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​Chapter 1 Risk


[image: ]


He knew they were not far behind him and it urged him forward into greater speed and athleticism. Risk was not as fast or strong as a city guardsmen but he was smart and understood his planned route well. He blitzed between buildings, down alleys and over fences. He slid under things and jumped over others. As intimidating as they were, the guardsmen were never keen on chasing a young man all over the city, least of all through the slums. He could hear them behind him yelling. They were likely yelling for him to stop, but he was never gonna do that. As he continued through the slums he could feel himself getting further and further away, he knew they were losing track of him. 

He slid out of an alley into a busy road and the crowd there. He melted into the mass of rags and knew that even if the soldiers caught up they would not be able to tell him apart from the others. As difficult as poverty was, it was a fantastic mask. Just as well, he knew that no one in the slums would ever tell the guardsmen anything they were not forced to. 

The slums were given designated letters to represent each district. Risk lived in the lower slums, in the J district. It was horrible, but it was home and he was proud to be coming home that day with something in his hands.

His was little more than a shack stuck between several other crowded buildings of the same nature. Inside he found his mother rinsing what few dishes they owned. She looked over to him as he entered. 

“Risk!” She admonished him. “What have I told you about stealing?” She eyed the loaf of bread in his hand. 

“That,” he responded, “it prevents starving?” 

“We are not starving.” 

“Could have fooled me.” Risk threw the bread at her and she caught it reluctantly. He sauntered into the eating area and plopped down in a chair victoriously. His mother looked to be trying to find the words to explain things to him, regardless of the futility. 

“It just is not worth it...” His mother said, sitting across from him with the bread and hanging her head. It was awkward at times for her to argue with him about dangers. 

“Not worth what, mom? The Risk? You are the one who named me.” She smirked at him. 

“I should have named you ‘careful and considerate’ instead then.” He smiled at her. 

“I was plenty careful. I planned the whole thing down to the finest detail.” His mother sighed and shook her head. 

“You and those friends of yours. One of these days you are gonna plan something that will get you into some real trouble.” 

“And when we do,” he responded, “we will plan our way out of that.” She did not seem impressed. His mother worried about him endlessly. He just assumed that was the way of mothers. The slums were what they were and living safely or slowly was not going to keep them alive in his opinion.  

It did not take much urging for her to be convinced to have a slice of bread with him. They sat eating in silence and Risk was glad to have helped his mother, despite her resistance to his methods. Being a young man in the slums meant fighting to survive. Every day was a new challenge and there was danger around every corner. "What few friends Risk had made were precious to him, and they did their best to help each other out whenever they could. A person could not survive the slums long on their own. Sooner or later, the slums swallowed everyone."  

After eating he kissed his mother lightly and despite her continued protestations he left again to see what other victories he could find.

The slums were a metaphor for struggle come to life. Everything was crowded, filthy and dilapidated. The people and the houses, if you could call them that, were all packed together tightly and on top of each other. Risk was told J district stunk but could not really tell, having become far too used to all its ills long ago. 

Walking up and down the streets of J district was to take in the very depths of human illness, despair and depravity. Prostitutes, pimps, drug abuse, violence. Everywhere you could catch the view of someone on their last legs. A person would lie down face first in the street and you would not know them from a corpse. Many who walked about did so as zombies; substance addicts too lost in their pain to see or feel the world anymore. 

Risk could turn himself from most of it but on this day his eyes caught sight of something he could not abide. There was a young man, whom he did not know, bothering some girls that he did know. He approached him from behind and interrupted him with a hand to his shoulder, beckoning for him to turn. 

“Hey bud, I don’t think they are interested.” The man turned with a look half of disgust and half of confusion on his face. He looked Risk up and down, seemingly unimpressed. 

“What are you supposed to be? Their pimp or something?” 

“They aren’t whores.” Risk replied dryly. 

“All women are whores.” The man fired back. 

Risk hit him square in the nose, without warning. He understood the reality of the slums as well as anyone, but if his mother had taught him one thing it was that women were worth protecting. 

The man fell back a few feet and reached up to help him detect that his nose was leaking blood. He was enraged. 

“The fuck is the matter with you, man?” Risk raised his fist once more in response. 

“I got ammo for another in here, why not just take your lump and get moving.” The young man obliged, grumbling as he did. Risk turned to the four women who could not have been more pleased with him. 

“Thanks Risky!” Said the youngest and shortest of the group. 

“No problem Lil Dorry.”

“I don’t know where some people think they get the right.” She complained. 

“I can’t imagine they do think.” Risk observed. 

“You got that right,”  Dorothy looked him up and down. “Why don’t you hang around for a bit, protect us from villains?”  

“Wish I could. Gotta see a man about a thing.” Anne made an exaggerated sad face as Risk left and he could hear the girls all giggling together. It was not long before he ended up at his desired destination. 

“Risky man!” 

The young man shouting at him hung lightly on what could be called the fence in front of his house, though it was little more than a railing whose purpose seemed to fit only the leaning he was offering it. Beside him was a much smaller fellow with hair that hid his face. They both wore the all too familiar faded brown rags of the slum's occupants. Risk wandered over to them nonchalantly. 

“Greggith,” Risk acknowledged, clasping hands with him. 

“Ooh,” he said sarcastically. “Full name, so official.” The small man beside him smiled goofily through gap teeth and a face full of messy hair. 

“Hey Pint,” Risk offered, clasping hands with his other friend. 

“What you up to brother?” Greggith offered. 

“Nothing, just went and got breakfast for me and mom.” 

“Oh man,” he exclaimed back at Risk, “don’t even mention your mother to me! When is she gonna start doing some real work?” Real work, Risk thought. The only option that remained for most women in the slums was to sell their body. As it was reasonably good money most considered other things women did to survive sort of insincere. If you really wanted to live, you would prostitute. Greggith loved complaining that his mother was one of the few women in their part of the city that did not partake.  

“Like you could afford her,” Risk responded. “Either way you’d just end up with balls as empty as your stomach.” The two young men laughed. 

“You got that right,” he agreed, swinging on the rail. “Come on in, we got something worth discussing.”

Inside of Greggith’s house was an all too familiar scene of squalor and dismay. His father lay back, asleep on their only chair, passed out from the prior night's drunkenness, or possibly that morning’s. They moved to the back of the house to the cramped space Greggith called a room and the proud owner flattened himself out on what he called a bed. Risk just stood there waiting for the outstretched Greggith to explain himself. 

“So?” 

“So, what?” Risk responded. 

“So, aren’t you gonna ask me what it is?” 

“No.” Risk responded again, flatly. 

“Fine,” Greggith grumbled, sitting up. “We got an idea.” Risk rolled his eyes. 

“Ya, I gathered that. You gonna make Pint explain it or what?” 

“It's a card game!” Greggith burst forth suddenly, seemingly proud of himself. Risk was not impressed. 

“You trying to lose money or make it? I can think of better ways to lose money.” 

“Hear me out,” he implored Risk, “we ran into a guy from downstream last night–” 

“Where you were playing cards.” Risk interrupted. 

“Yes,” he admitted, “and this guy–

“What guy?” 

“...Frix.” 

“Frix? His name might as well be ‘fucked’.” Pint let out a chuckle and nodded his agreement. 

“FRIX,” Gregith laid down commandingly, “is a card player. Took me for what little money I had.” 

“I like him already.” Greggith rolled his eyes. 

“Anyway, because I hold no grudges, and am a markedly decent fellow, I got to talking to him.” 

“No doubt a discussion of great depth and complexity.” 

“Would you just listen? Your mom shoulda named you ‘uncooperative.’” Risk smirked in response. “Look, it was a small game. No one knows this guy.” Risk let out a sigh. 

“So, it’s a scam, not a heist. You know I hate scams.” 

“They’re low,” Greggith began, “Uh, risk?” 

“They are low risk only cause half the time they don’t work. The other half of the time you have to hope no one catches on quick or that the people you rip off aren’t the vengeful type.” 

“Its fool proof!” 

“It would have to be.” Pint nodded and smiled gleefully at Risk’s quip. What pint lacked in vocabulary he often made up for with facial expressions.  

“We don’t even have to put together a game. We go where one is and just show up at different times. No one knows this guy and they certainly wouldn’t expect that we know him.” 

“We find a game? Please do not tell me you are thinking what I think you are.” 

“He isn’t even mad anymore!” 

“Ferris isn’t just the meanest, and probably most powerful man in the alphabets but he also particularly doesn’t like you.” Greggith was shaking his head in earnest. 

“Me and Ferris are all squared up. The guy is a business man. I’ve played at his games since.” 

“Since you ripped him off and he threatened to cut off all your toes, you mean?” Greggith looked to be trying to wave away any notion of danger with his hands. But Risk knew it was Gregith’s patented misplaced optimism. 

“Me and Ferris are cool, man. He won’t be there anyway.” Risk crossed his arms defiantly but curiosity, and poverty, were getting the best of him, as per usual. Still, he let Greggith’s suspense hang for a while just for fun before finally responding. 

“Fine, lay it out for me.” 

“Alright,” Greggith began now full of confidence, “we are gonna play a Pakda game about a week from now–” 

“Pakda! It's infamously hard to rig, man. Why are you bothering me with this nonsense? You are gonna go in there with some scheme to rinse the plays and just get taxed out by the dealer. That’s the whole reason these places run these games.” Greggith was looking a little flummoxed but unperturbed. 

“Can I explain, sir? Can I explain? You mom shoulda named you ‘interrupts.’” 

“My mom,” he responded, “shoulda raised me anywhere else.” 

“I hear that,” Greggith responded and gave him a fist bump. “Anyway, the fucking game is Pakda and we have it all worked out. With a little luck we should make out clean with several bars, with no luck we should still get by.” 

“Explain,” Risk responded shortly.

“He told me about a system he used to use with an old partner of his. They would use it once per city and move around regularly so no one caught on.” 

“And it worked so well,” Risk retorted, “That he no longer has him with him and is gambling in the capitol slums.” 

“He’s semi-retired!” Greggith attempted, throwing up his hands. 

“He’s semi-stupid, more like.” 

“If you’d let me finish you’d see it’s gonna work. We’ll be fat as pigs in a month.” Risk had had enough of bothering Gregith, despite how much he and Pint enjoyed it and decided to let him explain. 

“We are playing five man, forty card Pakda with a one bar buy in and a two mark ante. Frix has a system that includes hand signals and betting strategies that we are gonna go over with him and require that we hold both the lead positions.” 

“So, I gotta meet the guy I suppose. I feel like you won’t be the one on the read.”  

“No, me or Pint will try to place ourselves in the lead then do a reluctant hand off to you later when you show up looking for us. By that time our friend Frix will be in the other lead position. From there you just grind out the bars.” 

“That feels like it could backfire easily.” 

‘What’s life?” Greggith said with a smile knowing his friend had heard it a million times. 

“Ya ya, when do we meet your new friend?” 

That night they went and met with Frix and Risk went over in detail with him the entirety of all the signals he could and would be sending him. There was a lot to take in and it was clear to Risk that this is the main reason why Greggith was not going to be the second person running the scam. He was a reasonably street smart character but this kind of finesse would require a mind as sharp as Risk’s. It helped that he was the far better Pakda player as well. 

They spent that entire week, with little sleep, picking every pocket they could find and stealing whatever wasn’t tied down. It was dangerous and they were almost caught several times but by the time they were supposed to run their scheme they had accumulated just over a bar, a little more than one hundred marks. At the appointed time Risk told his, once again worried mother, that he loved her and set off for the game. 

Risk loved his mother dearly. She was at the center of his world and it was mostly for her that he took these chances. There was always that hope in a child of the alphabets that you could somehow parlay one scheme into another and become rich somehow, even if it just meant rich enough to escape.  

It was night time when he arrived at the establishment whose identity was difficult to decipher if you did not know what to look for. It was a wood shanty stuck between all the others where anything important that was happening happened literally underground.There was a gruff man outside who nodded to Risk’s familiar face and allowed him through. 

The establishment was owned and run by the slum’s most infamous gangster, Ferris Freehand. It was what made the entire endeavor so dangerous. If they were caught it would not be a prison stint or some forced labor or even a cut off finger or two. It would almost certainly mean maximum misery and a not so swift death. Risk shook those thoughts from his head as he entered the gambling area and asserted himself with confidence. 

Inside the roof was low and the air was thick with must and smoke. The area was little more than a poorly lit basement and a crudely put together bar with a couple servers serving drinks who were well past their prime. There were several games being played at different tables, from Pakda to Jilad to many others he recognized and a couple he did not. Near the front he found his optimistic friend waving to him eagerly and he wandered over nonchalantly. Both pretended they were happy and surprised to see each other. 

“Risky!” Greggith hollered as he came close, clasping hands with him as he did. “I didn’t know you were gonna be out wandering tonight. What’s lively?” 

“Ah, just having a look see and a couple drinks I think bud.”

“Bullshit, you’ve come for my money!” Gregith turned to the dealer and players at the table and addressed them. “He’s here for your money gents, tuck tail now.” 

“Like you got any money anyways, G.” He smiled enthusiastically at him. 

“Hay,” he slurred, indicating poor choice in speed of alcohol consumption, “have a seat and play a round.” 
“Nah nah, I been saving up man. Maybe some Jilad or thirty over or something. I can’t play Pakda all night.” 
“Who is talking about all night? Have a seat there big saver. Whatcha gonna lose? A few marks to the ante?” Risk leaned a bit and pretended to consider. 
“What’s the buy in then?” 

“A bar.” 
“Can’t do it bud,” Risk reluctantly admitted, “too thin in the pockets.” 
“Oh cmon, what ya got? They let me play under cause they like me so much, I bet I can convince em to let you play under as well.” Gregith gave a look to the dealer who returned a swift shake of the head. They would let him play for under the required buy in because they figured him for a boisterous loser, they knew Risk well enough to know that was not the case with him. 

“It’s alright my man,” Risk conceded, “I’ll just watch. I don’t really want to play anyway.” 

“Cmon!” His friend pleaded. “How you got? I’ll spot you.” 

“No, man I don’t want no spots. Unless they are freckles on the face of a long-looked beauty.”  

“Cmon.” 
“No, man.” 

“Cmon.” 

“No.” 
“You’re the Pakda master bro! No danger to my purse. How much ya got?” Again, Risk 

pretended to think about it before giving in. 

“Maybe seventy marks.” 
“Great! I got thirty or forty here. that’s like,” he pondered for a second, “gotta be one hundred, right??”
“Fine,” Risk faked relenting, “let’s play some Pakda.” 

“Alright!” Greggith cheered. He pointed at the dealer. “Count my boy in for a bar here. Get ready losers, your coin is going bye bye.” 

Risk sat down on the leftmost edge of the table in one of the two lead positions. He had, to that point, been ignoring the man to the far right, his co-conspirator but now gave him a nod of acknowledgement as he did the other two players at the table. The dealer took his marks and gave him a few small piles of colored chips of equal value. 

Pakda was simple enough. You got a forty card deck and played with five players, one being the dealer. The deck, as normal, had four types of cards in it all numbered from one to ten. The dealer played against everyone and never bet. On top of that everyone had to pay an ante before every round, this is part of what guaranteed the house made money every night. 

Each position was dealt two cards to start, the dealers cards were dealt face up. Then either the leftmost or rightmost lead would begin the betting based on the strength of their hand. You either bet, matched the bet, raised the bet or tossed your cards. A player’s tossed cards would not be revealed and simply go into the pile. This was important as part of what Risk was doing was memorizing every card he saw. After a round of betting you would get another face up card for everyone, more betting then another identical round at which point all players would reveal their cards. If the dealer won everyone lost their money save for the odd time when a person successfully bluffed out the other players. Then he would win everything but the Ante.

Differing games of Pakda had different rules and standards. This was a game where you had to have at least one hundred marks, the equivalent of one bar, to play. Five players, including the dealer with forty cards to be played over two full deals. Some games could have upwards of eight, ten or even a dozen players where they played for several deals. That made it much harder to track the cards that had been played. In such games you relied more on playing the people than the cards. In this game, they would rely on the cards.  

Frix had worked out a combination of betting, hand, chip and facial signals that worked as a code so that they would each know what the other had. This increased information over the other players would give them a technical edge, sometimes a definitive one, especially in the second half of the round. Every round of Pakda played through the game and never used the same cards. Greater skilled Pakda players could play with more cards and card types and there were differing rules depending but part of what made this scheme work is they were playing the simplest form of the game against players who were likely not that strong. If Risk had any luck, by his calculations, he should have no trouble doubling, tripling or even quadrupling his money.

The night went very much as planned and Risk made sure to buy drinks as it went on so as to seem like he really was just trying to have a good time. He even threw in a small loss every once in a while to make things look as random as possible. Frix would be a small winner. He had to try to engineer his outcomes so that he either lost or won a small amount, otherwise it could look suspicious. Risk was surprised at the man's calm and professionalism, it was easy to tell the man had run this scheme many times over. It played into their scheme that Pakda players were constantly looking at each other trying to read people’s faces for clues, just in case of bluffing. You also wanted to try and learn your opponent so you could decipher what they may have had when they tossed their cards. 

Everything went better than planned. Risk very quickly was doing so well that it began to concern him. He had nearly doubled his money in the first dozen or so rounds. But then he started getting a lucky streak and ran into opponents who just were not very intuitive. He ended up taking them for large chunks of their money, sometimes causing them to go completely broke. 

As the night wore on Frix’s pile did not change much but Risk’s grew considerably. New players replaced old ones but fared no better. Risk played until well into the night and his pile of chips grew so absurd that he had to force himself to get up and leave. By the time he had changed them back into money he had nearly sixteen bars. An incredible haul. Greggith happily skipped out with his friend as onlookers watched them with anger and envy. 

To Risk’s shock the ever exuberant Greggith somehow managed to keep his cool until they were back at his place at which point he began shouting and dancing and singing his own praises. It was the most right he had ever been about anything and Risk could not blame him for his enthusiasm. It was understandable. Risk congratulated him, gave him his and Frix’s cut of the money and headed out to his place.

On the way back, he saw a small child sitting by the side of the road, partially covered by a slightly damp blanket, his feet bare to the elements. Risk glanced down at the money in his hand, then back at the child.

"Here, kid," Risk said, bending over. "Get yourself some warm clothes, alright?" He placed fifty pieces into the child's hand and continued on his way. The smile on the child's face made all the risk worth it in that moment.

It was extremely late when Risk returned home and his mother was fast asleep. He checked in on her to make sure and glowed at the thought of her eating well and being happy for the next good while. 

Laying in his bed he considered that maybe this was the start of something better. That, maybe, like Frix, they could take this show on the road. He was a
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