zone. Because they were too scared to fight, too useless, or whatever the reason. Professor, I’m going to be straight with you. That’s got to be the most depressing news I’ve heard since I got here. I thought you cats didn’t like city dogs because of how they treated the cats you sent to Arc City. Turns out that’s just one reason. Sheesh…”

      Professor shook his head, sitting down in a chair a few feet away from me. “You’re looking at it all wrong. You can make up for all of that, and more, if you and Nightshade can fill in the gaps of our history. If we can find out what happened to humanity, and how these machines have continued to thrive all these years, there may actually be a possibility of victory within my lifetime. As of now, we are less than one-hundredth the size of our original force. This next wave may very well wipe us out. If not this one, then surely the next one. We’re running out of time. This is why Kerdy is so desperate. It isn’t an exercise in diplomacy, Trigger. This is a mission that few others would be as capable of excelling in.”

      As I sat quietly, mulling over what he’d said, a cat stepped into the tent. “Please come with me, Trigger. I’ll show you to your quarters.”
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      If my destination was confusion and headaches, I was on the right path. I was beginning to see how pointless pursuing every single question was, despite my every urge to continue doing just that. Every question answered made me think of three more, and they just kept piling up. Since Kerdy was keeping me here so I could find answers to the questions no one knew the answers to, it was going to be best if I focused on those from now on. PanTech, humans, adversity zones, and all of that other garbage would have to wait until another time. Maybe I didn’t want to know. My life may not have been simple before I met these cats, but it was at least straightforward. Sometimes predictable. Now? I couldn’t make heads or tails of anything.

      The next day, I did everything in my power to pretend I belonged, like this was just any other day. I awoke to the call for breakfast and left my tent to find a large gathering in the middle of the camp. Dozens of cats crowded together, enjoying conversation, laughing, and eating their fill. It wasn’t hard to talk myself into joining them, but as I approached, I noticed a shift in the mood. Even though everyone was being polite, probably as instructed by Kerdy, it wasn’t hard to pick up on the distrust and skepticism in nearly every cat’s eyes. Is this how the cats felt in Arc City? It put things in perspective, suddenly finding myself thrown into the middle of an all-cat society and seeing it from the other side. Most of them probably didn’t want me here, and I couldn’t say I blamed them for feeling that way.

      The cats that entered the city were probably drawn to crime because that’s the work they were offered, and their parents were all warriors. Fighting and violence came easy to them, and every big shot is always looking for someone to do the dirty work and take the fall. Turns out the fact they were warriors by nature kept all of us alive all this time. Without their willingness to fight, and tenacity, the dogs of the city would have been decimated by this outside threat a long time ago. Cats like Saint are just a symptom of the problem. An evolution of the city cat with a strong taste for vengeance and plenty of crazy fanaticism to fuel it for as long as necessary to see it done. Justified or not, he was every bit as dangerous to the future of the city from the inside as these machines were from the outside. Maybe not as immediate, but every bit as terrible. The last thing I wanted to see was the city surviving this upcoming threat, only to devolve into some bloody battle between cats and dogs that would kill all of us anyway. Talk about being between a rock and a hard place. I needed to get back to the city, and fast…

      “Trigger. Hey, you! Trigger!”

      A loud voice finally shook me from my stupor. It was the old calico I’d met before. The camp chef, Lilac. She was frantically waving me over.

      “Good morning, Lilac. What’s on the menu?” I asked, as I took in the overwhelming aroma of the two giant pots in front of her.

      “Two choices. Chicken breakfast and beef breakfast.”

      “Wow, you have a lot of chicken and beef here, but I don’t see any chickens or cows,” I said.

      “Would you know them if you saw them?” she asked with a smirk.

      “Well… maybe not, but I’d notice a bunch of farm animals around I think.”

      She laughed and nodded. “True! Well, there are two answers to your question. One is that our agriculture village, which you probably already know about, is located between this camp and Arc City. Obviously, we have to keep it safe if possible. The second is that we can make a little go a long way. Even though we’re carnivores, we refine a lot of our protein from plants, formulate flavoring, and mix some real beef and chicken into it for good measure.”

      I stared blankly into the enormous vat of what I now realized was mostly artificial chicken. “You don’t say? Does that… uh… taste like…” I struggled in vain to think of a polite way to ask.

      “Like something we scraped out of a toilet?”

      I laughed nervously. “Well, I wasn’t thinking anything that extreme. Guess I was just wondering how close it tasted to the real thing.”

      “Well, what are you asking me for? It’s right in front of you.”

      Yeah, that was true. This whole place had me on edge. I should’ve just tasted it and kept my mouth shut. Obviously it wasn’t killing any of them, and the cats sitting around eating it seemed to like it well enough.

      “Chicken, please. If it tastes as good as it smells it might be better than the real thing.”

      “Now we’re talking,” she said, dumping a giant ladle full into a bowl and dropping a spoon in before passing it over to me. “Bet you’re hungry. I didn’t see you at dinner yesterday, and Joy’s been feeding you through a tube for the last couple of months. As a matter of fact, maybe you should—”

      By the time she made it that far into the sentence, I had already eaten most of the bowl. It was delicious. Unfortunately, it came up about as quick as it went down. I ducked out of the way as best I could, finding a bush a few feet away from us to empty my stomach into.

      Lilac laughed. At least someone found it funny. “I was about to say that you should eat that slowly, but with your skepticism of how it tasted I thought you’d go at it a little more cautiously.”

      I wiped my mouth and took a moment to catch my breath. “I didn’t realize how hungry I was until I took a bite. Sorry for making a scene. Maybe I’ll just have water for breakfast and try again for lunch.”

      “Not looking much like a hero,” I heard someone say as they approached from behind me. It was Arn. “Are you alright?”

      “Thanks for asking, but yeah, I’m alright. Just got carried away.”

      Arn clenched his fist. “I’m not asking because I’m concerned for you. I’m asking because word has circulated that you’ll be joining Nightshade on a very important mission. Some of our warriors think dogs are all stoic, able warriors because of Lady, and were expecting something different when they saw you. Most of us are confused why the commander has brought a city barbarian into such an important mission. Despite my own beliefs, I’ve done my best to reassure the others that you’re actually useful, but a sight like this makes it difficult. If you can’t even control how fast you eat, how am I to believe you’ll be any more useful than any other drooling, brain-addled dog when it actually matters?”

      “Well, Arn… maybe your expectations are just a little too high. To tell you the truth, I’m probably about as confused about why Kerdy wants me along as you are. But I’ve worked with her, and I trust her judgement. Besides, with everything at stake, do I really have a choice? Die here trying to help or die in the city if this ends badly. If you’re going to die either way, you may as well bet big. As much as I want to sympathize with how you feel, it just doesn’t really make much difference. I’m going to be here either way, so you should probably just get used to it.”

      Arn furrowed his brow, looking between Lilac and myself, as if Lilac was about to add something, but she didn’t. She did look amused, however.

      “I came over here to have you exercise with me, but you clearly aren’t up to it. I had something else I wanted to do anyway, so this is fine by me. Excuse me.” Arn snapped around, and started walking away, but I called after him.

      “Hey, hold up. Maybe I can tag along with you. Get a better idea of the layout of this place.”

      “Unless you’d like to visit the holding area where Lady and Saul are, I suggest you find a shady tree to lie down under for a nap.”

      He turned back around again.

      “As a matter of fact, I would like to visit them with you,” I said.

      He looked back at me again, simply nodding for me to follow him.

      I handed the bowl back to Lilac on my way past her, and she grasped my arm and leaned in toward my ear, whispering.

      “Arn is a new warrior with a heroic soul and a lot to prove. Give him time.”

      I nodded to her and couldn’t help but smile. I could almost picture Kerdy saying the same thing inside my head the first time I met him. Back when I was a cop, I worked with a lot of rookies who behaved the same way. Unfortunately, the also had a knack for getting hurt or killed. I chased after him and soon caught up.

      “What did Lilac say to you?” he asked.

      “Just told me to try the beef next time.”

      “Odd thing to whisper to someone, but alright.”

      “Which one are you going to see? Lady, or Saul?” I asked.

      “Why does that concern you, dog?” he snapped, glaring at me from the corner of his eye.

      “Yeah, you’re going to see Saul.”

      He stopped and turned to face me. “Who told you that?”

      “Nobody told me anything. Just that you don’t seem to think highly of dogs and I’m guessing Lady’s no exception to that.”

      His face softened as he absorbed the underwhelming obviousness of my insight. “Lady has caused us nothing but trouble, but she is at least a formidable warrior. You are not the same as her. She’s at least earned that much respect.” He turned and continued walking, as I followed along.

      “So, you dislike one of us more than the other, even though you dislike us both. Got it. Not great as far as differences go, but it counts I guess.”

      “You know, if our enemies were creatures with emotions, I’d say Kerdy asked you along to annoy them to death.”

      I grinned. “That’s clever. Good one. I’ll take that as a compliment, though, given my line of work.”

      “Ah, that’s right. You’re a private detective. You solve mysteries, or something like that. Sounds like an interesting hobby for dogs with nothing important to worry about.”

      I wouldn’t touch that. Arn was going to think what Arn was going to think, and I couldn’t change it. At least not with words.

      We continued walking quietly for another minute until we reached a tent near the center of the camp. After stepping inside, I was met with yet another surprise.

      Saul and Lady sat on mats laid across the floor, dressed in plain clothing, but not bound or shackled in any way I could see. They just sat quietly, looking straight ahead.

      Lady must have noticed my jaw nearly dropping to the floor.

      “This place doesn’t have much in common with Arc City Prison, does it?” she asked.

      I shook my head. “Let me guess. Some kind of technology barrier that fries you to ashes if you take one step off that rug.”

      Lady tilted her head, but Saul burst out laughing.

      “Are you serious? No… there’s nothing that will vaporize us if we step off these rugs. We could walk out any time we wanted.”

      “I really want to ask why you’re not trying to kill me right now, but I’ll just ask the more obvious question: Why don’t you just walk out of here?”

      “Respect for our customs, and for the commander,” Lady said, quietly. This is a place of reflection, more than punishment.

      Saul’s lips held the smile. “Even though we tried to kill one another in Arc City, let me be one of the first to welcome you here. I like our chances better now that you’re helping against the machines.”

      I thought my jaw nearly hit the floor in a hurry when we walked in, but it was nothing compared to Arn’s just now.

      “What did you say? Really? You sure we’re talking about the same dog? This one standing here, right?”

      Lady nodded. “You’ve never seen Trigger or his friends in action, much less as an adversary. You do understand he is the reason both of us failed, separately, in our goals? Understand he’s also why I could escape and return here? Like Saul, I take comfort in Trigger’s presence. As does the commander. As should you.”

      Arn looked back and forth between the three of us, looking every bit as confused as I must have the moment I woke up here.

      Then the strangest thing happened. Stranger than all the strange things that had happened so far.

      Lady smiled.
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      Seeing a smile on Lady’s face was like seeing the sun come up in the middle of the night. Okay, maybe it was a little less shocking than that, but it certainly didn’t feel like it. The warmth of it bothered me. She’d nearly killed Rick and me in our fight for the Gobbler. Saul had nearly killed Harvey. I couldn’t forgive either of them for that, but in Lady’s case we attacked her first. One question kept going through my head over and over since we’d met in the prison, and I couldn’t make it go away.

      “I appreciate that the two of you are willing to put our differences aside, since we have something much bigger to worry about at the moment, but I have a question for each of you. Lady… mind if I start with you?”

      Her smile faded, and for a moment I felt guilty asking. “It’s alright. Go ahead.”

      I clenched my teeth and took a step forward. “Why did you kill Constance? She was little more than a kitten. She wasn’t involved in anything important. Just delivering a letter. The more I’ve gotten to know you, the more it seems unlike you. I just don’t get it. You’re a warrior, right? Proud, and everyone respects your abilities as a warrior. Why would you kill someone innocent like Constance who didn’t threaten you in any way?”

      Lady’s eyes widened. “I’m sorry, I—”

      “Do you think ‘sorry’ is going to cut it? Do you think ‘sorry’ will bring a young cat back from the dead? By the way, I would’ve never agreed to a stupid case that seemed like rich dogs and cats fighting over a trinket. I only joined because I wanted justice for that poor cat.”

      Lady shook her head. “Trigger. You misunderstand. I’m saying sorry because I’m sorry to disappoint you, but I didn’t kill any cats in Arc City. There was that bandit friend of yours, Rico. He fought bravely, so I gave him the respect of a warrior, and didn’t hold back. If he died, he died an honorable death. Also, that dog when we escaped Arc City Prison, Marty, but that was to save your life unless you’ve forgotten.”

      I was stunned, but only for a moment. Of course. Why hadn’t I seen something so obvious before? I really had lost my touch. I smiled, then laughed. Laughed, and laughed, and laughed. Couldn’t stop myself. All of them stared at me like I’d lost it, until finally I regained my composure.

      “I’m such an idiot. Of course you didn’t kill her. I didn’t reevaluate my conclusions when new evidence was presented, like a rookie. Hans had agreed to work with you, then tried to eliminate you in Kerdy’s apartment, just like he’d tried to eliminate Kerdy even though she was only involved in a small way, as far as he knew. It was one of those ugly twins of his. Injuries would be consistent with the heavy staff one carries. In some ways I feel worse, but in some ways I feel better. I’m glad you’re not a coward who would kill an unarmed cat in the dark. Oh, and Rico survived. Everything we did was to draw you out, to catch Constance’s killer. He was helping me. He didn’t care about the statue either. Guess I’m the one who ought to apologize to you for sabotaging your statue mission.”

      Lady frowned, looking down at the floor. “No, I’d sabotaged it long before you showed up. You’d have never gotten involved with Agatha if I hadn’t agreed to the Bad Kitty sham and helped her sell those valuables to fences in the Adria District. I had intended to carry out the insurance scam, then sell the statue, then steal it back again for Kerdy or double-cross during the exchange. By then I’d be sitting on a nice pile of cash and I could stay in the city, where I wouldn’t be seen as some kind of defective cat. That was my mistake, and I’ve repented for it. When the time is right, I will atone for it.”

      Saul grinned. “Well, that’s heartwarming and all, but if you were about to ask me if I really tried to kill your friend Harvey, I’m going to have to disappoint you. Maybe you were hoping it was someone else, or that I’d apologize for it and cry like Lady, but—”

      “Watch it,” Lady said quietly, eying him coldly. Saul did watch it. He immediately changed his tone.

      “The truth is I was trying to wound him, though I knew killing him was a strong possibility and I was happy to take the risk. When all of this is over, I’m not atoning for anything. You and I will go back to being enemies.”

      We locked eyes for a moment. I wanted him to know I’d be fine with that. I’d taken him down once. It felt impossible, but if I could do once, I could do it again. Everything’s easier the second time around.

      He sighed. “That’s what I’d like to say anyway, but hearing what you just said about that cat, Constance. I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t at least a little moved by the story. You’d go through all that, for some cat you didn’t even know?”

      “I’d do it again, and there are plenty of other cats I’d put my life on the line for. They’re part of the reason I’m willing to risk it all out here too, despite being a fish out of water. There are good dogs and bad dogs, and there are good and bad cats. You haven’t slowed down enough to learn the difference.”

      Saul sat quietly a moment, pondering what I’d just said to him. “Sorry, Trigger, but I’m afraid that’s just not enough. There has to be justice for the cats wronged. You wanted justice for Constance, right? Well, maybe we aren’t so much different. Maybe the difference is only how far we’re willing to go to get it. I’m willing to go as far as it takes, and you have your limits. Once this is over, we’re going to be enemies. There’s just no way around it.”

      “Traitor!” Arn shouted. “You’d dare abandon your post again? To abandon your family still trying to survive, to avenge those who are already long dead. You are a fool, Saul!”

      Arn reached to his side and drew his blade.

      I jumped between them. “Hey! Alright, everyone just calm down. More important things to worry about at the moment, remember? Saul isn’t armed, Arn. You’re better than this.”

      Arn’s paw trembled as he gripped his blade. “I looked up to you, Uncle. I admired your passion for protecting our people. Save for Kerdy, no one took our sacred mission more seriously than you. It broke my heart when you abandoned us, when we needed you most. You were supposed to assist Nightshade’s team in the reclamation, and now we’ve fallen behind. If we fail to learn the secrets necessary to win this war, the blame will rest squarely on your shoulders, you coward. You claim to care so much for your people, but there has never been a traitor worse than you. Lady’s crime is similar, but at least she is willing to atone. You sit there and go on proudly about how you will do it again. Death is too good for you, but it will have to be good enough. I will see it done myself. Perhaps not today, but someday. You and I will settle this!”

      Saul clapped his paws together and laughed. “My, you are certainly your mother’s son, Arn. Unlike her, you’re all fire and no heat.”

      “You dare to taunt me while I hold my blade? You want your punishment now, then?”

      “Without that blade, you’re little better than a freshly weaned kit, Arn, thinking he’s hot stuff after eating solid food for the first time. Put that blade down and show me if the wielder’s worthy of holding it.”

      Arn, unsurprisingly, was too high-strung for his own good. I could’ve provoked him in my sleep. Anyone could.

      He sheathed his sword again, unbuckled his belt, and threw the scabbard aside. We were doing this, I guess. I looked to Lady, hoping for some clue as to what I should do, but her icy gaze didn’t give even the slightest hint. If she thought I was going to jump between them, she could forget it. Not in my state, and not on my best day either.

      Arn lunged toward Saul, and Saul dodged his first punch, bringing his own punch around to connect with Arn’s stomach. Arn was faster, redirecting his elbow into Saul’s face, but Saul’s legs didn’t buckle. He wrapped his arm around Arn’s neck and right shoulder, attempting to throw him to the ground. As his footing gave way, Arn wrapped his leg behind Saul’s, preventing the move from playing out.

      I hadn’t expected this. I had a feeling Arn was good, but he was more than that. Maybe as good as Fire Claws. Maybe better.

      Arn shoved his paw into Saul’s face, and extended his claws, digging them deep into his flesh. Saul countered with a knee to Arn’s chest, sending him stumbling backward. Saul roared, extended both claws, and lunged at Arn, who was still off balance.

      In an instant, Lady appeared between them, just as they made contact. She punched Saul in the torso, sending him stumbling backward and dropping to his knees, clutching his chest. Arn leaped forward, but Lady caught him mid-air, swept his legs, and threw him hard to the ground. So hard I heard the air hiss from his lungs on impact.

      Arn tried to speak, but could only groan. Saul wasn’t much better, but strained out a couple of words.

      “Show off,” he said, smiling, falling backward on the ground, rubbing his chest with both paws while groaning.

      “I didn’t expect you were so good at hand-to-hand combat…” I said, without thinking.

      “Aside from Kerdy, there are none better. Yet, that still isn’t enough to be seen as anything other than a dirty dog by most of these cats. Despite that, I have decided I am one of them. Perhaps one day they will say the same of me.”

      Arn struggled to his feet. “You’re wrong, Lady. I respect you already and always have. You are great warrior.”

      “I don’t mean as a warrior, Arn. But don’t you think we’ve embarrassed ourselves in front of our guest enough today? We’ll have this talk another time. For now, you should leave. Kerdy criticizes me often for being too impulsive, but the two of you are worse. Trigger and I are level-headed compared to you two, and that says a lot.”

      “Wow, I’ve never had anyone call me level-headed before. Thanks, Lady.”

      As usual, Lady detected the sarcasm, but was not amused.

      “I am willing to train you while you’re in the camp, when you have the time,” Lady said.

      “I’d be honored to—” Arn began.

      “I was speaking to Trigger, Arn. You’re already getting enough special treatment as it is. Someday, you’ll be the finest warrior we have, if you can learn to control yourself and stop being ruled by your emotions.”

      The disappointment on Arn’s face was so severe he may as well have spoken it aloud. “I am grateful for your advice, Lady. Trigger, about what happened here…”

      I raised my paws. “I won’t tell anyone, Arn. Relax. We’ll keep it between the four of us. I don’t want to deal with an angry Kerdy any more than any of you do.”

      With their silence, everyone concurred.

      Arn and I exited the tent. But the proud, arrogant cat from before had been replaced with a much different one, dragging his feet and slumping his shoulders. I couldn’t help but feel bad for him. Almost.
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      Arn groaned and rubbed his shoulder as we exited the tent.

      “Hey, I would offer to race you back to the grub for seconds, but you look like maybe you’re not up for it. Maybe tomorrow,” I said, giving him a friendly elbow.

      He stopped and stared at me, his expression blank and distant. Slowly, a smile crept onto his lips.

      “You know what, Trigger… I deserved that. I gave you a hard time while you were struggling earlier. Accept my apology?”

      “Sure, Arn. I’m the outsider here, and everyone’s being asked to treat me like one of the cats.”

      “No one’s being asked to treat you that way,” Arn snapped.

      I tilted my head. “But didn’t Kerdy say—”

      “The commander has asked no one to treat you any way, just tried to convince them why you deserved to be treated with respect. I didn’t understand at first. It’s frustrating, given how hard we’ve worked for this moment, having a dog we’ve never seen before thrown into the middle of it. Our lives might depend on you.”

      “Yeah, no pressure or anything, right? Swell.”

      Arn laughed, then immediately grabbed his side with his paw, wincing. “Ouch. Right. No pressure. Really though, we’re all feeling the pressure. There aren’t enough of us to afford for anyone to be unimportant or sit this one out. Even the agricultural team are making heavy preparations. They could be targeted. We don’t know for sure what the machines will do once they begin this assault. We just know that it never goes well for us.”

      “And Arc City gets to go on with life like nothing ever happened, none the wiser,” I said, frowning.

      “Semantics. Could easily get overwhelmed this time and Arc City won’t know what hit it. At least we have a fighting chance. Sure, in some ways those dogs have it good. But if things really get bad? I’m not so sure. It’d be something from nightmares, and it’ll hunt down everyone in that city until the last life forms are extinguished. A few will escape. Maybe enough to start over, but maybe not.”

      “Arn, maybe seconds aren’t such a bad idea.”

      He nodded. “Alright, but let me make a suggestion.”

      I couldn’t help but sigh. The last thing I wanted right now was suggestions. Even good ones.

      “Yeah?”

      “Take Lady up on her offer to train you. Even though the commander’s better, one-on-one training will take you further in the short time you have.”

      A perfect example of brilliant advice I didn’t want to hear.

      “I came to the same conclusion. Think Kerdy will approve?”

      Arn shook his head. “You’re unfamiliar with our customs. The commander doesn’t approve or control anything most of the time. She has the authority but doesn’t use it. Everyone listens to her because they respect her. You thought our ‘prison’ was unusual, right? I heard about the one in your city. Lady and Saul can leave that tent at any time.”

      “Gotta be some kind of penalty for leaving, Arn,” I said.

      “Look at it this way… There are no walls out here, but there’s nothing but death anywhere you look, and everywhere you go. If you’re exiled from the group, there’s no way you’ll survive. Not even Lady, and certainly not Saul. We all depend on one another here, just to survive. Get it?”

      “Just sounds like a different prison to me, Arn, but not necessarily a better one.”

      As he opened his mouth to speak, a commotion came from the camp. Everyone was cheering at something, or for someone. Arn nodded, and began jogging back toward the main area, with me struggling to keep up.

      “Nightshade is back!” I heard one cat shout.

      “Hey Nightshade, did you bring us any souvenirs?” shouted another.

      I tried to squeeze through the crowd, mostly getting jostled in random directions.

      “Okay, everyone, calm down. You know how much I like attention. If you keep welcoming me home like this, it’s going to go to my head!”

      I finally shoved my way through. The cat getting the celebrity treatment was all black, with violet eyes. The tips of her ears were dyed pink, and she had several piercings up her left ear, making it droop slightly lower than the other. She noticed me immediately.

      “Trigger! Well, if it isn’t my new partner. Go on, everyone. Give us a minute to chat. Story time later,” she said. With that, she shooed the crowd away, which was met with many groans of disappointment. “Mind sitting on the ground with me? I just can’t wait to talk to you. So many questions. I’ve been dying to meet you!”

      Her last sentence came out as more of a squeal. Initially, I thought she was being sarcastic, like everyone else here that pretended to be happy to meet me at first, but I couldn’t detect even a hint of it with this cat. Seemed genuine.

      “Sure thing, kid. Gotta say, I’ve been looking forward to talking to you too.” I sat down awkwardly on the ground. I looked around, but didn’t see Arn. He must’ve drifted away with the crowd. Probably to nurse his wounds.

      “Oh, don’t start calling me ‘kid’, pops.”

      I grinned. “Sorry. Habit. You probably want to know what it’s like in the city, right?”

      She shook her head. “Nope. I grew up in the city. We’re kindred spirits already. What I want to know more about is you!”

      “Me? Well, uh… what do you want to know?” I asked, nervously scratching the back of my neck.

      “How did you train your investigative abilities?”

      I laughed. “The answer’s going to bore you, I’m afraid. I was just terrible at it for long enough without quitting until I became better. That’s really all there is to it.”

      She held up her paw. “Ah, but that’s where you’re mistaken, Trigger. That ‘without quitting’ part, and it’s not even that. It’s the why you didn’t quit.”

      “Because I couldn’t stand living in a lousy, corrupt city where the worst got everything, and the few good cats and dogs got worse than nothing. Would rather get tossed into Arc River with stone shoes than watch it all go by, sitting behind a police desk, hiding behind the badge. When I was a cop, most were on some gangster’s payroll. It would be different now, but that’s how it was then. Couldn’t accept that.”

      She laughed, and her piercings jingled against one another. “Well lucky you. You got both! You got to make a difference, and got thrown in Arc River for your troubles.”

      I sighed. “Both is what most people get when they try to make a difference in that city. Arc River may as well be called the River of Heroes. That’s where the majority end up.”

      She reached out and poked me in the chest. “But not all of them stay there, right?”

      “Nah. One was lucky enough to get dragged out by a Doberman super-soldier and thrown into a science fiction story, with no way of knowing if it’s all some kind of twisted dream.”

      Nightshade tilted her head. “Come on, Detective. We both know your imagination isn’t that good.”

      She had a point. I couldn’t make this up if I tried… and I certainly wouldn’t try.

      “Now I’ve got a question.”

      Her face beamed. “Ready!”

      “With a name like Nightshade, and with all this weight on your shoulders, I really wasn’t expecting someone so… happy, and positive. Polite, too. You called me ‘detective’ even though you didn’t have a reason to and it’s not part of your customs.”

      “That’s not a question, though.”

      I nodded. “True, that’s not a question. If you came from the city, I know you couldn’t have a cheerful story. You’ve probably had a harder life than I had. From what I gather, your life is in danger every day and the work you’re doing sounds like one of the more dangerous jobs. If you miss something, or make one big mistake, you could doom your entire species.”

      “And yours,” she added, with a smile.

      “Right. So how do you stay so cheery about it all?”

      She leaned forward. “How do you stay so gloomy?”

      “Answering questions with questions. I like it. Some of who we are just comes from our bones, I guess.”

      “Close enough.” She stood, reaching out a paw for me.

      I took it. She really did look like little more than a kitten. If I’d seen her in the city a few years ago, I’d have just assumed at a glance that she was some know-nothing punk up to no good. Funny how things change when you look from another angle or ask even one or two questions. Most didn’t bother. No wonder kids like that slip through the cracks. No wonder we’re in the shape we’re in now. We fixed ten things and messed up twenty more. How many punks in the wrong place at the wrong time, rotting in Arc City Prison, could’ve been Arc City’s Nightshade? Dogs like Patches and Petey are moving it in the right direction, but what if it’s too late to turn the momentum of history around?

      “Um, Trigger?” Nightshade asked, waving her paw in front of my face. “You’re lost in some kind of worst-case, end of the world, everybody’s going to die scenario, aren’t you?”

      I laughed. “We just met, and you already know me well.”

      She smiled. “Looks like you and I are going to be two opposite sides of the coin that buys us out of this mess. I was just thinking about how awesome the party is going to be when you and I discover the secrets needed to win the war.”

      “I’m not a fan of parties,” I said.

      “I think if you help save the world everyone will forgive you for not attending the party,” she said, giving me a playful shove.

      “I don’t know. You cats seem the type to take celebrations pretty seriously, but thanks for clearing that up.”

      She giggled. “There’s that sarcastic sense of humor I’ve heard about.”

      “Oh yeah? From who?”

      “The commander, of course.”

      Now that was a surprise. “Kerdy? You mean, she actually thought my jokes were funny? I could count the times I saw that cat smile on one paw.”

      “The commander has emotional control you wouldn’t believe. Comes with her age, I guess.”

      “Oh, come on. She can’t be that old,” I said.

      Nightshade raised a brow. “Oh, so no one’s told you, have they?”

      “Told me what?” I asked.

      “Kerdy is, well… special. Most of our medicinal advancements have come from analyzing her biology, studying her genetic code, and so forth. She may look like the rest of us, and mostly she is, but there’s one tiny difference.”

      “What? That she’s ever so slightly grouchier than the other cats here? I’ll agree, that is quite a feat.”

      She put her paw over her mouth, hiding her grin. “Okay, besides that. She’s not originally from here. She was from an adversity zone, not too much unlike yours, but there were kings and queens, knights, swords and armor, and all of that. They knew no more about the real world than those in Arc City. Those who helped rescue her from the horrors of that zone’s final days called her by a different title than commander. They called her Immortal Queen.”

      I put both paws on my cheeks and slid them down, pulling my face so hard Nightshade probably thought I was trying to pull off a mask. “Immortal Queen? You’re kidding. Now you’re trying to tell me she’s going to live forever.”

      “Probably not forever, but this happened over two-hundred years ago. So… at least a very long time.”

      I held up my paw. “Alright, stop. Just hold on a second. Immortal? Queen? I’m going to need to sit back down.”
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      Seems that the one thing I thought I knew, the one thing in common between this world and mine, was something it turns out I knew nothing about. Kerdy. Immortal Queen? Warrior, of course. Commander? Not surprised. Immortal and queen were two things that didn’t really fit in with what I thought I knew about her. Then again, none of this did. More and more, this felt like a dream. Someone would soon come along, pinch me, and I’d wake up in Black District hospital, all kinds of tubes coming out of my mouth. The doctor would tell me—

      “Do you space out like this often, Detective?” Nightshade asked, waving her paw slowly in front of my face.

      “Unfortunately, I do. Especially when I have to spend so much time in my own head trying to make sense of one outrageous revelation after another. So, is Immortal Queen some kind of trumped-up nickname? Maybe when she was younger and wanted to look special, she had this embarrassing story she told other cats to impress them? Before you answer that, I’m going to go with ‘no’. You’re about to tell me she’s actually immortal, and she was the queen of a distant kingdom for a million years before humans went extinct. Of course, she can’t be that old, or we’d know all these secrets about the machines already, and about what happened to humans. That puts her being born somewhere long after those events, but long before any of us were born.”

      “You know, I kind of just told you. I could also just answer questions. You don’t have to figure everything out, you know?” Nightshade said with a wink.

      “If it was a story everyone was comfortable telling, I’d have heard it already. I have a feeling that, even if I ask, you’ll leave a lot out. Well? Am I wrong?”

      Nightshade straightened up, her smile fading. “I mean… Well…”

      “She’d have told me herself. My guess is she’s not happy about this story, doesn’t tell it, and doesn’t like to find out others are telling it.”

      Nightshade’s smile brightened up again, slightly. “It’s true what she said. Nothing escapes you, does it? You’re right. If I’m going to leave parts of the story out, you’d be better off asking her directly or piecing it together on your own. I won’t disrespect you by pretending I can outsmart you. After all, if I could outsmart you, that would mean Kerdy misjudged you, and you wouldn’t be of much use to me or our mission. I believe in the commander, all the way. Her judge of character is impeccable, and she hasn’t been wrong yet.”

      “There’s a first time for everything, Nightshade.”

      “Sure. Maybe someday she’ll be wrong. But not today, and not with you. Are you ready to be briefed on our next target?” she asked, patting me on the shoulder.

      “Are you ready for me to not understand most of what you’re saying, and are you ready to answer about a hundred questions?”

      “Ready!” she shouted, pumping her fist into the sky.

      Maybe Nightshade had a cheerful optimism that even I couldn’t drag down. For both our sakes, I hoped that was the case.

      I nodded. “Then brief away, partner.”

      She beamed at the word ‘partner’, as though the honor should be hers. She acted as though she was my partner, and not the other way around.

      “Right! I just returned from a weapons depot a few miles out. We controlled this location about one year ago, and when it was hit, we didn’t get to move everything out in time. The good news is more supplies and, in a few weeks, and if we can spare the numbers to operate it, more and faster weapon repairs and upgrades.”

      “Why not new weapons? Why repairing old weapons, and upgrading others?”

      “To sum things up, it’s a lack of resources. We can’t spare the scrap right now to create new weapons. Besides, we’re not able to focus on making anything better than what we already have, and we’re losing numbers. Not gaining them. One death means one more spare weapon for parts. A grim way to look at it, but that’s the truth.”

      “So, a weapons depot is nearly useless, and since we controlled it before there’s nothing new to be learned from it.”

      She nodded, her smile fading once again. “That just about sums it up. You’re completely accurate. But this upcoming battle will be a close one. We can’t afford to pass up even one ounce of scrap metal or a single circuit board. It could mean the difference between winning or losing this fight.”

      I nodded. “How far out do we have to go in order to explore locations we’ve never controlled, ever?”

      She laughed. “Much further than I think we’re going to have the time to expand out to, I’m afraid. Our plan is to look for things we missed before, and piece together those small pieces into a larger truth we can use to change the game.”

      I shook my head. “No offense, and that’s good to know, but you didn’t really answer my question.”

      She straightened up again. “Oh! Sorry. We’d have to bypass roughly thirty critical locations and travel more than a day by the fastest land vehicle available to us.”

      I tilted my head. “Available to us, or available?”

      “Available to us. We reserve the fastest ones for the scouts. If they spot the colossus, we need everyone to be informed as quickly as possible.”

      “What about something like a telephone? Can’t they warn everyone that way?”

      She smiled, and it felt more out of pity than anything else.

      “In theory, but remember, we have no bases that far. The machines disassembled all of our old communication towers.”

      Now I was understanding. There was a playbook on how to fight this war, and I knew it was the most efficient long-term strategy possible. But, if everything I’d been told was true, this was no longer a long-term war. The war had gone short-term, and they hadn’t adjusted. A good routine can make all the difference most of the time, but sometimes, times like these, it could actually work against you.

      “Mind if I make a suggestion?” I asked.

      Nightshade smiled. “Ready to take notes, partner.”

      “If you want to know what I think, we’re going about this all wrong. Best-case scenario, of those thirty locations, how many do you think we can take back before doomsday?”

      “Less than half. Half, if we don’t run into any major resistance, and encounter no major setbacks like vehicle malfunctions. And, if the attack happens the latest in the window it can occur.”

      “Right, but how dead are we going to be if we don’t find some kind of game changing information?”

      “Very dead. Like, all the way dead. All of us.”

      I nodded. “So, while it looks like bypassing these depots is a suicide mission, and it probably is, not bypassing these depots definitely is.”

      “So, there’s no winning either way, I guess.”

      I gave her a gentle punch in the shoulder. “That’s not what I said. I’m just saying I’ll take the probably dying over the definitely dying. If we can install a communications tower behind enemy lines, without them noticing, at least for the duration of this mission, we can use one of the scout vehicles and go even further out.”

      Nightshade clasped her paws together on her lap and stared down at her feet.

      “I want to object and say that’s not how things are done, but the way we do things won’t work anymore, will it?”

      I shook my head. “No, it doesn’t look that way. We’re going to have to take a big risk, because we need a big win. Big wins don’t come from little risks. There was a time when accumulating minor victories was probably the best approach. That time’s past.”

      “Too true, Trigger. Just about everyone will object to that strategy, except possibly the commander. Thankfully, it won’t be hard for her to convince the others for us. There’s only one problem.”

      “And that is?” I asked.

      “We’re absolutely going to need cloaking to go that far out, or we’ll just be killed as soon as we go anywhere near the places they control within those territories. Morel has some prototypes, but they haven’t been tested yet. Even if they work, we’ll be limited to recon only. We won’t be able to capture these points.”

      “You have a team, right?”

      “Well sure, but—”

      “Let them capture the points the old-fashioned way. Put some faith in your team. If we can’t fight anyway, you and I will be more than enough for sneaking in and figuring out what’s going on behind the scenes. We may not have the numbers to win anymore, but that just means this has become a war of information, not force. There’s more than one way to win, and you can work toward all of them at the same time. The fight’s probably coming no matter what we discover.”

      Nightshade sighed and shook her head. “So, we’re looking at splitting off on our own, deep into enemy territory, taking valuable high-speed transportation away from our scouts, and betting our lives on prototype sensor-jamming… err, cloaking devices. What could go wrong? No. I should ask if anything could go right? Still, you are correct, as much as I wish you weren’t. I’m used to danger. I have one of the most dangerous roles here already, recapturing territory. Every other unit in our group responds when we’re attacked by the machines. Only my unit goes out and picks fights with them. But what you’re proposing, well, it’s on a whole new level of stupid, even for me. Have you ever done anything this crazy before, with almost an absolutely complete chance of failure?”

      I laughed. “All the time, believe it or not. At least these days. Often enough that I’ve realized that the only way to fight against the odds is to ignore them and go all in.”

      Nightshade took a deep breath and forced a smile. “Most of the other cats here think Arc City is some kind of simple life. Where you live nothing but peaceful days, with no worry of machine attacks, and shielded from the truth of the world. Inside a bubble of time, where you think black and white televisions and wired telephones are modern technology. A few of us know better. We get along out here because we have to, but in there… Your enemy could be anyone. Dogs fighting dogs, and cats fighting cats, dogs treating cats like second-class citizens, and now cats wanting to do the same to dogs. In some ways it’s worse than out here, and you have to be ready for anything, and anyone, at any time.”

      “Maybe if the dogs and cats inside the city knew the truth, things would change. Maybe keeping it a secret was the wrong thing to do.”

      “Maybe, but that’s the gift of hindsight, isn’t it? The commander and someone else came to that agreement a long, long time ago. Besides, they’ll find out soon enough anyway if we fail.”

      I clenched my teeth. “We won’t fail, Pink Ears. We can discuss whether to tell them after we win.”

      Nightshade slapped her paw on my shoulder. “Well, the commander’s been putting it off for as long as she could. There’s an old story I’ve been told around here. But, speaking only of last resorts, it may be time to find out if it’s true. The one Kerdy made the agreement with to keep Arc City in the dark was the leader of the dog tribe we discovered a long time ago. He’s still alive, and he may help us. We just call him the ‘old dog’. Major legend.”

      “Wait, I heard Mira mention him. Are you going to tell me he’s immortal too?”

      “Old dog, silly. Not immortal. I think it’s time for a meeting with the commander. We’ll tell her our plan, and she can tell us everything we need to know about the old dog too, just in case.”

      “Well, he can’t be that old. He… I mean…” I pressed my paw into my forehead and closed my eyes. “You know what, forget it. Let’s go have that chat with Kerdy. At this point it can’t possibly get any crazier than it already is.”

      Nightshade stood up, reaching her paw out to help me to my feet. “Don’t be so sure.”
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      As we made our way through camp, we arrived just in time for Kerdy to begin evening drills. Nightshade opened her mouth, but Kerdy simply held up one paw, and pointed to the line of warriors with the other. Nightshade sighed and walked toward the end of the line, motioning for me to follow.

      “Looks like we’ll have to speak to her after training. No one gets out of it once they show up. We should’ve hidden out somewhere.”

      “What was that, Pink Ears?” Kerdy shouted.

      “Hah! She calls you Pink Ears too,” I said, barely able to contain my laughter.

      “Something you’d like to add, Ankle Biter?” she shouted again, this time pointing to me.

      I walked right into that one.

      “No, ma’am. Not a thing,” I replied, hoping that keeping my mouth shut now would protect us from more attention. Usually, I might enjoy provoking dogs and cats that are overly serious, and that especially meant Kerdy. Didn’t seem like such a good idea at the moment.

      “Good. Fall in line. You’re just in time. I’ll pair you and Nightshade since you’ll be working together. Nightshade has missed training for a while, and this is your first one.”

      I swallowed hard, but it probably didn’t matter. Everyone here could probably take me down in one or two moves, including the weakest. If there was such a thing as a ‘weak’ warrior. Guessing not.

      I fell in line next to Nightshade, and Kerdy raised her paw. “Spread out and split into partners. You’ll spar for ten minutes between drills, like always.”

      Nightshade tried once to raise her paw. “Commander. Trigger and I have something we need to discuss with—”

      “Fine. We’ll discuss it after training. Neither of you can afford to miss a session, so shut your mouth and focus.”

      Nightshade snapped to attention, in what I gathered was their salute. One paw behind her lower back, and the other in a tight fist across her chest, standing with her shoulders back and head held high.

      “Commander!” Nightshade shouted in resignation, making no more argument, before relaxing from the salute and turning to face me. “Ready, partner?”

      “Don’t have a choice. So, uh, what are the rules?” I asked.

      “No weapons yet. First session is grappling. That means you try to throw me to the ground. If we both go to the ground, you’ll try to get me in a grip that makes me unable to fight anymore. Make sense?”

      It did, but I had no clue how to fight that way. We had boxing in Arc City, but nothing like this. I was prepared to thoroughly embarrass myself.

      “Makes enough sense to try it. Go ahead,” I said, taking off my hat and coat and setting them aside.

      She reached a paw under my arm before I could react, tucking one of her feet behind mine, wrapping my arm into her elbow. Then, in one motion, kicked my feet and flipped me with her arm, sending me flat and hard on my back. I gasped for air and tried to pull myself from the daze that followed.

      “What’s the matter, Trigger? Did someone tell you this was nap time? On your feet!” Kerdy hissed.

      I struggled to my feet, grabbing for Nightshade’s shirt collar. I was expecting her to evade it somehow. Instead, she stepped straight into it, slipped both arms up between mine and moving them in outward arcs, wrapping my arms under hers. Tucking her knee into my chest, she flung herself backward, sending me flying over her head and onto my back again.

      Before I could make even the slightest movement to return to my feet, she continued rolling backward, flipping herself so she landed directly above me, sitting on my stomach.

      “Had enough yet?” she asked, smiling.

      I brought my legs up, tucking them under her arms, and kicking forward, sending her landing on her back. I tried to use the momentum to sit myself upright but failed to make it all the way and had to abandon whatever haphazard move I’d improvised inside my head.

      We both returned to our feet.

      “Nightshade, do you respect Trigger or not? You spoke so highly of him before, and yet you treat him this way during training?”

      “No ma’am. It’s not like that,” I said. “I’m fine.”

      “And that’s the problem, little dog,” Kerdy said, stepping forward and shoving me to the ground. “Nightshade should have pulled you into a shoulder lock when she was sitting on your stomach. It would have been a simple maneuver for her. She should also have been able to block your legs. Is this how you want to be trained? Like a newborn pup?”

      I looked between both of them, before standing back up and dusting myself off. “No, ma’am.”

      Kerdy turned to Nightshade, giving her a shove as well, though she was able to stay on her feet despite tripping several steps back. “Spar with him properly, or I’ll assume you’ve forgotten how, and I’ll teach you myself.”

      Nightshade nodded, all trace of the previous smile gone from her face. I had to admit it was a comfort to see that Kerdy treated everyone this way and not just me.

      Nightshade took a step forward without warning. I responded by grabbing for her paw, only to have her pivot on the very next step, grab my wrist with her other paw, twist into me, then roll under my stomach. This sent me flying over her back, landing to her side. She’d maintained the grip on my wrist, twisting my arm, making me roll onto my stomach. Placing her foot on my shoulder, it was clear the next move in a proper fight would be to rip it right out of the socket.

      I held up my free paw. “I surrender.”

      “There, little dog. Did you feel the difference?” Kerdy asked.

      I rolled onto my back and massaged my shoulder. Even though she didn’t complete the move, it still felt like she had nearly ripped my arm off.

      “That’s one way to put it,” I said.

      “Feel free to continue lying there, so it can prove everyone right about how soft city-dwellers are. I’m not wrong often, but clearly this is one of those times.”

      I clenched my teeth and stood to my feet. “I like you Kerdy, and I owe you a lot, but so help me if you don’t shut that mouth of yours, I’ll—”

      “You’ll what, fleabag? File a complaint? Talk to the manager? Submit an article to the newspaper calling me a big meanie? Cry to your mother for your puppy milk?” Kerdy continued taunting, taking several steps toward me until we were nose-to-nose.

      “I’m warning you, Kerdy…”

      She shoved me again, hard, sending me back to the ground. “Oh, so that’s what you’re going to do? Warn me? Hear that, Nightshade? Your new partner will warn the machines trying to rip your limbs off, instead of jumping in to save you. What a joke. Go to the nursery and join the kittens while the warriors train. No wonder Lady nearly killed your friend. With a dog like you having his back, who needs enemies? Useless coward!”

      I lunged at her, taking a swing at her face, which she easily dodged. With the other paw, I threw a pawful of dirt into her face. Temporarily stunned, I took another swing. Without even opening her eyes, she dodged the second punch and countered with a kick to the stomach that sent me crumbling to the ground.

      “Oh, so the little mongrel has some fight in him after all. Or maybe not?” she said, rubbing her eyes once more before opening them again.

      I jumped to my feet again, grabbing at her with both arms. Sidestepping me, she moved behind me, with the speed and grace of a dancer, but wrapping her arms around mine with the strength of a giant brawler. I flung my head back into her face and sunk my teeth into her arm. I closed my eyes, and continued biting in, but opened them a moment later to the sound of laughter all around.

      Kerdy had released her grip on me and was shaking me around on her arm like a stylish accessory, smiling.

      “So, who here owes me an apology, hmm?” she asked, looking over the rest of the warriors.

      More than half spoke up, shouting as one voice.

      “Apologies, Commander!”

      Kerdy laughed again. “Alright Trigger, you can let go now. I’ve made my point, and you’ve made yours.”

      I let go and spat several times trying to get the taste of blood and hair out of my mouth.

      “Your point? Are you kidding me?” I shouted, nearly choking.

      “You had me going there. You’ve been completely different from the hard-nosed detective I met in the city ever since you woke up here. Apologizing for this and that, acting like we need your pity, hanging your head and slumping your shoulders. I thought maybe I really had made a mistake bringing you here instead of letting you die from your injuries. Look at this bite wound. How savage!”

      She pointed to the wound as though she were talking about a work of art. This cat really did have a few screws loose. Maybe all of them were loose.

      “Well, if it’s any comfort, you’re exactly the mean, grouchy, insufferable old cat I remember.”

      She laughed, ignoring the blood running down her arm and dripping onto the ground. “Alright, that’s enough for today. The two of you can follow me and we’ll discuss whatever you two wanted to discuss.”

      Everyone started walking away, and Kerdy snapped back around. “Did I say everyone? Get back to your positions! Continue your sparring and drills as usual. You don’t need me standing there watching to perform basic training, do you?”

      Without answering, everyone shuffled quickly back into position, initiating with their partners and ignoring us from that point forward.

      Nightshade and I followed Kerdy to Joy’s tent, who immediately began shouting the moment she saw Kerdy’s arm.

      “What is this? Kerdy! What have I told you? Do you think our entire stock of bandages and medicine is only for you? The nerve!” Joy said, grabbing Kerdy’s arm roughly and pouring some kind of liquid from a bottle onto the wound.

      Sheesh. Everyone else acted afraid of Kerdy, but something was clearly different about Joy. She talked to Kerdy the same way Kerdy talked to everyone else. Strange, considering she was a doctor.

      “Sorry, Joy. Had to make a point. Got carried away. Won’t happen again,” Kerdy said, in a soft voice, prompting me to narrow my eyes and look to Nightshade. Nightshade caught my glance, then immediately snapped her gaze forward again with a shrug of her shoulders.

      “‘Sorry, Joy. Won’t happen again, Joy. I’ll be more careful from now on, Joy.’ Hah! You hear me? Hah! That’s what I say to your empty promises. One day I won’t be around, and you’ll have to do this yourself. Maybe then you’ll appreciate me a little.”

      “I do appreciate you, Joy. Stop that,” Kerdy said, tilting her head.

      “Then act like it!” Joy yelled, cinching the bandage tightly, causing Kerdy to wince. “Now get out!” Joy snapped, turning her back to us and sitting back in her chair, typing violently on the device in front of her.

      Nightshade and I both walked out ahead of Kerdy, feeling uncomfortable already. Watching someone yell at Kerdy was worse than being yelled at by her. I kept waiting for her to reach out and choke Joy any moment, but it never happened. Instead, Kerdy just looked remorseful about the whole thing.

      Once she came out, we followed her for a short distance, and entered a tent that must be her office. She directed us to sit, and she did the same.

      “Okay, let’s get down to business. Whatever you’re about to tell me, it better be good.”

      I grinned. “Oh, you’re going to love it. Almost certain to fail. Unacceptably high risks. Ridiculous requirements. But so crazy it just might work.”

      Kerdy leaned back in her chair and raised a brow. “I’m listening.”
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      I nudged Nightshade. “You want to lay it out, or want me to?”

      Her eyes widened, and she looked between the two of us. No doubt deep in thought. Maybe I was rubbing off on her already.

      “Huh? Oh. Nope. You came up with it, so I’ll let you.”

      I narrowed my eyes at her. Clearly this dame had something else on her mind, and as her new partner I made a mental note to add prying about things that were none of my business to the list. Near the top, of course.

      I explained everything to Kerdy, just as I had Nightshade, to repeated nods and grunts along the way.

      “Small problem. I’m willing to go along with everything in this plan of yours, except the part that requires the cloaking devices. Since that’s required for all of it, all of it gets thrown out. You’ll have to come up with something else.”

      I shook my head. “Like what? Look, everyone around here’s a capable genius. Strictly trained. Airtight routines. Maybe this time you need to approach the problem like a reckless idiot who just set foot in this camp recently.”

      Kerdy nodded. “Well, you certainly check all of those boxes.”

      “Gee, thanks. Real vote of confidence there,” I said, grinning.

      “Weren’t you listening? I said I could go along with all of it. Those cloaking devices Morel cobbled together? I wouldn’t trust those things to cloak a blade of grass. And besides, at her most conservative calculations, they’ll burn through one of our most valuable battery packs in an hour. That means… what? Let’s test your critical thinking skills.”

      I leaned back in my chair, tapping my chin, giving it some thought.

      “It means you’ll need more in case you need to be there longer. If we have to go in pretty deep it gets dicey. At some point we’d have to expose ourselves to change the batteries if that’s even something we can do in the field.”

      “That’s a lot of words just to tell me it’s a one-way trip,” Kerdy said.

      Nightshade raised her paw. “Excuse me, but why does it have to be a one-way trip? If we have a scout speeder, we can make—”

      “Right, right. Assuming you’re not killed before you hit top speed. Assuming you don’t crash the thing along the way. Assuming you don’t stop at all along the way, which would make the entire trip pointless.”

      “You don’t think I can drive one, do you?”

      “With more practice, I know you can. Simulations don’t count,” Kerdy scolded.

      “With all due respect, Commander, you’re wrong.”

      Kerdy leaned toward her and pointed a claw inches from Nightshade’s nose. “Maybe you’re not hearing me, kitten, or maybe you’re not listening. Maybe this loose cannon Chihuahua is rubbing off on you. The answer is ‘no’. I can’t afford to lose any more of you to short-sighted heroism. Start from the beginning, rethink your plan, and try again. We need results, not good intentions.”

      Nightshade started to speak again, but I raised my paw. We definitely weren’t getting any further with Kerdy on that point, and I had a feeling I knew why.

      “What about the ‘old dog’ legend? Is it true?” I asked.

      Kerdy sighed and turned away, tapping her foot.

      “Okay, that answers that question,” I said. “Did you know the dog? Is he still alive?”

      She took a deep breath and looked me in the eye. “Deep into enemy territory. Same problem. Same lack of solution.”

      “Did you know the dog?” I repeated.

      Kerdy glared at me for a moment, making her feelings known, but played along anyway.

      “He was my friend. He and his warriors were the template for the warriors of today. Known for having an unbreakable will, and skills that seemed impossible. They were from an adversity zone like me, except theirs was even further deprived of technology. They barely had weapons besides rocks and clubs when we discovered them. Yet, they were the only other group, besides these cats, who survived against the enemy. They built the wall around their village with the shattered bodies of machines. They’re your ancestors, Trigger. Lady’s ancestors. Now such a long way from where they were. But it was what he wanted. It would be a kindness to allow him to continue sleeping to the end of time.”

      “Would he agree if it meant the end of time came sooner?” I asked.

      Kerdy shook her head. “No. He hoped to die in battle, as a weapon when we needed him most. The old dog wasn’t all there to begin with, and there’s no telling what the long sleep has done to his mind. He’s more machine than dog already. He fought until there was almost nothing left of him and paid the price for it. His wish was to die in battle, but now that I’m many years older and wiser, I think it would be better to let the old dog rest and dream. The world he knew is too far behind him now.”

      “That’s not your decision to make. It was his,” I stated bluntly.

      Kerdy stared at me for a moment, maintaining her composure. “It’s irrelevant. Without proper cloaking devices, we’ll never make it to him. Moving him would be an issue by itself. Waking him up would be another if the system we put in place to wake him fails, assuming Joy could even do it manually without killing him. Come up with a plan that isn’t impossible, or idiotic, and I’ll listen.”

      “Alright, humor me then. What is this immortal queen business? How old are you anyway?”

      Nightshade grabbed my arm and shook her head, but I yanked it away.

      “It’s alright, Nightshade. He has a right to seek answers, and since we’ve fought side-by-side already, I consider him a comrade. Though, understand that the answer is likely to confuse you as much as it has me. The truth is that I don’t have a real answer. I don’t know why I’m this way, beyond the superstition my people created to pretend to explain something they lacked the knowledge to understand.”

      “Fair enough,” I said. “I just want to know what’s going on here. It’s fine if you don’t have all the answers. I can’t fit them all in my brain anyway, not with all the other things you cats have been shoving in there since I woke up.”

      “I lost track of how long I’ve been around. I’ll start from the beginning and give you the abridged version. The royal family in my kingdom was said to produce female heirs every few generations who didn’t age normally. Problem was that constant war made this impossible to confirm. No one ever lived past what would be an unusual age. Royalty included. Especially royalty. Assassinations were… normal. Our rivals feared these heirs. The same way we all fear everything we don’t understand. When we were attacked by the colossus, by the time we realized it wasn’t an invading army, it was too late for more than a few to escape. A group of outsiders showed up, eager to help us. They were dressed strangely and carried strange weapons we’d never seen. My mother and father, the king and queen, were convinced they were agents of the enemy, and turned them away.”

      “So, these cats that showed up were the ancestors of the cats you lead now?”

      Kerdy nodded. “Except they were our superiors in nearly every way. They wore PanTech soldier power suits that gave them many times regular strength. They had cloaking technology that was reliable and barely used energy. Their guns rarely malfunctioned. But even they were no match against an enemy that had no known weakness…”

      “Look, you don’t have to go on with the story if you don’t want to,” I said, now regretting the fact I’d brought it up. I couldn’t imagine how painful it must be to live this long, and see everyone around you die over and over, even from old age.

      “It’s fine. You’re getting the abridged version anyway, remember? After they saved me, over time it became apparent that I didn’t age like others did, confirming the superstition to be real. I accumulated knowledge, and eventually I was chosen to lead by the eighth commander. Many years after that, we came across a village, containing a species we’d never encountered. We had to consult our databases. These were dogs, thought to have gone extinct shortly after humanity. They were stubborn and didn’t accept our help. Something about them was otherworldly. Even with our suits, they could best us in combat. They smashed up machines like they were nothing. Their leader, Link, was the strongest of all. They would only listen to strength. I challenged him to a duel and lost. We’d set up nearby, and they agreed to co-exist peacefully. So, when the colossus attacked again, they joined us.”

      “I don’t like where this is going,” I said.

      Kerdy nodded. “The colossus ended their lives with every bit as little effort as it ended ours. They could do nothing. We thought it might be possible to defeat the thing once and for all with their help, but it didn’t matter. We couldn’t spot any weaknesses in its armor. Just like the times before, we escaped and took massive casualties. It wasn’t long after this we discovered Arc City, as we made distance between ourselves and our destroyed homes. It had been abandoned for no telling how long. Only dusty old human bones remained. We scrapped what we could of what was lying around. After I brought him up to speed on everything I knew about the human world, PanTech, the machines, and the colossus, Link decided to send all the pups they’d saved to grow up there, ignorant of the world he’d now learned the truth of. He didn’t want them to know the world we did until the time was right.”

      “Odd decision from someone who valued strength so highly, don’t you think?”

      “Not really. We took precautions. We’d been taking the fight to them, and we thought... Well… we thought maybe if we gained enough distance, and stopped engaging them, that we could give up on the mysteries of the world and live peacefully. After all, there was probably nothing left to save, and everything left to lose. He asked that we ‘upgrade’ him from all his body’s damage so he could fight at his best, since he was now so old, and put him into sleep. If the machines returned, or if I found a weakness in the colossus, he asked me to awaken him so he and his dogs could rejoin the fight.”

      “Only one problem with that, Kerdy. Where’s my super strength? Even Lady can’t fight like you’re talking about. Every dog I know that hasn’t gotten that shot of yours is like a pup compared to you cats.”

      “We realized after the next generations were born, that they were no stronger or faster than us. It must have been something to do with their village. The water, maybe, or plants nearby, or maybe the animals they hunted for food. Either way, there was no way to make it back, and the machines would have wiped everything out anyway. Link’s warriors will be a far cry from what he hoped. Not warriors at all, but normal dogs living peaceful lives, just like he hoped they would in the end, strength or not. I’m afraid nothing but disappointment will await him if we wake him up. Do you really want to wake him up, just so he can watch everything he dreamed of die before his very eyes? It’s far too cruel, even for him.”

      I rested my elbows on my knees, and put my paws behind my head, taking in a huge breath and slowly breathing out. “Sorry, Kerdy, but I’m just not buying it,” I said, sitting upright again. “Maybe you’ve already lived your life, so you can look back at everything. Maybe all you can do is look back now, but there are kittens here who don’t have a past to speak of. All they have is the future, and you to lead them there. Don’t you think that is what he wanted? To fight for the future of his people, even if it meant confronting his own end?”

      Kerdy stood up, glaring down at me, clenching her teeth. “Think of that feeling you had, when I was in your office, when you thought Harvey would die. I saw how much pain it brought you. Imagine seeing it a thousand times. Everyone you know. Over, and over, and over again. Don’t you lecture me on being stuck in the past, when you have no idea what it means to be cursed with a long life in this nightmare of a world.”

      I threw up my paws and stood to my feet. “You’re right, Kerdy. I don’t know, but neither does anyone else. You don’t understand what Link’s experience was. Yet, you think you can decide to go against his wishes and claim it’s for his own good. That’s wrong, and you know it. You’re being selfish. He’s the one old friend you didn’t have to watch die, and you can’t bear to do it again. That’s it, isn’t it? We wake him up, and he’ll die soon regardless of how it goes, and you’ll have to say farewell to one more hero.”

      “You!” Kerdy grabbed me by the collar, lifting me toward her, drawing back her fist.

      We stood there in that same pose. Nightshade could watch, knowing better than to intervene. After what felt like forever, Kerdy slowly released me.

      “Perhaps you’re right, Trigger. But I’m afraid I still can’t go along with this plan. Sorry. I need the two of you to leave. I’m need some time to think.”

      Nightshade and I left the tent. Talk about a lousy feeling.
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      “Well, back to square one I guess,” Nightshade said, shrugging her shoulders.

      I shook my head. “Not without looking into something first. There seemed to be a common theme in her objections, right? Objections, or excuses.”

      Nightshade narrowed her eyes. “You know, for a dog and cat who speak so highly of one another, you don’t seem very nice face-to-face.”

      “Nah, that’s part of the charm. Where’s Morel’s tent? We need to make a little trip before we call it a day.”

      “Morel’s tent? Oh, I see what this is. You’re the kind of dog that doesn’t take anyone’s word for anything and has to see it for himself.”

      “Yeah, that’s me. What’s the harm? We go there, we confirm what Kerdy said, and we see if there’s anything we can do about it. If we can’t, that’s that. If we can, well… we’ll go pick up the old dog Link and see what he thinks about all this. I’ve always wanted to meet my great, great, great, great… whatever he’d be to me.”

      Nightshade sighed and hid her face with her paws. “I really hope you know what you’re doing.”

      I grinned and put a paw on her shoulder. “I have absolutely no idea. Lead the way.”

      We walked a short distance to Morel’s tent and stepped inside.

      This place was an absolute wreck. Bins full of matching parts surrounded the interior, with several worktables positioned throughout the center. All but one of them was piled up and spilling over with what must’ve been abandoned experiments in progress. What I expected to be the best lit tent in the camp was almost completely dark, save for one corner that glowed like some kind of moon. It was Morel’s workstation, that she sat hunched over, wearing some kind of giant hat on her head with a bright light attached, tinkering away on something. A speaker next to her blasted an unfamiliar tune. She hadn’t even realized we came in. If it wasn’t for the bright light, I’m not sure I’d have seen her over the tables, bins, and piles of junk.

      I could see how the presentation wouldn’t exactly inspire confidence. But the fact was, like everyone else I’d met so far, Kerdy placed her in this position because of a high skill level that deserved to be respected. That’s why nothing Kerdy said felt right to me. It all came across as emotional. Even if there were challenges with this cloaking gadget, why not send us to Morel to see what we could do about it? I didn’t get the impression that Morel was any different from any of the other geniuses here, based on the chatter around the camp. Nightshade was right. I needed to see things for myself. Especially when I get that familiar feeling in my gut. That feeling I’ve learned not to ignore, no matter when or where it happens.

      “Hey, Morel,” Nightshade said in a raised voice. “Got time for a couple of visitors?”

      No answer. Nightshade looked at me and shook her head.

      “Should we come back tomorrow?” I asked.

      “Maybe, but we’ll get her attention first. She gets really, really absorbed in her work. I’m afraid if the attack happens while she’s like this, she won’t even know about it until she leaves her tent and sees that everything’s a billowing cloud of smoke. She even faces the corner so nothing that comes through the door distracts her.”

      “She going to fly off the handle if we interrupt her?” I asked.

      “Maybe, but you said this was important, right? You’re afraid of Morel, but not the commander? You really are something else, Trigger. Come on, let’s go say hello.”

      I followed her as we stepped carefully around the hazards scattered everywhere, making our way to Morel’s desk. I wasn’t exactly scared of her but interrupting a cat or dog when they’re that absorbed is a quick way to make a poor impression. But it was important, and we’d just have to chance it.

      Nightshade tapped on her shoulder, and she nearly jumped out of her seat.

      “Are you blind, Nightshade?” she shouted, waving her hand in front of the speaker which instantly stopped playing the lifelike tune.

      I wanted to ask, but didn’t… but I really, really wanted to.

      “Sorry, Morel. It’s important, and we tried to get your attention at the door.”

      Morel looked between both of us, the blinding beam of light still projecting from her hat into our faces. She took a sudden step toward me, leaned in really close, and smiled.

      “How is that eye working out for you? I bet Joy didn’t even tell you I put that together, huh? Bet that cat took all the credit.”

      “Working great, ma’am. I actually forgot all about it until just now. It’s like I never lost the eye in the first place,” I said, returning the smile in the least awkward way I could. Probably failing miserably.

      “Hey, I know. How about you tell me the story of how you lost it?”

      I froze, feeling that familiar tension rising in my chest again, getting lodged somewhere in my throat. It wasn’t a story I told, to anyone, and I wasn’t about to make an exception here. Thankfully, Nightshade seemed to have caught on, and changed the subject.

      “Hey, Morel, story time is nice and all, but like I said, this is important. We don’t want to take up any more of your time than we have to.”

      Morel eyed me up and down, probably sensing my relief and finding herself even more curious than before. “If you say so, but you’ve caught me at a bad time. I’m working on something for Moss and was getting ready to take it over to him. You’ll have to make it quick.”

      “We will, ma’am,” I said. “Right to business, then. We’d like to know more about the cloaking device prototype you’ve been working on. What’s the problem with it?”

      Morel narrowed her eyes at me, not backing away from still being way too close to my face for comfort. “Problem? What problem? Two are basically complete. They’re perfect. They’re probably as good as the originals, if not better. Problem? You’ve got some nerve coming in here and talking about my work that way. I ought to throw you out on your face.”

      “Morel…” Nightshade said, crossing her arms.

      “What?” she asked, crossing her own arms. “Can’t have any fun with the new guy?”

      “Morel…” Nightshade repeated, more sternly this time.

      “Okay, fine. You’re right. But if you’re not in the joking mood, why bring up my cloaking devices? What’s wrong with them? I’m the first cat ever to reverse engineer what the originals were capable of.”

      “But the power requirements for extended use…” Nightshade protested.

      “There was never an extended use version of it, Nightshade! You activate the cloak as a machine passes, or to ambush one, or to confuse it and escape during an attack. It’s not something you use while you read a book down by the stream, or for a long, romantic picnic. It never was. You’re talking about something in a whole different league from the originals, created by the most advanced civilization to ever exist on earth, humanity, and when they had near infinite access to resources. That’s what you’re asking for.”

      “That’s what we’re asking for,” I repeated with a smile.

      Morel took a step back and finally turned off the blinding light.

      “It can’t be done with what I have here. The most I can get out of them is a half hour. Which is, by the way, much longer than you would ever need in any practical application. You could wait for the colossus to pass by with that much time. That’s what the original… You know, the one that received so much praise? That’s what they knew it for, why it was legendary. It’s why the commander is here with us, and mine is even better. But not good enough for Trigger and Nightshade, huh? What do you think I am, a magician? A sorceress from a fantasy story? I work with science and technology, not wishes. I’m bound by the laws of physics. Sorry, dreamers.”

      I looked to Nightshade. “I heard ‘with what I have here’. Didn’t you? Pretty sure that’s what I heard.”

      Nightshade nodded. “I’m pretty sure that’s what I heard too. Sounds like maybe Morel just isn’t up for the challenge.”

      Morel gasped, tossing her head lamp onto the desk beside her. “I cannot believe what I’m hearing. I’m the most advanced technician this camp has ever seen. I practically work in my sleep, and I’ve invented things that even humans in their universities would applaud me for, and pin awards on my coat. But you cats? You cats, let me tell you… Can’t please you with anything! I could invent a weapon that could kill the colossus with the push of a button and you, Nightshade, would yawn. The nerve!”

      I raised a brow at Nightshade. “I heard a lot of ‘trying to change the subject’ that time. You?”

      Nightshade nodded several times with enthusiasm. “Yes sir, that’s what I heard too.”

      Morel threw her paws into the air. “Fine. Look, you’d have a better chance prying the battery units needed for long-term cloaking out of the steel jaws of the colossus itself than Moss’s flying machine. I hope you understand that. He will laugh so hard it’ll shake the ground and make the entire camp think we’re under attack if you even ask. Believe me, I know my husband. Ever since he was little more than a kitten, he’s been working on this thing. Dreaming about it. Talking about it to everyone who would listen. Everyone laughed. Said it was impossible. He’s worked on it in his spare time, and now everyone is almost ready to accept his crazy dream might not have been so crazy after all.”

      Nightshade sighed, reaching out and taking Morel’s paw. “Sorry, Morel, but we have to at least ask. If we can convince Moss to let us use the high-efficiency cells, can you modify the device to last at least a day before needing to be recharged?”

      Morel placed her other paw on Nightshade’s. “I can tell this is important to you, but I don’t think you understand how much Moss wants this flying machine to become a reality. The only two things he loves more than that thing is me and our daughter, and that’s a close call. It’s his life. But… yes. If you can convince him to give you the cells, I can upgrade the device to last a day. It’ll need to be made into a heavy backpack instead of the tiny device it is now, but I’m confident I can do it.”

      “Sorry to have troubled you, ma’am, and for what we’re about to ask of your husband. Just know that if it wasn’t a matter of life and death, for everyone here, we wouldn’t ask,” I said, tipping my hat.

      “Oh, don’t tell me… You’re planning to go deep into their territory, aren’t you? That’s madness, Nightshade! Even for someone like you.”

      Nightshade shook her head. “All true, but that sounds a little like what everyone told Moss, right? It’s crazy. It’s impossible. But is it, really? This situation has made me realize that if we’re going to have any chance of winning in the end, crazy dreams and reckless plans become more and more necessary as that time draws nearer. Thanks, Morel. Get all of your tools ready. We’ll be back soon.”

      Morel laughed, put the light hat back on top of her head, and waved her hand at the speaker again. The music resumed playing, and it sounded like the musicians were there in the room with us. My eyes widened, and I opened my mouth to speak, but drew a glare from Nightshade before I could even get the first word out.

      “Ma’am,” I repeated, tipping my hat. Nightshade smiled, and we made our way toward Moss’s tent.
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      Moss’s tent was the complete opposite of his wife’s. Despite a similar array or parts and pieces, he had neatly organized everything on sprawling shelves, cabinets, trays, and tables. Several drawings and schematics decorated the higher parts of the tent’s interior walls. There were smaller vehicles, what they called ‘bikes’, in one section, a larger vehicle in the center, and, in the corner, encapsulated the way one might expect a shrine to be, was the partially built flying machine. By looking at it, you’d think the thing was ready to hit the skies right this minute. Then again, I had no idea what I was looking at or what made something like this work, so there was that.

      Several other cats moved around the area, presumably Moss’s assistants. Moss himself was working under the larger vehicle, illuminated by several small, but almost blinding lights dangling above. Like Morel, he didn’t really pay much attention to visitors coming in. Like every other cat I’d met here, he was busy all the time. Other than the group greeting when I woke up in the camp, I had seen none of the top brass together at all, including Morel and Moss. I guess the impending end of the world can put a little extra pressure on a cat.

      “Yo, Moss. Your favorite pink-eared kitty is here to see you!” Nightshade shouted.

      Moss almost appeared to be thrown from under the vehicle, kicking out while lying on a rolling table, a wide smile across his face. He grabbed a rag lying on the ground beside him and wiped his paws before standing and running over to us. He grabbed Nightshade in a hug and spun her around.

      “Nightshade! I didn’t realize you were back. Sorry, I’ve been stuck in here trying to repair the frame on this Mountaineer everyone’s so excited about. The last time this happened, it took me a week. It’s such a time sink... Anyway, how was your mission? Did you like the tweaks I made to your bike?”

      “Really threw me off at first, but I got the hang of it in no time, and you know I love it. Now the only bikes faster are those scout bikes.”

      Moss laughed. “If I had the parts, I’d make even more upgrades. But we work with what we have.” He gestured toward me. “I see you brought Trigger with you. That’s right. Come to think of it, there aren’t any transportation machines in your city, are there?”

      I shook my head. “No, but odd now that I think about it. We have streets large enough for one to travel.”

      Moss reached out his paw and tapped me on the head. “Ah, I was hoping you’d make the connection! When your city was first established, a few things were removed. Cars, guns, and nonfiction books left there by humans, about humans. The reasons are probably all obvious to you. We needed all the vehicle parts and guns available. Even those retro metal shooting models are useful if they’re all you have, especially since there were some bullets lying around too. The books were something we hoped to learn from and speaking of which…” Moss pointed to the flying machine in the corner.

      “You found that in a nonfiction book?” I asked.

      “Nope, fiction. Some were picked up by mistake. The story was about an inventor who wanted to rescue a princess held captive atop a floating mountain by an evil wizard. Several princes tried to use magic to reach her and failed. All the while, this inventor worked tirelessly to build a flying machine. Even though he had few possessions, he had access to endless parts, because the people had abandoned all technology in favor of magic. Discarded technology littered corners of the kingdom, and it was there he found everything necessary to build his machine. It was powered by burning rocks, called ‘coal’, heating a combustion steam engine.”

      “You’re losing him, Moss. And me,” Nightshade said.

      “Right. We’ll skip the tech details. Anyway, he flew up there and rescued the princess. The wizard had many magical barriers and detection spells. He would know the moment magic was used anywhere near him. There was a lot more to the story, other gadgets he used to break in and rescue her, but what mattered the most to me was the flying machine. Everyone underestimated how useful it would be, and in the end it saved the day with no one realizing it until it was all over. Even the wizard.

      “Imagine, for a moment, what we could do with something like that. There are no flying enemies we’ve encountered. We could escape the area and reach unexplored lands. We could take the fight to them, dropping bombs on them from beyond their reach, high in the sky. We could scout from heights previously only seen by the birds, knowing every movement they made long in advance. We could see their patterns. Where they moved. Where the colossus is kept, even. The possibilities are endless. And it’s just days from being complete, if only I could find the right parts to finish it!”

      Moss clenched both paws into fists, staring up at the schematic of this thing on the wall, and I could see how real it was in his mind. Few times in my life had I ever seen this look on a dog or cat’s face. It was a face of determination so intense that failure wasn’t even a passing thought. Of all the cats here, with tunnel vision of the dire task at hand, and impending doom, this was really something. Of all the cats I’d met so far, Moss, more than any of the others, had dared to dream and hold on to that goal, even as the world crumbled around him.

      “Sorry, Moss, but there’s something we need to ask you. I know you won’t like it, but please, hear us out,” Nightshade pleaded, hanging her head.

      I raised my paw. “Hold on. Nightshade, I think we’re looking at this wrong. Moss, what if we could help you finish it? As far as I understand, most of the good stuff has been long lost in distant territories. We’re looking for information in those same territories. Something to change the course of this war. You could give us a description of what you need, and we’ll look for it.”

      “And the catch?” Moss asked, tilting his head.

      Nightshade sighed. “The catch is we need the high-efficiency battery cells you have installed on the flying machine. Probably all of them.”

      Moss ran a paw across the top of his head, leaning back on the machine. “It’s taken me my entire life to find those cells, and I haven’t found more in years. If I give them to you, I won’t have the proper power to safely start the engine or perform a rapid takeoff. If I give you those cells, everything was for nothing. Everyone who laughed at my idea or said it would never become real will be right.”

      I shook my head. “Don’t be so dramatic, Moss. Look, we’re just asking for a loan here. We’ll give them back. And, when we do, you can add them back with the other parts you need to complete it. We’re not ending anything. We’re going to help you complete it. That speech of yours just now? It really hit me. I can see now just how important this thing can be. It needs to be finished, but for it to change the world there has to be a world left standing for it to change. Understand? If we all die in the next colossus attack, who are you going to show it off to? Do you want to live in a world where you fly around in this thing, alone, looking down at smoldering ruins?”

      I pointed to it, shaking my paw.

      “You put two seats in it for a reason! Don’t you want Morel to sit beside you on the first flight? Maybe Nightshade could come on the second. And what about Kerdy? Imagine the look on her face when she’s flying above the world. She’d have no choice but to admit you were right. Don’t make me beg, Moss, because I will. I’ve got friends in the city I can’t imagine my life without, and they’re counting on us, just like everyone here is.”

      Moss turned his head away, clenching his teeth.

      I dropped to the ground, putting my head down. “Please, Moss.”

      Nightshade kneeled down beside me, doing the same thing. “Please, Moss. We need these cells so Morel can improve the cloaking devices she’s working on.”

      Moss ran over, pulling us to our feet by an arm each. “Stop. My goodness, you’re embarrassing me doing that. Take the cells, strictly on loan, but remember… your secondary mission is to find these parts for me. Second only to your saving the world stuff, alright? That’s my price for using these cells. If you can find more of them while looking for the other items, all the better. I could retrofit one of the cloaking devices on to my machine if we had enough batteries for both. Wow, just think of that. Flying above them, out of their reach and completely hidden.”

      “Morel would probably love that,” Nightshade said, smiling.

      “She better love me more, since this cloaking device is going to give her all the glory yet again. What you two don’t steal first, that is. Wait here, it’ll just take a moment.”

      Moss grabbed a box of tools from the shelf nearby and made quick work of removing the cells. I was tempted to tell him there must be a mistake. These things were no bigger than a desktop radio, and they were supposed to lift this machine into the air? But I didn’t say that, because it was no more or less bizarre than anything else here.

      “Thanks, Moss,” Nightshade said, hugging him.

      I tipped my hat. “Sir.”

      And with that, we ran straight back to Morel’s tent, and handed her the cells. The wide-eyed look on her face lasted a moment before she finally spoke up.

      “How in the world did you talk him out of these? You didn’t steal them, did you?” Morel looked to Nightshade, narrowing her eyes.

      “No! Of course I didn’t!” Nightshade shouted in protest. “He just turned Trigger over there into a fan with his flying machine speech. Now we’re helping him too, in exchange for using the cells.”

      Morel nodded enthusiastically. “A fair trade, if you ask me. With my cloaking device, it may very well be possible for you to gather those components for him. I’m sure he’ll have a list ready by morning. Come back and see me after you see him, and I should have this ready for you.”

      “Um, aren’t you going to sleep, ma’am?” I asked.

      “You must be joking,” she said, with a deep belly laugh. “I have so many ideas for what I can do with this that I wouldn’t be able to sleep if my life depended on it. Now go. Get out of here. You’ve interrupted my work enough for one day.”

      Nightshade and I agreed to meet up at breakfast, which I was now desperately looking forward to, and then head to Moss’s tent from there.

      It was looking like this crazy plan might just work after all.
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      I had two servings for breakfast the next day and kept both down. By now, my appetite had come back in force, and I was feeling the effects of two months eating nutritional fluid through a tube. I’d have given anything for a big steak. Funny enough, even though the cats were the ones raising the cattle, they only kept a minimal amount for themselves. Mainly for flavor. I’d have settled for a plate of bacon and eggs, too.

      Just the thought took me back to Elly’s diner and picking up the ‘bribes’ I needed to smooth things over with Petey any time I asked for his help. A bag of biscuits did it every time. And that time I had scrambled eggs and coffee with Buddy after the Grand Gobbler case. After he and I took a beating from Lady. My second beating from her, as a matter of fact. The first time I met Rick, dressed in his Rico disguise, he made a joke about buying him breakfast. It only just now occurred to me I never did. I’d have to surprise him when I got back to the city.

      How was Sugarplum doing? In a lot of ways, Nightshade reminded me of her, but with more energy and minus the teasing. Had Saint caught on to what happened and realized she spilled the information we needed to rescue Lily and capture Saul? Maybe Mr. B had saved her by now, somehow. That cat was nothing if not resourceful. He was sure enough a pain in my neck for a while. Then I remembered Marty, and I doggone sure knew where he was and what he was doing. Fish food in the bottom of Arc River. I was sure there was a part of me somewhere that felt bad for the dog, but I wasn’t finding it. And Lily must be worried sick.

      No, not worried. Grieving. She thinks I’m dead.

      “Hey, Trigger. Save some for everyone else,” Nightshade said, elbowing me and bringing me back to reality.

      “Oh, right. I had some catching up to do and if I’m on the job I may as well soak up all the perks I can. Free food included,” I said, holding my bowl sideways to show the second serving was empty.

      “Thinking about your pals just now, weren’t you? You looked a bit spaced out there.”

      I sighed, placing my bowl down beside me. “Yeah, I was. Say, you were in the city for a while, right? You have anyone there you miss?”

      To my surprise, she laughed. Not the reaction I was expecting, but it should’ve been.

      “Nah, I’m more of a loner, believe it or not. A drifter. Made me perfect for recon. I can go out riding on my bike, with nothing but the wind and trees and skies to keep me company for weeks.”

      “I’d have never guessed it the first time I met you. You seem like the life of the party, and everyone swarmed you to listen to your stories.”

      She tapped her chin, considering for a moment. “I guess I just save up the energy spending time alone, drawing maps, and seeing new places. Nothing much better than seeing a place that hasn’t been explored by anyone else in years.”

      I smiled, looking back over my shoulder toward Moss’s tent. “Always wondered what it would be like to travel myself. Want to take a trip? Maybe go pick up a distant relative of mine to visit the camp?”

      “Oh, you know you didn’t need to ask. There’s still the matter of the scout bike, but it should be the easiest requirement to satisfy. I know a few of the scouts who would be happy to swap bikes with me for a day or two. Even though it’s a lot slower, my bike’s amazing. They’re always bugging me to take it for a ride, but nope. She’s all mine.”

      “Right, nothing weird about calling a bike ‘she’. I think we better go before this bike conversation makes me uncomfortable,” I said, standing, grabbing my bowl, and heading toward Lilac’s food station.

      After depositing our empty bowls, we headed to Moss’s tent, but were turned away at the entrance. Moss was working on some finishing touches with something and wanted us to see Morel first. So, that’s what we did.

      Morel actually noticed us when we came in this time. I hadn’t really taken this place in well last night, due to the poor lighting, but it was an even bigger wreck than I thought. It’s a wonder Nightshade and I hadn’t fallen into a pile of something and ended up lost forever. Beside her desk were several days’ worth of empty bowls, tossed into a haphazard pile. Some were starting to smell.

      “Good, you’re here. About time. Come over here and have a look. Moss and I put our heads together. You’re going to be impressed. No doubt about it.”

      Morel held out her arms, showing us two somewhat ordinary looking backpacks sitting on a table previously piled high with parts, now shoved straight onto the floor to make room for something she was prouder of.

      “I… don’t really know what I’m looking at. Sorry,” I said, scratching my head, looking to Nightshade.

      “Actually, neither do I. Such is the trouble with genius. Care to explain, Morel?” Nightshade asked.

      Morel grabbed up the pack. “I’d be happy to! You see, I’ve managed to integrate and synchronize the multi-rotational—”

      “Idiot dog words, please!” I said, hoping to save my brain from another head-splitting day of explanations I couldn’t hope to understand.

      Morel paused for a moment, and it appeared the effort of bringing her words down to my level genuinely perplexed her. “Right. Hmm. Well, it uses fewer cells than I thought I would need, because I’ve added another part from Moss’s flying machine. Very efficient solar… Hmm… It recharges two sections of cells using the sun while one cell is powering the cloaking signal. It doesn’t need nearly as much battery power that way. However, it needs coverage. Moss said you’re definitely going to need backpacks since you’re gathering parts for him, so this seemed like an ideal solution. Only downside is you can’t venture more than ten feet from the backpack, or you’ll show up on sensors again. That make it clear, Trigger?”

      I buried my face into my paws. “Sort of, but based on what you were telling us yesterday, this all sounds truly impressive. Thank you, Morel.”

      “Thank you? This is one of only a few times, ever, that we’ve improved a human technology beyond original specs, and all I get is a thank you?”

      “I’ll bake you a cake and dance at your kitten’s wedding, alright? What do you want? I pull out my doggone wallet and only ‘thank you’ sounds come out, along with some dust. How about we use this thing to save the world, and your rear end is included in that, huh? That work for you?”

      Morel stood up straight, her eyes wide, her mouth open in disbelief. I’d really done it now.

      “Would you really dance at my daughter’s wedding? She’s only a year old, but she’d probably love that. Alright, then. It’s a deal, and you better not back out of it. You can bake the wedding cake and knock both promises out in one go.”

      Nightshade threw her paw over her mouth, but the giggling sounds escaped anyway.

      “Sorry, Trigger. Morel is a very literal cat. I’m afraid you’ve signed your name in blood on this one. I suggest you consider dancing and baking lessons when all of this is over.”

      “Yeah? That’s just great. But a deal is a deal,” I said. Should’ve known that humor wouldn’t land quite the same out here.

      “Go on then. Moss is waiting. Get out of here!”

      Morel picked up both backpacks and shoved them toward us. My heart skipped a beat, and I felt light-headed as I reluctantly, and very carefully, grabbed the one she held in front of me.

      “What’s the matter with you?” she asked, seeing my distress. “Don’t worry, it’s tougher than it looks. You won’t break it unless you, or I guess something else, really tries.”

      I breathed a sigh of relief. “That’s good to know, ma’am.”

      “Okay? Well, leave then! Look at this place. Doesn’t it look like I have better things to do?”

      “Sheesh, alright. We’re moving. We’re moving,” I said, carefully stepping around tripping hazards behind Nightshade.

      Moss himself was waiting outside his tent as we approached. “Nice tech you have there! Historical, even. I asked you to come here second because I wanted Morel to have her short-lived fame. Before I blow her out of the water with my work, that is,” he said, ushering us inside. He seemed confident. Had he finished the flying machine somehow, even without the cells?

      Once inside, I looked around. To my surprise, he had dismantled the flying machine even further than it was last night. Several sections were strewn across the corner that were once whole. Scanning the room, I couldn’t pick up on any differences. An additional bike, maybe.

      Nightshade pointed to it. “Is that my bike?”

      Moss laughed and patted her on the back. “Sort of. Why don’t you have a look? See if you can tell me what’s different.”

      She put her paw to her chin and bent down in front of it. “Hmm.”

      She moved around to the sides, and squealed, making me jump in surprise.

      “What? What happened?” I asked.

      She ignored me. “Is that what I think it is? The other cells. You installed them on my bike!” She bent in closer, fiddling with something I couldn’t quite see. “And you’ve opened up the output! I bet it could keep up with the scout models now. Moss! I don’t know what to say!”

      “Well, stop talking then. Keep looking.” He nodded enthusiastically. There were differences, definitely, but Morel and Moss definitely had the ego and love of praise in common. That’s for sure.

      “What’s this bar over here?” she asked, as she moved around to the other side.

      “That? Oh, nothing special. Just a multi-ton, expanding towing bar I just made last night. Made specifically for your bike, and one of a kind. Just remember than when you’re using that kind of power, speed and longevity will suffer. It has a roll out net, and an optional magnetic field. I don’t want any excuses for not bringing my parts back,” he said, handing a notebook to her. “Everything is listed in here. Other than myself and Morel, I know you’re the most knowledgeable on where these components are found and what they look like.”

      Nightshade took the notebook from Moss and leaped forward, wrapping her arms around his neck. “Thank you, Moss! You’re the best!”

      “Aw, come on. You didn’t even notice the reinforcement to the frame. The lightweight armor plating under the existing armor?”

      “You’re the double best!” Nightshade shouted, as she jumped around her bike, with a smile that looked like it might pull every muscle in her face if she didn’t let it go soon. Suddenly, she stopped jumping and hung her head. “But you had to take apart a lot more of your flying machine to make these upgrades. Are you sure it’s okay?”

      Moss smiled and held up his paw. “It’s not a gift, Nightshade. It’s an investment. Trigger here convinced me. If others believe in my dream, I should let them help instead of doing it all myself. So, you’re now honorary assistants to my shop. Understand? Your mission to get these parts is second only to your saving the world stuff. If you do anything else, it’ll be working for me.”

      “Understood!” Nightshade shouted, snapping into a salute with her back straight and fist clenched tightly over her heart. “Trigger, want to go for a ride?”

      “I, uh… well, I do but take it easy if you don’t mind. You love these things, but I’ve never been on one before.”

      She grabbed a helmet off the bars in the front, yanked my hat off my head and put it in one of the storage compartments on the side of the bike, then fumbled a moment to secure the helmet on my head. “There, that’s to keep your head from exploding if you fall off or if we hit something. My riding armor and your coat will take care of the rest. Now hop on. Let’s go!”

      It took me a moment to figure out how to get on the bike, and Moss was kind enough to secure me to the seat with various buckles and harnesses. “Good luck, Trigger,” he said. “You’re going to need it.”

      And with that, the bike ripped out of the tent faster than anything I could have imagined, and I began regretting every decision I’d ever made leading up to this moment. Nightshade was a mad cat, and this was going to be how I died.

      “Hold on tight, Trigger! Here we go!” she shouted.

      I did hold on tight. So tight my paws hurt. I tensed every muscle in my body so tightly I almost forgot to breathe.

      We rode straight out of the camp, through the trees, and into a wide, open space with only grass and weeds as far as I could see.

      “Just taking it for a test, and going back to Moss’s tent, right?” I asked, my voice cracking.

      “Why? We’ve got everything we need. I drew up most of our maps. No one knows the distant lands better than me, with exception to Kerdy maybe, and our soon-to-be new dog friend. No time to lose, and no time better than the present, right? Our mission is underway!”

      I was becoming too sick to answer, doing everything I could to hold on to my breakfast. Just yesterday she seemed reluctant to go along with something like this. Now? Put this dame on a bike and she’s suddenly ready to face almost certain death with a smile on her face.

      At least my new partner has guts, and possibly even more reckless than me. Here goes nothing.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            15

          

        

      

    

    
      Our surroundings passed by us so quickly, I wasn’t sure how anything could ever hope to catch us. The realization that I hadn’t even seen one of these machine enemies yet washed over me. Could they catch us, if they saw us? Maybe the scout bikes were so fast because they needed to warn everyone quickly, or maybe… it was because the machines were so fast it was the only way to outrun them. No one had ever described them to me, and I never thought to ask. That was probably for the best. The last thing I needed was a reason to lose my nerve.

      There was a time, recently, when I stared at a patch of grass as though I’d witnessed a miracle. There was so little of it in Arc City, with only a few trees in the entire place. Rose Garden Estates in my district felt like a whole different world because of it. Flower gardens, and lots of grass. Even a few trees in the park in the middle, filled with an empty playground where no pups or kitten ever played. Everyone who lived there was old, and the few who weren’t didn’t have any pups or kittens. With exception of Harvey.

      After about an hour of silence, Nightshade slowed to a stop near a collection of tents that looked eerily like the ones we just left behind. Eerie, because they’d obviously been abandoned for a long time, and looked it. Tattered pieces blew in the wind, surrounded by a backdrop of trees on the opposite side.

      “Let’s stop a moment here. This is as far as we can safely go without activating our cloaking devices.” Nightshade said, before noticing the frown on my face. “Sad, isn’t it? So many there didn’t make it, but it’s their fight we’re continuing.”

      “Just had an image of Arc City pop into my mind, all in ruins like this. Nothing but wind passing through the streets, and echoes of falling debris once in a while,” I said.

      “Not going to let that happen, are you? It’s an honor worth being happy about, if you ask me. Aside from Lady, you and I are the only two from that place who know the whole truth, and we have a chance to fight against it. Have you ever found yourself wishing you could’ve just kept on working normal, sane cases, without knowing what was happening outside those walls? It’s understandable, I think.”

      I shook my head. “No, absolutely not. Cases there, or cases here. What’s the difference? Besides, things haven’t exactly been going great for me lately. I could choose between the rock and the hard place. The frying pan, or the oven. I’m out of happy options. There are a lot of evil forces to fight against in this world, and that comes along with the job. You don’t get to fight the bad guys, then enjoy retirement somewhere. At least not easily. But, hey, that being said, I plan on trying it anyway. Once all of this is over, if the world isn’t on fire, and the city isn’t on fire, I’m going to try being the first private detective to succeed at doing just that. Of course, there’s almost no chance I’ll live long enough to see the day.”

      Nightshade nodded along. “You know, I’m kind of jealous you can even plan for possibilities like that. Maybe I’m just impulsive, but I’ve never been able to see my life more than a few days in advance. I don’t have big dreams like Moss, or a series of potential goals like you. Just this bike, and the wind in my hair, and the world passing by me in a series of colorful blurs. I look forward to the things I might find today or tomorrow when I explore, then I just move on to do the same thing the next day. You think that’s bad?”

      I laughed as I took off my backpack and handed it to her. “Only if it’s bad that it makes me a little jealous of you too. Wish I could just put my mind at ease and enjoy the moment sometimes. I’ve taken a lot for granted over the years.”

      She fiddled with it a moment before handing it back. “I’m going to warn you. We’ll be safe as long as these are active, but what you’re about to see may be a little… jarring. Are you ready?”

      “We’re on the clock now, right? You activated these things?” I asked.

      She nodded. “I did.”

      “Then I’m ready as I’ll ever be, and I’ll never truly be ready. This is all insane to me.”

      “A respectable answer. I’m going to confess to you, these things scare me so much. I think that reaction is normal. Lucky for us, they reduce their activity dramatically just before a colossus attack.”

      “Yeah, lucky us. Being close to a colossus attack. Fantastic.”

      She grinned. “Yep, now that you put it that way, I guess I’d prefer seeing little scout machines everywhere instead.”

      She handed my backpack back to me and I slipped it on, taking a deep breath.

      “We’re moving. Get ready,” she said, speeding off again.

      This felt like anything but fun to me, and I’m not sure how she found so much joy in it. Everything that passed by us was definitely a blur of colors. Every rock we hit sent us gliding high into the air before landing softly on the ground again. My stomach felt like it was bouncing from my feet up to my mouth and back down again. Through some miracle, I’d kept my breakfast down, but only just barely.

      For a few more hours, we continued on like this. Nightshade would stop more and more frequently, inspect what I assumed was some kind of landmark, then continue on again.

      Finally, we stopped, and she stepped off the bike, motioning for me to do the same. When I did, I could barely stand. It was as though my sense of balance had been wrecked during the ride. I leaned against the bike a moment, trying to gather my bearings.

      Nightshade’s smile told me she had expected this, and… it was very amusing, apparently. At least to her. I started to speak, but she placed her paw to her mouth and shook her head. She pointed to the area behind me, and that’s when I saw them.

      Two machines were moving in the distance, near what looked like a small building. One looked like a giant spider made of metal, with cables running the length of each limb, smaller moving pieces coming together near what we could call the head. Except I’m not sure I’d call it a head. There were lights that shined brightly, even in the mid-day sun, moving independently of one another in various directions as it picked through piles of debris on the ground.

      The other was smaller, standing on four legs that were thicker than the legs of the other. This one’s body was a large sphere, with what appeared to be cameras rotating in circles around it. It was not going through debris. Instead, it was passing through, independent of the other, in the direction away from us. My paw slipped on the bike, and it made a creaking sound against the seat.

      Suddenly, the spider machine’s light turned red, and it pointed directly at me. My heart nearly stopped in that moment, and I found it impossible to breathe. I froze in place. Was this how it would end? Killed by one of these machines the first time I saw one. This was the fate of many of the cats out here, from what I understood. What an awful, terrifying way to go.

      As quickly as it seemed to notice me, it turned back toward the pile, the light going from red to white again. A paw on my shoulder nearly sent me jumping into the sky.

      “Well, looks like the cloaking device works.”

      “How can you be sure of that?” I asked, trying to hide the trembling in my voice.

      “Because you aren’t dead,” she said, patting me on the shoulder.

      “Yeah, thanks a lot Nightshade. You really know how to put a dog at ease.”

      She shrugged. “Just one problem. With machines nearby, we have no choice but to leave one of our backpacks on the bike to hide it. That means you and I will have to stay very close to one another, so we aren’t detected. I might be able to defend myself if I took my rifle with me, but only against one. Almost no one could handle two at once unless they’re expecting a fight. I can’t take my weapon with me if we plan on carrying something out, which we do. If it actually detects one of us, we’re dead.”

      She reached into the bag on the side of the bike, pulling out a large bar that was folded several times, with two wheels on the end.

      “I thought you weren’t going to bring in a weapon,” I said.

      “Nope, no weapon. This thing’s going on the roof when we’re done. The old dog’s under the floor in that building over there.”

      My eyes widened. “Oh no, do you think they’re hanging around because they know he’s there? Or they’ve already killed him?”

      “Well, the first isn’t possible, but the second definitely is. Only if they ambushed him asleep, though. You’ll see why when we find him, unless the stories are exaggerated.”

      I nodded. “Okay. It was my stupidity for agreeing to come.”

      She laughed. “You didn’t ‘agree’, Trigger. It was your idea, remember? Turned out to be a good one, I think. Well, let’s go see it through.”

      Oh, she was right. It was my idea, and part of me now regretted it. I couldn't believe this was something Nightshade encountered regularly. And without a cloaking device? I couldn't imagine how.

      “Stay close to me, Trigger. My life is in your paws,” she said, making a break for the building.

      I ran close behind her. Twice the machine looked up, but quickly returned to the salvage it was scraping through. I suppose it could hear us but couldn’t detect anything when it looked at us. That was enough, but the fact it could detect us in any way at all made me nervous.

      We stopped at a wide door attached to the building, and Nightshade kneeled down to the ground, looking around. A moment later, she pulled a rope from beneath the dirt, raising the door. The red light glowed on us once again but disappeared soon after.

      “That’s too creepy,” I said. “You sure it won’t kill us?”

      “Nope,” Nightshade said, squeezing herself under the door. “Wait there while I raise it the rest of the way.”

      A loud shriek of metal against metal came from inside, and the door raised fully.

      “What do you mean, ‘nope’? Nope, you aren’t sure that thing won’t kill us, or nope it won’t?” I asked, having a hard time swallowing her lack of explanation.

      “Nope. I’ve never used one of these before. Just read about them, but Trigger, shut up for a minute and look at this! It’s an old transportation vehicle. I read about these. This one used gasoline, a kind of fuel that was sort of mined from the earth. Oh, wow. I wish those machines weren’t out there. I’d try to get this thing running.”

      “Nightshade!” I said, pointing to my backpack. “Borrowed time, remember. Let’s get Link, whatever parts Moss needs we can grab fast, and let’s get out of here. I feel like we’ve been here too long already.”

      She waved her paw at me. “Oh, keep your hat on, Trigger. There are definitely parts for Moss in this car. Here, come turn your back to me so I can throw stuff in your pack.”

      I walked over and turned sideways, wanting to monitor both her and the door. “Make it quick,” I said.

      She pulled out a door on the car, and sighed. “Fine. What are you, a big pup all of a sudden?”

      “Yeah, I am. I’m scared to death of that thing out there and I feel like I should be,” I said.

      “Yep, you should be,” she said as she grunted, pulling out a pawful of what looked like wire.

      I looked over to a table on the other side of the room, where an entire spool of the stuff was.

      “If you needed wire, why didn’t you just get the spool over there?”

      “Look, Trigger, I know you’re in a hurry, but don’t try to tell me how… Oh, wow, you’re right. A spool of wire. So it is.”

      She threw the loose wire back into the car, and grabbed the spool, dropping it into my backpack, then pointed to the corner of the room. “According to the information I’ve read, it should be right over there. Would you like to do the honors?”

      I nodded. “Anything to get us out of the sight of that machine.”

      Nightshade pointed to a white box, fixed on a pole jutting from the floor, about eye level. “Push the button on top and take a deep breath. We’re about to meet your ancestor. Unless he’s dead. Then I guess it’ll be more like a museum visit. Still fun, right?”

      “Hilarious. Tell the same joke to him when he wakes up,” I said, grinning.

      “No thank you,” she said, grabbing my paw and pushing it on top of the button, then shrugged. She reached into her pocket and pulled out a flashlight. “After you. You are his relative, after all. You should go first.”

      “Nice logic,” I said. “What are you, a big kitten all of a sudden?”

      “Ugh… Okay, that’s totally fair. I’m a little scared of being underground like this.”

      “Underground, but not on the surface when one of those death robots is shining a red light in your face?” I asked, dumbfounded.

      “Hey, we’ve all got our weaknesses, Detective. Now, if you don’t mind, we’ve got a legendary hero to recruit.”

      I took a deep breath and made the first step down the metal stairs.
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      As we descended, the way was lit by lights that seemed to know we were there and followed our movements. The area below was smaller than expected and looked similar to Joy’s clinic. Except far more advanced. Against the furthest wall was a capsule, much larger than me. I assumed this was our target, but there was only one problem.

      “It’s… empty,” I said. “The door’s wide open.”

      “Yeah, but do you see the steam coming out of it? It hasn’t been abandoned long. Only seconds, and I think you know what that means.”

      “No, Nightshade, I don’t know what that means. Aren’t we supposed to retrieve this guy? Why would he try to escape?”

      A shout came from a cabinet to our right, as a creature burst out, sending the metal doors flying to each side. What emerged looked only vaguely like a dog. He was more machine than dog. His arm was metal, along with half his torso and both legs. Half his face was metal too. But he was definitely a dog. Skeletal in his appearance. He must have been on the verge of a death from old age and injuries when they put him in here.

      “Shameful guard!” he roared, kicking me into Nightshade, sending both of us toppling onto the floor. Thankfully, the coat came into good use, or he’d have broken my bones. Weren’t we supposed to be allies?

      “Stop!” Nightshade shouted. “We’re your friends. We came to retrieve you, not fight you!”

      “Fight? Hah! You’re joking. If you consider that a fight, then it’s a good thing you woke me up. It’s amazing we’ve produced such weaklings in only a few decades.”

      Nightshade stood to her feet and helped me to mine. “It’s been… a little longer than that,” she said, looking down at the floor.

      “What did you say?” he asked, stomping toward us. He grabbed both of us by the collar and lifted us into the air. “You lie!”

      “We didn’t come here to lie to you, metal brain,” I said. “If you’d rather nap than fight, get back in your bed over there.”

      He dropped us and burst out laughing. “Ah, there we go. At last, some spirit! Retrieve my weapon from the wall over there, pup. I will smash every last machine into dust this time. Tell me, pup, how many do we number these days? Dozens, or maybe more than a hundred by now?”

      “Thousands,” I said, knowing it would be the answer he’d want to hear, but wouldn’t understand.

      He roared with laughter. “Thousands? This war will be nothing. We will crush the colossus with a might never seen on this earth. If he struggled to wipe out dozens of our people, let’s see how he fares against more than a thousand!”

      He pointed to a large hammer, hanging on hooks next to the stairs we just went down. It looked like it weighed a ton, but maybe it was made of some kind of ultra-light material. I walked over and grabbed it, lifting with all my might.

      “Must be stuck,” I said, before trying again.

      He narrowed his eyes. “What?”

      “I said it’s stuck! Must be fused to these hooks after so many years.”

      He walked slowly over, pushing me aside. With no observable effort, he grabbed the hammer with one paw and lifted it onto his shoulder.

      “What’s wrong with you, pup? I knew you wouldn’t be as strong as me, but you should have been able to lift it with two arms easily. Explain yourself!”

      Nightshade took a step forward, putting her paw on my shoulder. “A lot has changed, Link. Dogs… well… the abnormal physical abilities you had in your time are gone. Dogs are equal to cats in physical ability now. They’re just… normal.”

      He wrapped his giant metal hand around her head, lifting her up off the ground. “This must be your people’s doing! You envied our strength, and when you couldn’t become powerful yourselves, you took our power from us. That’s why you left me here longer than you were supposed to, fearing my vengeance. Traitors!”

      I grabbed his arm, but I couldn’t budge it, even with my full strength. “Stop! You weren’t betrayed. Kerdy talked about you like a friend she respected, but you’re so much different from your legend. You clearly don’t think as highly of her as she does of you.”

      He sighed and dropped Nightshade to the ground. “It will be my respect for the cat leader that saves your life today, kitten. But know that I will never call her my commander, as you do. She would have to prove herself worthy, and she will never be worthy. However, she made her best effort to save my people, and this dog is evidence she succeeded. She also used your precious resources to grant my wish for another battle against the colossus. Because of that, I owe her my end of that bargain.”

      “Then can you stop grabbing us, so we can leave?” Nightshade asked, clenching her teeth.

      “I know the way, kitten. No need for your escort,” he snorted.

      “No. You don’t know the way. We’ve moved since then. A lot.”

      He sighed. “Of course you have. Obviously, I expected too much from Kerdy. Poor thing. You must have dealt with so many losses and retreats trying to resist the machines with your weak bodies and sub-par battle skills. Soldiers? Hah!”

      “Actually, we’re warriors now. We have been for a long time now. The commander respected you that much. Obviously, she let nostalgia taint her memories of what an arrogant jerk you are.”

      He burst into laughter once again. “Oh, little kitten. Such a small, weak, and frail thing you are. Take me to Kerdy and let’s see this fighting force she dares to call warriors. What a mockery.”

      “Just let it go, Nightshade,” I said under my breath.

      “Fine!” Nightshade said, punching the rail connected to the stairs, before stomping back up to the garage. “But you’re going to have to be patient, Mister Elite Dog Warrior. We have to install a communication antenna on the roof. This place has the perfect power source for it. We’re small, weak, and frail, remember? We lost a lot of ground we have to make up for. This place hasn’t been under our control for a long time. It’s a miracle they didn’t discover you here.”

      “I’m not surprised you lost our hard-fought territory in the slightest. Maybe I’m surprised you haven’t lost it all. Well, make it quick. I want to speak to Kerdy as soon as possible. She has a lot to answer for.”

      He stepped away from us, toward the garage door.

      “You’ll have to stay near us,” I said. “There are machines out there. We have cloaking devices so they can’t see us. If you stay close, they won’t be able to see you, either.”

      A grin spread across his boney face. “You mean that one, there?” he asked, pointing to the spider-like machine still rummaging through scrap.

      “Yeah, that one. So, stay close and let’s try to get back in one piece.”

      “You must be joking, pup. Is even this enough to frighten a dog now? Pay attention.”

      He strolled out of the door, and I struggled to keep up.

      “You may want to stand back. Inside the door should be far enough,” he said, holding up his paw as I was about to run out behind him.

      Once he put some distance between us, the machine sensed him. It stood up straight and moved toward him with amazing speed. However, what happened next was surreal, and I couldn’t make sense of it. All I did was blink, and Link’s hammer was straight through the machine and partially buried in the ground. Pieces of metal flew like he shot them out of cannons in all directions, and I had to duck behind the doorway to avoid being hit by the debris. I looked up to see Nightshade standing on the other side of the car, using it as cover, with her jaw about to hit the floor.

      Link slammed his metal arm through the center of the damaged machine and pulled out a small box with dozens of wires coming out of all sides. He gave it a squeeze, causing a small explosion, sending black smoke out to cover the area. When it cleared, Link was standing there with his hammer resting on his shoulder again. “Something like this isn’t even a nuisance. It’s barely worthy of target practice for the cat gunners. You could have kept it as a pet. Warriors? Neither of you are worthy of speaking the name.”

      They had this guy once in a battle against the colossus, and dozens like him, and they still lost? What hope did we have, then? Besides, this dog looked like he was about to die of natural causes at any moment. He’d been in some kind of weird hibernation for who knows how long, and maybe his heart would give out on him ten seconds into the battle. His strength was impressive, but I couldn’t help but truly feel we were doomed.

      “That impressed? Hurry and install your communication tower, kitten. My patience with the two of you is wearing thin.”

      “Great, so you can show off!” Nightshade said, waving her paw at him frantically. “It still wasn’t necessary to do that. You know they call for reinforcements when they’re destroyed. Or did you forget that?”

      He dropped his hammer off his shoulder and let the head hit the ground, resting his chin on the bottom end of the handle. “Well, then I guess you better move quickly, huh?” He smiled with genuine amusement.

      “Ugh, you!” Nightshade shouted, hurrying up the ladder attached to the side of the building. “Everyone is going to be disappointed with how different you are from the romantic legends that have been passed down about you over the years.”

      Link continued to watch her, with the same smile on his face. “Good. They can’t possibly be more disappointed than I am, but they deserve a taste of it.”

      Nightshade only grunted, as she struggled to install the communication tower in a hurry while ignoring Link’s provocations, expecting reinforcements might arrive at any moment. Lucky for us, she knew what she was doing, and made quick work of it.

      “Great, now to test it, and we’ll get out of here,” she said.

      She flipped a switch, and immediately the small device strapped to her shoulder started chattering.

      “Where?” one voice shouted.

      “Thirty miles now, and closing in. ETA four hours. All other scouts are to fall back,” another shouted.

      Another voice joined in, but this one was familiar. Kerdy. “Where is Nightshade? Nightshade, if you can hear this, stop ignoring us.”

      “Probably dead, if she was in that thing’s path. Sorry, Kerdy,” another said.

      “I didn’t ask you!” Kerdy replied.

      Nightshade squeezed the device and spoke. “Nightshade here. Sorry, was a little busy in distant territories. What’s happening?”

      “This is why you don’t leave without letting someone know where you’re going, Nightshade. It’s the colossus,” Kerdy said. “It’s been spotted, and it’s heading straight for us.”
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      “But… But we should have had weeks to go, or more!” Nightshade said, jumping down from the roof.

      “How soon can you be back?” Kerdy asked, her voice calm.

      “I don’t know. Three hours?” Nightshade replied, fumbling with the bike seats, trying to make room for Link.

      “Use the cart thing,” I said.

      “That’ll be a rough ride,” she replied.

      “And? He’s not a weak pup like me. He said so. Should be nothing for him. Isn’t that right, Link?”

      Link smiled, resting the hammer on his shoulder again. “Sure your ride can handle it? I weigh as much as the bike.”

      “Is that… Who is that?” Kerdy yelled.

      “You know who it is, wildcat. I guess it’s true what they said about you, huh? You really are immortal.” Link said, with a laugh.

      “I told you not to go after him. When you get back, there are going to be consequences.”

      “Sorry, Kerdy,” I said. “If we live long enough for there to be consequences, you don’t have the right to give them.”

      Silence on the other end.

      “Be here in two, or don’t bother coming,” Kerdy said.

      Nightshade sighed. “Music to my ears, Commander.”

      She slapped the bar on the side of the bike, causing the bar to extend and widen itself into a cart that followed behind the bike. Meant for cargo, it would not be comfortable at all, but should be sturdy enough. She grabbed her backpack and was about to put it on.

      I shook my head. “No. Let him wear it.”

      Nightshade eyed me with obvious skepticism. “What? But why? Are you sure?”

      “They give these to the strongest warriors to wear. Don’t you think Link deserves it more? Besides, it’ll just impede your riding. I need to squeeze behind you, remember?”

      “The strongest warrior, huh? Then neither of you deserve it. But, if I can only wear one, I’ll take this one here,” he said, grabbing it from her and fitting it on his back.

      I smiled, and nodded to Nightshade, who still had no idea what I was doing. At least she had enough faith in me not to contradict what I was saying.

      “You two better hold on,” Nightshade warned. And as soon as we were secured, the reason for her warning was clear.

      She rolled out, and the engine made a high-pitched hum. We were definitely moving much faster than before, and I struggled to breathe, even with my helmet on. Link gripped onto the sides of the cart, clenching his teeth, holding on for dear life. Even a braggart like him had their limits. Not to mention he looked so old he could turn to dust at any moment. At this angle, I could see how gray his eyes had become. This dog had to be ancient. The only other dogs I’d met with eyes like that were so old they could barely get out of bed. But him? He was more machine than dog. He was sewn together like a doll that had been ripped apart far too many times, each one holding together a shorter time than the last. For his sake, and for ours, I really hoped he could hold it together one last time.

      Arriving back in just over two hours, I rolled off the bike as soon as it came to a stop in the camp, finally losing the breakfast I’d fought so hard to hold on to. Link did the same. Nightshade, on the other paw, looked like she’d just woken up from a refreshing night of sleep. She could’ve pushed it that hard this morning, but she must’ve slowed down out of respect for me.

      Kerdy strolled over to the bike, looking absolutely enraged. She was wearing a giant suit of armor that made her head look comically small, and an oversized sword on her back, the shape of a hook. Sharpened to a razor’s edge on the inside of the curve. Some kind of rope wheel was mounted to the chest of the armor, and a helmet resting under her left arm. She walked past Nightshade and I, then kicked Link on his metal side, sending him rolling across the ground. This must have been one of those power armors I’d heard about. It was a relief she had one.

      “Hey, Kerdy! We just got him back. You mind not hurting our allies with the doomsday machine approaching?” I yelled, using the bike to steady myself.

      Ignoring me, she continued walking toward Link, who stood up with an enormous smile on his face. He began walking toward Kerdy. Once the two were close enough to touch, they stood and stared for a moment, both seemingly in disbelief at the sight of the other. They were both frozen in time. For Link, it must have felt like the world picked up right where it left off, seeing a cat who looked as though she hadn’t aged a day.

      The two clutched paws and smiled. “My old friend. Welcome back,” Kerdy said.

      “Thank you, cat leader, for a proper welcome. I’m glad to see not all have fallen into trembling weakness. Though, I am disappointed to hear about my people. Come, let us share a drink and you can catch me up on everything I missed.”

      “You heard the part where the thing will be here in an hour, didn’t you? Some of our comrades have already died to slow it down.”

      “Your comrades, not mine,” he corrected.

      “Yeah, and all of yours are going to die if we don’t hold the line, Link. Your lineage will end, and your people will go extinct. Sound much better?”

      Link weighed her words in a way he hadn’t done for anyone else. “No. I suppose it doesn’t. Ten minutes then, for old time’s sake?”

      Kerdy nodded, and the two walked away toward her tent. I started to follow, but she stopped me.

      “Trigger, you are to report to Morel. I’ve instructed her to brief you on your task and equip you properly. You too, Nightshade. You two will have one more assignment as partners.”

      Nightshade threw her arm over my shoulder. “Well, I guess that’s that, partner. I could think of worse company to die next to.”

      “We aren’t dying,” I said. “If I was going to die, I wouldn’t need Morel’s help. I can jump into Arc River just fine on my own.”

      “Okay. Sheesh. I stand corrected. Let’s go get our instructions on not dying, then. We’ll definitely need help with that one.”

      We made our way to Morel’s tent, where we found her pacing outside. She looked at us, alarmed.

      “Nightshade! Where is the other cloaking device?” she scolded.

      Nightshade shrugged. “Ask our genius guest here. He handed it over to the old dog and made up a story about it being a symbol of the strongest warriors. Now the big guy’s wearing it and hasn’t taken it off, even though it makes him look like a complete dork.”

      Morel eyed me, suspiciously. “Explain yourself. Do you know how hard I worked on those? He’s not a scout. It’s going to get destroyed.”

      “Glad you asked, Morel. You see, our dog friend there is basically a living weapon. I saw him send one of those machines to the moon with one swing of that hammer. A hammer that I couldn’t even lift one end of. He said our cloaking was cowardly. Imagine if a warrior like that was invisible in a fight.”

      Nightshade gave me a hard shove. “You tricked him into giving himself a tactical advantage he wouldn’t have agreed to. Wow!”

      I held my paw to my mouth. “Quiet. If he figures out what he’s wearing, he’ll throw it away immediately. But yes, I tricked him, and Kerdy probably suspects as much too. That’s why she didn’t say a word when she saw him wearing it. Hopefully she won’t tell him.”

      Morel shook her head. “He’ll get one, maybe two attacks before the colossus adjusts and begins predicting his movements. That’s something it can do. Maybe this version can see through the cloaking entirely. Though, I commend your idea. For what I have planned, you’ll only need one anyway. At the distance you’ll be from the battle, your cloaking will be effective for much longer. It will be much harder to overwhelm the device from afar.”

      “Wait, you want us to fight alongside Kerdy and Link? Won’t we just get in their way?”

      Joy stepped out of the tent, with a smile on her face. “We equipped a certain someone with a device that will give us a visual of the battle, so we can provide support and instructions.”

      “Wait, you mean my eye?” I asked, surprised. “You mean you’ve been spying on me with this thing the whole time?”

      “You better believe it!” Joy said. “I have, at least. Now everyone will be, so I hope you don’t have stage fright.”

      “And with the world’s greatest rider, we can move it all around the battlefield, capturing every angle possible while staying out of danger,” Nightshade said, nodding several times.

      “Here you go taking one ride in that thing after Moss upgraded it for you, and now listen to you. You already sound like him! You’re like his second daughter, you know that?”

      “I see him as my father in the same way, and that makes you like my mother, Morel.”

      “Hmph!” Morel grunted, turning her head to the side. “Well then you better not disappoint me. You better not either, Trigger, because I have a gift for you. I got permission from Mira to remove this rifle from inventory and make some very special upgrades. You won’t need sights. All you need to do is think it, concentrate, and your eye will zoom on its own. You can be a long way from the fight and still place accurate shots.”

      “Yeah, only one slight problem,” I said. “I have no idea how to use one of those things.”

      “If you shut your mouth and listen, I can teach you in twenty minutes, tops. Moss was already on his way to Nightshade’s bike to install balance compensators. So, when you make the shot, your suit will absorb the recoil of the gun, and the compensators will absorb the recoil you transfer to the bike. Can’t promise shooting it off the bike won’t rearrange your insides. I gave it a pretty big upgrade in power, but now it’s basically disposable.”

      “Yeah, yeah, I don’t understand any of that. All I know is I trust Nightshade with my life, and that’s all I need to know. Show me how to use this rifle and tell me what to do. I’ve got places to be.”

      Joy tilted her head. “Let’s just hope it isn’t six feet under the ground.”
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      After a crash course from Morel, and one test shot, I was confident I could use and fire the rifle well enough to be of some use during the fight, beyond being just an observer. That’s an idea I couldn’t stomach, so I was thankful for the opportunity to do something, even if it was just to humor me. Morel made it clear the rifle would do nothing to the colossus’s armor where it was undamaged, and my only chance would be to aim for vulnerable spots. If Kerdy and Link could not stop the colossus, and they almost certainly wouldn’t be able to, then Nightshade and I were to ride ahead of it to Arc City and organize an emergency evacuation of the Black District. We had to choose just one and leave the rest to draw the colossus long enough to allow some to escape and make it beyond the colossus’s reach.

      Turns out that was my true role from the start. Kerdy wanted someone the citizens of the city would trust to evacuate them. It couldn’t be a stranger from the outside. It had to be someone they knew and trusted. Maybe she never believed I could help defeat the colossus. She just knew how I’d react if she told me the truth. Thankfully, Joy had no problem telling me the truth. No wonder she didn’t want to go along with any of my plans. She needed me to be alive on the big day. She’d planned to lose this fight a long time ago and sacrifice herself to give Arc City a chance to live on for at least a few more decades. Until the next attack. Link, at least, didn’t seem to accept anything other than an absolute, overwhelming victory. Arrogant as the old dog was, I hoped he could get through to Kerdy in their short meeting, and fire her up again. No one hated this thing more than Kerdy. She just needed to be reminded of that again. She needed to remember all her lost friends and not become sad. Now was the time to be angry. Now was the time for payback.

      A siren blasted through the air, as Morel pinned the radio to my coat.

      “All channels are limited to top, essential personnel. The rest are to listen only. Obey your commands at all times, and… good luck, Link and Kerdy, Trigger and Nightshade.”

      Kerdy spoke up. “All warriors are to spread from the camp and hold off all machine scouts that attack behind the colossus. We must not be interrupted during our fight with it. I’m counting on everyone. We only have one shot at this, perhaps for all time. The lives of one, maybe even two species rest in the paws of each one of you. Nothing is forever, and someday our people will become extinct. But it will not be today. Today, we’ll make history for a different reason. This will be the first recorded battle where we fell a steel colossus. The lives lost to it today will mean something, because they will be the last. The dog hero Link has risen from his long rest to join me in protecting our people. Together we will smash this giant into scrap! Is everyone ready?”

      The radio erupted into almost inaudible cheers, blending into each other like white noise, louder and louder, until there was nothing else. It gave me chills. Nightshade, Joy, and Morel all joined in, and I couldn’t help but join myself. This was it.

      Nightshade smiled at my rifle. “Sniper role suits you, Trigger. I’ll try to get you the best shots I can. That siren means it’s minutes from the camp. Let’s join the battle. We’ll ride around the hills that overlook the field Link and Kerdy will fight in. We’ll keep moving to make our cloaking last as long as possible. Ready, partner?”

      “You know, I never wanted a partner, but these past few years I’ve had some good ones. You’re definitely up there with the best of them, Nightshade. It’s been a pleasure.”

      “Oh? Glad to hear it. Maybe next time I can join you instead, solving one of those high-profile cases in the city. I think I’ve earned it, don’t you?”

      She handed me my helmet, a smile on her face.

      I returned the smile with one of my own.

      “Yes, ma’am. I believe you have. It’s a deal, then.”

      I took off my hat and put it into the basket on the side of the bike, slung the rifle over my shoulder, and secured the helmet.

      In seconds, we were moving at high speed away from the camp, and found ourselves atop a tall cliff, overlooking two figures below I assumed were Kerdy and Link. I did as I’d practiced with Joy, concentrating on what I wanted to see, and my eye zoomed in on them. Made it seem like they were right in front of me.

      “I’m seeing what you’re seeing, Trigger,” Joy reminded me. “Look in the direction they’re looking. I want to see the colossus as soon as it enters the clearing. Our sensors have picked it up moving through the camp, but we’re nowhere near it at the moment. We left as soon as you did. Also, I’m going to patch you in with Kerdy and Link, open radio. You’ll hear everything they say. They’ll hear everything we say. ETA is thirty-seven seconds.”

      I took several deep breaths, trying not to lose my cool.

      “I’m scared too, Trigger,” Nightshade said, trying to reassure me.

      “Your opponent can feel no fear, so neither can you,” Link’s voice said. “You and I are the only hope for our people. Every dog in Arc City, all of your friends, don’t let them down like I did so many years ago. Push your fear deep down. Think only of destroying our enemy. Think of your desire to end it. Your hatred for it. That is the only thing that exists now.”

      Nightshade opened her mouth to speak, ready to defend my normal reaction, but I placed a paw on her shoulder and shook my head. He was right. At least, that’s what I’d convinced myself of for the few seconds leading up to the next moment.

      A sound came through the trees, like nothing I’d ever heard before. An echo, that almost sounded like a scream. The sound of trees falling accompanied it, and that’s when I saw them.

      Two piercing red lights were visible before anything else. They were ten times brighter than the machine we’d encountered earlier, sweeping the area, searching for life to destroy. No wonder Link wasn’t afraid of the smaller one. If he’d seen this thing. Fought it, even. There’s no way he’d fear something so small by comparison.

      First a giant leg stepped into the clearing, then another, and then the rest of the giant became visible. It looked like a colossal version of the armor Kerdy was wearing, looking almost like a dog or cat, but bigger. Was this a helmet it was wearing, or its head? It towered above everything except the trees. It was at least thirty feet tall, maybe taller. Maybe a lot taller. It was impossible to tell.

      “Remember, Trigger, you are to take no shots until obvious weaknesses present themselves, and certainly not until it engages with Kerdy and Link. With the improved power, that rifle can only handle a dozen shots at the most before it becomes scrap metal, and probably not even that many. Treat each one like the only one. The rifle may be too hot for you to even make those last few shots before it falls apart. Understand?” Joy asked.

      All things I’d heard already. “Yeah, Joy. Got it,” I replied.

      Link took several steps forward, taking his hammer off his shoulder and holding it in the ready position. “Remember me, rust bucket? I see you no longer wear the blood of my people, but I remember. I will etch it into my mind until you are a pile of scrap!”

      Link raised his hammer in the air, and barked a deep bark, like I’d never heard before. It was so loud I could hear it without the radio.

      The colossus’s glowing red eyes shot toward him but didn’t fixate on him. Instead, they darted in several directions, before moving to Kerdy, who held her sword above her head. Her anger was different. She was beyond speaking to the thing. She clenched her teeth and seemed to stare right through it. This was a hatred that ran deeper than any of us could ever know. How many times had she stared this creature down, only to be forced to retreat, returning later to count the bodies and say goodbye to friends she’d seen grow from kittens to adults. Many times over. I could see it, but I could never understand it. And somehow, I suspected… not even Link could.

      An artificial scream erupted from it, and I instinctively threw off my helmet to cover my ears. How could anything be this loud? Maybe they could hear it all the way in Arc City. It must’ve been some kind of auditory attack.

      Kerdy did little to acknowledge it. Instead, she held her sword high in the air, growling, spitting, and hissing. Then, she secured the helmet on the armor, and looked little different from the colossus itself. Only much, much smaller.

      “If you can’t see me, creature, then my hammer will stir your memory!” Link shouted, running toward the colossus. Kerdy followed, but quickly passed him moving much faster, leaping through the air with the sword held high above her head.

      Projectiles erupted from the colossus’s shoulders, first firing up into the air, and then righting themselves and moving straight toward Kerdy.

      “Thirteen missiles incoming, Kerdy! Look out!” Joy shouted.
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      Kerdy reached out and touched the rope wheel on her chest, and a hook shot from it, piercing the armor of the colossus. She tapped it again, and it pulled her toward the thing with so much speed it was difficult to keep track of her. The missiles curved behind her, but couldn’t make the sharp turn, instead diving into the ground and creating a massive explosion. The colossus seemed to roar as it turned and attempted to find its target again, only the horrifying glow of its red eyes cutting through the smoke.

      When at last the smoke cleared, I could see Kerdy again, her sword buried into a narrow slit along the neck. She ripped it out, and I finally understood the shape of the sword. She must have had it made specifically to fight the colossus. Her movements were so much more precise than I’d ever seen her with normal weapons. She must have devoted so much of her life to training just for this fight and refusing to use the armor for anything else.

      She had to yank it several times, as it became stuck. With one last magnificent pull, several cables and hoses ripped out with it, spewing liquids down its giant body.

      It was as though the beast screamed in pain, sending out another sound attack. I felt as though my ears were going to burst again.

      “Trigger, we have to get further away. Even here, we’re too close,” Nightshade said, speeding further along the cliff, until we neared the end. I was relieved to find my eye could still maintain the zoom at this distance.

      The colossus brought its hand up to swat her away, but she quickly pulled herself toward its face and slapped one eye, making a crack. Using her sword, she severed a section of the rope where another hook was attached and fell before the arm could slap her, instantly engaging the device again and flying toward its side.

      Link ran toward the foot, swinging his hammer in a wide arc, but it only bounced away. Still, this didn’t discourage him. He continued bringing his hammer down on the foot as Kerdy commanded its full attention.

      She repeated the same movement as earlier, driving her sword through a small opening in the colossus’s armor, and yanking it free, pulling severed cables and hoses through again, more fluid spewing onto the ground and the rest of its body.

      “Your strategy is working, Kerdy! That fluid must be vital to its movement,” Joy’s voice carried over the radio.

      “Not yet!” Kerdy replied. “Too many times we thought we won, only for this thing to pull out some new trick. Watch carefully. Don’t miss any opportunities.”

      She severed the rope again near another hook, this time landing on the ground.

      An opportunity, huh? I lifted my rifle and pointed it toward the cracked eye. It raised its leg, ready to stomp Kerdy, or try. I fired a shot, hitting the cracked eye. It didn’t break through, but it made a lot of new cracks.

      At the peak of raising its foot, Link took a leap back, then forward again, putting everything he had into a blow on the grounded foot. This time, it shattered, and the colossus fell forward, landing hard onto the ground. The red eyes moved directly over Link, but then darted around again.

      “Morel, are you seeing what I’m seeing?” I asked.

      “My genius surpassing everyone’s wildest expectations? Why, yes. Yes, I see that. Come on, Link, you must not be hitting that thing very hard if it still won’t acknowledge you. Put your back into it!”

      Link took several leaps back, waiting for the dust to clear beside Kerdy. “Do you mean the cloaking device strapped to my back?”

      “Umm,” Morel started.

      “Look at my body. You don’t think I know what something like this is?”

      He knew, or Kerdy told him, and he wore it anyway, even though he said it was cowardly? Winning this fight must be that important to him. He’d rather win it as a coward than lose it as a proud warrior. Maybe he wasn’t so unreasonable after all.

      Before the dust could clear, I could see the eyes again. Carefully, I aimed, releasing another shot on the same eye. This time, it went dark.

      A fast-moving projectile passed through the dust, returning fire, slamming into Nightshade’s bike. We didn’t have time to react before it sent us flying off in two different directions. I landed further along the cliff in the direction we came from, and Nightshade gripped the cliff’s edge, slipping.

      “Nightshade!” I shouted, struggling to my feet. I made it back to her just before she lost grip, and struggled to pull her back up the cliff, barely succeeding.

      “Thanks, Trigger. Keep an eye on the fight. I need to check on the bike and get it moving again. We’re dead if it does that again and we can’t move from this spot.”

      Thankfully, as the dust began to clear, Link and Kerdy commanded all the colossus’s attention. Link plunged his hammer into the other eye, making it dark as well, while Kerdy decimated the thick run of cables that ran along the entire length of its neck. Link began slamming his hammer into one side of the head, continuing just as he’d done with the leg, hitting it repeatedly.

      “Just a little more. Unbelievable! I think you’ve got it!” Morel shouted.

      Just as I was agreeing with them, a burst of air shot from the chest, sending Link and Kerdy flying away. Link rolled helplessly on the ground before steadying himself with his hammer. Kerdy reacted almost instantly, plunging the hook from her chest back into its frame to anchor herself, closing the lost distance in no time. She continued slicing and ripping, covering herself in oils and whatever else, screaming in pain as smoke bellowed from her suit.

      “Kerdy, you’re overloading it. Slow down. You’re going to blow the suit.” Morel pleaded.

      She grunted and made one more pull with her sword, and the head dropped from the body onto the ground with a satisfying thud. It didn’t move.

      Stunned silence followed. Kerdy sliced the rope, stumbling back. She steadied herself, ripped off her helmet, and held up her sword, screaming at the top of her lungs. Link ran toward her, picking her up, suit and all.

      “We did it! You did it. You fought nothing like that before. I mean, you’d be nothing without the suit, but… look!” He laughed, as he pointed to the severed head of the colossus.

      Two small red lights appeared on Link, and the sound attack bellowed again.

      It was even louder this time but lacked the deep boom it had before. What was happening? Some kind of malfunction? I concentrated on the head and saw something small emerging from it! Was that… a hand?

      Instantly, the top of the head flew off, so quickly it looked as if an explosion sent it flying. But I didn’t see or hear any explosion. When I looked back toward the head, a smaller figure emerged.

      “Kerdy, what is that? Is that… it looks like they designed it to look human!”

      “It’s the pilot,” Link shouted, shoving Kerdy away from him. “Watch out!”

      It charged him and swung its fist at his head. Link was fast, grabbing the fist mid-strike. However, he couldn’t even slow it down. It slammed his own hand into his face and sent him through the air, landing on the ground with a harsh thud. He didn’t move.

      I took aim with my rifle, and shot, but it side-stepped the attempt, making me miss completely. It locked eyes with me for a moment and took a single step in my direction before Kerdy charged, swinging her sword at its head, only a little higher than her own. It ducked under and punched her chest, bouncing her off the ground twice before sliding to a stop.

      “Nightshade. Trigger. You have to… run… Evacuate the city!” Kerdy struggled to speak, choking as she did. She tried to get up, but her suit was smoking so much now and didn’t appear to be working anymore. She must have been in agony inside.

      “Got the bike running again. Trigger, it’s your call,” Nightshade said.

      “Emergency release the suit, Kerdy. It’s going to overheat and kill you! You’ll burn to death,” Joy demanded.

      “I don’t take orders… from you… Joy,” Kerdy said, finally struggling to her feet as the machine slowly stepped toward me again, apparently not considering me enough of a threat to be in a hurry. It wouldn’t be the first time someone underestimated me.

      “My thoughts, exactly,” I said, aiming the rifle.

      Kerdy pleaded, her voice breaking. “Listen, Trigger, you have a choice to make. Die here with us, and everyone dies, or run to the city, and save enough to live on and save your species from extinction. You saw what we saw. It’s over. We did our best. Gave it our all. It wasn’t enough, again…”

      I fired another shot. A direct hit to the chest! It sent the machine stumbling backward, dropping to one knee, smoke rolling from its chest.

      However, it stood nearly as soon as it fell, without even a scratch visible beyond the scorching of the metal. Hard as it was to believe, the shots were doing more damage to me than the monster. Each shot felt like it was shaking my insides. I wasn’t even supposed to be firing it off the bike.

      “Kerdy! Link! I’ll put what’s left of this gun into it. To your feet. Almost there!” I yelled, firing off another shot, sending it stumbling back again, but not falling this time. A weaker shot? No… it’s already adjusted to the impact. It’s compensating.

      Kerdy ran toward it, grabbing it by the arm. It reached its other arm around and as casually as swatting a fly, swatted her arm away. Kerdy gasped in pain. That hit must’ve broken her arm, judging by the damage done to the suit. She dropped to one knee, wincing in pain, but still gripping her sword. I had to get closer. A shot from this distance didn’t have enough power.

      I ran along the cliff, finding a shallow enough slope that I could slide down to where they were, and slid all the way to the bottom.

      “What are you doing, Trigger? Run! Nightshade, stop him!” Joy shouted.

      Nightshade didn’t answer. No doubt she was considering doing that very thing but was holding back. She might’ve even trusted me.

      I pointed the rifle again and fired. I fell onto my back, and my paws were burning against the hot metal. One more shot. I had to make it count.

      It stumbled back, and Link’s hammer appeared above it, coming down in a powerful arc. He took advantage of the situation perfectly.

      One arm shot up, and the machine grabbed the head of the hammer, squeezing it. The surface where its hand gripped, the hammer glowed bright red, cracking, with the cracks spreading throughout the entire hunk of steel. A moment later, it shattered. Then, it turned and kicked Link. I couldn’t see what happened to him, but it couldn’t have been good.

      It reached for me, it’s hand still glowing red. My rifle’s final shot. I’d have to make it count.

      I aimed instead for the arm that was glowing and fired. With that shot, the gun broke apart, a piece of shrapnel hitting my shoulder, another hitting my chest, and a third piece grazing my cheek, nearly taking out my new eye. My paws had burns all over, and my body felt almost as bad as it did after falling into the Arc River. I couldn’t move anymore, out of breath. I gazed up at the machine and was pleased to see it was missing the arm I shot. Link was standing behind it, an enormous chunk blown from his metal side, he now gripped the remaining arm of the machine with his own, bringing his normal arm to the back of its head and forcing it face-first into the ground with a mighty howl. He brought his elbow down on its back and wrapped his own legs around the machine’s. Blades erupted from its body, stabbing Link many times. But, determined to make his last moments count, he did not let go.

      “Now!” he barked.

      Without hesitating, now mostly obscured by smoke from a suit that must have been cooking her alive, she leaped through the air, bringing the sword high above her head. As she descended, she growled, some from the pain, and some from the effort, and with everything else she had left inside her heart. She brought the blade down with all of her spirit, and with the combined weight of every life this monster had ever taken. All those goodbyes, too early given, powered a final, ultimate attack. For a moment, the blade was stopped by the thick armor, but Kerdy continued her scream as she leaned into the attack. Link grabbed the back of the blade, and added his own strength to hers.

      The machine’s head was severed from its body, its brightly lit eyes going dark, and its body still.

      The battle, at last, was over.
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      Kerdy dropped to one knee, her fur singed, her skin smoking as the pieces of the suit fell off around her, broken and destroyed.

      “Link…” she said, her voice weak.

      Link pulled himself from the blades and kicked aside the now lifeless body of the machine. He stood to his feet, then fell to one knee.

      “Save your… strength, Link,” Kerdy said. “You did your people proud.”

      Link swayed, trying and failing to stand again, grabbing the handle of his broken hammer and using it as a crutch. He used it to stand to his feet, took a deep breath, and dropped it to the ground. One arm went behind his back, and the other snapped to his chest in a fist. “It was an honor, Commander.”

      “My honor, you old fool,” Kerdy said, smiling up at him as he towered above her.

      I could see it in his eyes. Those were his last words. He was gone. A hero his people now would never know, who sacrificed his last days to save them. Kerdy buried her face in her paws. A goodbye she’d been putting off and hoped to delay forever.

      “Kerdy, just hang in there. I’m bringing an injection to you. Just hang in there for a few minutes!” Joy pleaded over the radio.

      Nightshade brought the bike down the hill to where we were, and ran to me, helping me to my feet. I looked down and realized the coat had saved me from any kind of serious damage. Other than the burns on my paws, I was mostly in one piece. She pulled a box from her bike and started first aid on my paws.

      “What are you doing, Nightshade? Help Kerdy first. She’s barely hanging on.”

      “Kerdy’s different, Trigger. You’ll see. When Joy hits her with that juice she made from Kerdy’s blood, she’ll be as good as new in almost no time. Just a few days.” Nightshade nodded, reassuring herself. “Right. Sorry. Back to bandaging. This stuff is like magic on burns like yours. They’ll heal soon.”

      She rubbed something on my paws, then fumbled with bandages.

      A bike rolled up with Morel driving, and Joy on the back. Joy jumped off before it stopped, nearly falling, squeezing the needle as she ran until a drop of fluid dripped from the tip. She dropped to the ground with the momentum of her run, sliding next to Kerdy, and plunging the needle into her neck.

      “Made it!” Joy shouted, rubbing tears from her eyes with her other paw.

      Kerdy reached an arm up, wrapping it around Joy and pulling her close. “Pulled me from the jaws of death yet again. You’ll never let me forget this, will you?”

      Joy rubbed her eyes again and changed her tone as though Kerdy had flipped a switch.

      “You better believe I won’t let you forget this, you reckless idiot! You were told to drop the suit when it started overheating. You should’ve listened…”

      As Joy and Kerdy were talking, Morel retrieved the head and hugged it like she would a newborn kitten. “What secrets do you hold, ancient machine?” she asked it before looking up at Link, still standing tall. A sadness seemed to grip her as she placed the head in the bag on her bike, then walked over to stand in front of him. “He’s equipped with so many cybernetics, that his body didn’t even fall. Or maybe… he was just that strong.”

      She snapped into a salute in front of him, and Kerdy gripped Joy’s shoulder. Joy understood what she meant, and helped her to her feet, her burns already miraculously looking better than before. Nightshade and I walked over beside them, and we all saluted Link for what seemed like a long time before we finally stopped. Though, not as long as he deserved.

      I spotted a length of rope with a hook attached to the end and nodded to myself. Should be just about the right length. I walked over and rolled it up, slinging it over my shoulder. I glanced over at the large body the true monster had pulled itself from. Moss was going to find many treasures inside that thing, no doubt. Maybe enough to call it even. Maybe enough to finish a flying machine.

      “Where do you think you’re going, Detective? You won’t need that rope for our celebration. Like it or not, you’re one of the biggest reasons things happened this way. If we’d done things my way, your city would be rubble by now, and we’d all be dead. Everyone’s going to want to meet you. To shake your paw.”

      “Yeah, no thanks. Never was one for parties, or attention. That’s more Nightshade’s thing. Arc City’s that way, right?” I asked, pointing in the direction the colossus was walking.

      “About a day’s walk, sure. You know…” She paused. “You’re welcome to stay. Welcome any time. You’re one of us now.”

      “Thanks, Kerdy. Means a lot. But if all of this is going to mean something for Arc City, I’m afraid I can’t wait any longer. So long,” I said, waving as I began walking toward the city.

      Nightshade shouted after me. “I know you’re stubborn and all, but how about you let a girl give you a ride halfway?”

      I turned and nodded. “I suppose I can do that. Thanks. Goodbye, everyone. Thank you, Joy. Thank you, Morel. Thank you, Kerdy. Thank you, everyone. We’ll meet again someday.”

      I sat on the back of Nightshade’s bike, and we drove away. So many worries for Arc City went through my mind, but I pushed them down. For this moment, I wanted to live in only the moment. I paid attention to the breeze flowing through my hair and the surrounding forest. Birds flying from the tall grass as we rode past them. It was good to be alive.

      After about an hour’s ride, we passed a large village. Must’ve been the agricultural village Rick mentioned, not far outside the city. Everyone dropped what they were doing and jumped up and down, waving, cheering with everything they had. They were cheering for us.

      A few minutes later, we arrived at the well-kept road that connected the village to the city.

      “Here okay? Less than an hour’s walk to the gate. No dangers, either. Just you and some open road. Something to give you a little time to think, alone with your thoughts.”

      I slid off the bike. “Thanks, Nightshade. Come visit me sometime. When the city isn’t collapsing in on itself. Someday, maybe we can track down that golden bird together that Kerdy wants so much.”

      She beamed. “I think I’d like that.”

      I turned to walk away, but she stopped me again.

      “Oh, Detective! Aren’t you forgetting something?”

      I turned, just in time to see my hat flying toward me. I caught it and put it on my head. Can’t believe I almost forgot that. Much better!

      I tipped my hat and walked away. I turned once more to wave, surprised to see she was still there watching, but I never look back again.

      There was a time when I was envious of those who lived in ignorance in Arc City, safe in their suites and penthouses of Adria District, out of reach of the criminals that roamed the streets, or the poverty that plagued Black District. I thought, if I could be like them, I wouldn’t hate this city so much. I wouldn’t hate myself so much. Maybe I’d be able to see hope in the city, something I’d never been able to see through my own eyes.

      I realized I was wrong. Truth was, I already had it better than almost anyone in the city, because I was in the fight. I saw the worst of the worst, first-paw. I saw cats and dogs struggle to do better. To make their own lives better. To turn things around. To make the city a better place.

      I saw dogs and cats who were better than me sacrifice everything, time and time again, to bring about the future they wanted. What I thought was bad luck, a bad break in life, turned out to be a gift I’d taken for granted.

      The life of a private detective. Dangerous. Thankless. Staring down the ugliest of the ugly every day and taking cases even the police couldn’t be bothered to take. I never stopped complaining about what an awful job it was, but there was something about it I just couldn’t walk away from and didn’t want to. Something I was never able to put my paw on. But now, at last, I understood it.

      Beneath all my cynicism, I believed in what this city could someday be. Even though it was intent on eating itself and crumbling at every turn, I still wanted to save it, to steer it along a better path. And being a private detective somehow allowed me to do it, more than once. Now, I was determined to do it again. Maybe for the last time, but nothing made me happier than the thought of trying. Maybe. Just maybe…

      Maybe this job wasn’t so bad after all.
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      “That bad, huh?” Mr. B asked the Beagle in front of him, who was reading from the Arc Daily newspaper.

      “I’m afraid so. We’re still trailing in the polls, and the election is just weeks away. We’d need a miracle to catch up at this point,” he said with a chuckle.

      “Ah, Rick, and here I thought making you my campaign manager would be enough to move the needle in our favor. You’re kind of overrated, I guess.”

      “Oh, really now? I could say the same thing about you. You once had this whole city in the pad of your paw, and now you can’t even win mayor.”

      The two looked at one another, serious for a moment, before bursting into combined laughter.

      Rick threw the paper in the trash bin. “Who are we kidding? We both know you’d win this in a heartbeat if not for all the bribes, threats, and everything else Saint is using to lie and cheat his way to victory.”

      Mr. B shook his head. “Let’s not forget everyone thinks I killed Trigger, thanks to Saint spreading that rumor. A clever move on his part. Even I didn’t see that coming with everything else we were dealing with at the time.

      Rick opened his mouth, but a knock at the door interrupted him.

      “Come in,” Mr. B said.

      Petey stepped through the door, pulling off his hat and gloves and nearly collapsing into the open seat in front of Mr. B’s desk.

      “Rough day again, Chief?” Rick asked.

      “When isn’t there a rough day? Another dozen refugees smuggled themselves into the district again today. Another daily record, and it just keeps rising. I’ll be doggoned if I’m going to turn any of them away, but we’re being stretched thin. Even with Mr. B’s assets and yours here in the district being used to support their settlement, we’re running out of space.”

      “And money, unfortunately,” Mr. B said, shaking his head. “Saint’s done well tying up my resources in Adria District banks and preventing any of my plants from being able to smuggle anything out of the organization, as long as he’s de facto leader.”

      Rick elbowed Petey’s shoulder. “Oh, come on now, you two. Look at the bright side. Between both of you making joint appearances, making your rousing speeches pleading with the people of Black District to put crime on hold, we’ve gone from the highest crime in the city to nearly zero overnight. Everyone’s joining together. I’ve got a good nose for business, and let me tell you, if we didn’t deal with all this garbage being thrown into our laps from Saint and Adria District, we’d be the most prosperous district in the city in the next five to ten years.”

      Mr. B shrugged. “You know what, I can’t disagree with you. I have that same feeling. Just one big problem.”

      “What’s that?” Rick asked.

      “All this garbage being thrown into our laps from Saint and the Adria District,” he said.

      Rick narrowed his eyes. “You don’t say?”

      “Yeah, well, the refugee problem isn’t the only reason today was a disaster. Do you think I’d come here just for that? I’m getting used to that. I can handle that problem without complaining to the two of you.”

      Rick and Mr. B nodded in unison.

      “Sorry for cutting you off, Petey. What is it?”

      “One refugee that came in today said Saint is looking to take advantage of the crisis to hire killers to hide themselves among them. I’ve been able to keep a tight barrier against Adria District assassins coming over here and causing us trouble until now. You understand I’ll do the best I can, but there’s no way we’re going to stop all of them. We can’t just turn away the refugees.”

      Mr. B nodded. “Thank you, Petey. You’re right, of course, and you’ve done your best. Go home and get some rest.”

      Petey just nodded and left.

      “You’re not worried?” Rick asked. “I sure am.”

      Mr. B shrugged. “I think the only thing that would give us a chance would be if the ghost of your old friend Trigger were to appear and inform everyone that I did not, in fact, kill him, or have him killed. Even that probably wouldn’t be enough.”

      Rick sighed. “I’d prefer having the real one back, but I understand what you mean. I suppose we’ll just hold out for a miracle then, and hope some other way presents itself.”

      “Let’s hope it does,” Mr. B said, tapping his paw on his desk. “Or this city doesn’t stand a chance.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Mind if I ask for a favor?

          

        

      

    

    
      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.

      

      Thank you so much for reading.
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      They’re oppressed and made to suffer. Will a monstrous twist of fate fly her into an unforeseen destiny?

      Seventeen-year-old veterinarian Taylor despises the authoritarian corporation that oversees their lives. With its ruthless philosophy that adversity makes one stronger, she’s leery of her mother’s devotion to the organization. And when they enforce that principle by releasing a deadly beast on her village, the young woman’s animal-handling skills put her in mortal danger.

      Working with a soldier who disagrees with PanTech’s policy, she battles the frightening threat to her home. But with his acts considered treason, Taylor and the new friend she’s falling for may find their solution was more lethal than the problem.

      Can the heroic teenager survive long enough to take a stand against tyranny?

      Shadowfalcon is the high-energy first book in the PanTech Chronicles YA dystopian series. If you like determined heroines, thought-provoking concepts, and intriguing visions of the future, then you’ll love F. Lockhaven & M.A. Owens’ suspenseful adventure.

      Buy Shadowfalcon to spread freedom’s wings today!
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