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Chapter One 

			Wind moaned endlessly down the subway terminal, licking any exposed skin with the cool tongue of autumn. 

			Standing at the bottom of the staircase Quiin wiggled her toes in old worn-out boots, and rubbed her hands together in too thin gloves trying to keep warm. 

			The fall had been fair and mild so far—if she wasn’t counting today—but it only served as a reminder to what was coming. 

			Winter. Promising to be harsh and brutal. 

			Breath fogged the air in front of her face as everything slowly turned numb. The tip of her nose and ears, fingers and toes not far behind. The force of winter wasn’t in full effect yet and she was already miserable. 

			The past four years she had lived her life in a cycle of clinging to the summer, dreading the fall, suffering through winter, and trying—usually failing—to wait patiently for the spring.

			Looking up the stairs to her left to the only bit of the world above she could see. A furious grey sky spewed huge fluffy flakes which contrasted the cloud’s anger by gently falling to the earth. 

			Snow, which wouldn’t last, began to gather at the top first few steps. Fifteen up—flat—then another fifteen. A railing running along the middle separated the stairs in half. 

			Once both sides would have been jammed packed with people forcing their way through. Each individual trying to get to where they wanted, or needed, to go. Not caring about the others around them. Even ants knew better on how to work together—live together. 

			Inhaling the crisp air in deeply through her nose, her amethyst eyes closed as she almost—for a moment—savored the chill. Listening to the angry impatience of city life above her the moan of the wind failed to drown out, she exhaled in a long plume. 

			Cars honking, idling, revving, and squealing.

			The insistent drone of people chattering, cursing, yelling, and laughing.

			Through the din came a whining cry of a child quickly approaching and hurrying past. Rushed off to get to whatever destination; the cries reaching hysterics in the distance. 

			A pigeon landed on the stairs railing at the entrance, walked a few paces—head bopping—before flying off again. 

			The thrum of life on the surface. 

			Feeling a world away, while she was here—in subterranean hell. 

			The deadened subway terminal she stood in used to be a bustling fully functioning transportation system. Unique in design, with separate cut out pedestrian passageways and bridges, allowed foot traffic to run alongside the main tram tracks. All intertwining underground like veins underneath the skin—connecting to every part of the city. 

			Functional, until the ‘Terrorist Attack’. 

			Shifting her weight, feet beginning to complain of standing, she eyed the memorial plaque placed in the wall above the last couple steps. The words commemorating those who lost their lives that day memorized. 

			A bomb detonated miles below, blasted apart the underground, and tragically took a few hundred lives. The earthquake which shook the entire city not long after, killed a few thousand more in Mosaic City itself, and condemned the subway beyond repair. Shutting it down permanently. 

			None could tell if the two were related, if the explosion somehow initiated the earthquake, or not. 

			Out of the thousands of lives lost that fateful day—one continued. 

			A baby. 

			Sixteen years later, leaning against the boarded-up window of what used to be the ticket/help booth, she let out a long sigh. Above her head hung the terminal A8 sign, and to her right three people huddled around a fire burning inside a tall garbage can. 

			Too far away for her to feel its warmth, its presence only serving to be a taunting tease. Occasionally, one of the three would say something; however, she’d long stopped paying attention—it was never anything interesting. 

			In front of her, across the tracks, way on the other side of the terminal, a lone person sat at the bottom of another set of stairs. A ‘Terminal A9’ sign above their head. Instead of using movement, or setting something on fire, they huddled into themselves for warmth. 

			Some would have thought the person asleep, some—who knew the subway life well—would have presumed them dead, but she wasn’t just some person and knew he was very much alive—and alert. 

			Catching her eye, he signed ‘you O.K?’ 

			She signed back ‘all good—bored. You?’

			‘Same.’

			She nodded knowing he could see the motion. 

			Crunching snow at the top of the staircase caught her attention. 

			A well-dressed man made his way down, brushing snow from the shoulders of his expensive looking suit. Recognizing him as a regular, she swung the backpack off her shoulders, and had his usual out by the time he reached the bottom. 

			Eio. 

			The drug everyone did. 

			Emerging in Mosaic City shortly after the mayor permanently shut the subway down.

			A trickle at first it slowly seeped in like ink tendriling through water. 

			The law enforcement in the city unable to find the source, the few Dealers they did catch wouldn’t talk. Slowly the trickle turned into a stream as the drug grew in popularity—everyone started using this new miracle drug; from suburbia life to club life. The stream turning into a full deluge when the usefulness of its several different effects became more and more apparent. Eventually even doctors recommended it, although their prescription pads were useless—the drug only obtainable through one source. 

			A Roscoes Dealer—like Quiin. 

			Brushing a strand of bleach-fried hair away from her face, she confirmed the quantity with the man in front of her, still remembering from the last time, and gave him the price. From the inside pocket of his suit, he pulled out a giant wad of cash—complete with a fancy, diamond studded, money clip. 

			“Watch it!” She hissed. Stepping closer to block his carelessness from the view of the three around the fire. She wasn’t too worried, the watchful gaze from the other side of the terminal served as a reminder she had backup if needed—because that’s what brothers were for.

			Although not blood-related, Reaper shared the same job as her—working this location long before she arrived actually, being the reason why she was here selling—to uphold the number one rule for living belowground. 

			Do your job. 

			Assigned as a Dealer days within fleeing Mosaic, Quiin’s revolved around the quantity of Eio dealt to her at the beginning of each month. The quota she must sell by month’s end—or face repercussions. 

			Reflecting while he counted his bills, whether he was careless, simply eager to get his fix, or simply simple, to be so stupid as to flaunt around this kind of money down here. If she was in a worse position, or just a violent person—there wouldn’t be anything stopping her from taking the blade she had hidden on her, shoving it up under his chin, and taking that wad of cash and heading home for the day. Of course, there was the quota she had to make, and killing her regulars would put a damper on business. 

			Snatching the money quickly when he was done counting, she made it disappear inside her clothing even faster. Finally seeming to pick up on her edginess, the client side-eyed the people around them wearily, glancing over his shoulder back up the staircase. 

			Suddenly extra spooked and eager to leave, he tucked the Eio bag—along with the absurd wad of cash—back into his inner suit pocket, gave a quick nod, and left back up the staircase. 

			See you soon. She thought darkly, looking down into the contents of her backpack. 

			A book, which had seen better days, sat next to a cell phone; headphones wrapped around—the wire poking through. She consistently carried a knife—or two—everyday. One currently buried somewhere underneath the extra sweater again covering her Eio supply. 

			Crystalized, liquid, and tablet, the substance forms she’d chosen to sell. Each in its own individual container—ready to be re-bagged and redistributed. 

			The hardest learning curve of the job for her, and the most stressful, had been figuring out how to eye-ball the quantities of each form for selling. Because at the end of the month, if the dollars didn’t add up to the quota allotted, punishment would be thoroughly dealt. 

			The degree varying, depending on the level of discrepancy. 

			To inhibit Dealers from indulging their own supply—unless willing, and able, to reimburse. The fear of repercussions barely a deterrent from the incredible drug, replacing every other from over-the-counter pain pills, to illegal street substances. 

			Eio knew how to make its consumers happy. 

			The effects magically taking on whatever the user wanted. Targeting pain where needed, without a high—while taking the druggies on a trip incomparable to anything else. The effects, not the only magical quality about the drug making it exceptional. Able to also be taken in any method the user wanted: pill, injected, smoked—inserted up the rectum as a suppository.

			Imagination the limit with Eio as it wasn’t even possible to overdose on, and with no risk of withdrawals. 

			Repulsive to her senses, Quiin never touched it. 

			The sweetest, richest, foulest odour in the world that only she seemed to smell. Hypersensitive, she could always tell who used, who was using nearby—or who had some on them to use. No one else shared this ability. To them Eio had no smell; even drug sniffing dogs were rendered useless. 

			Catching Reaper’s attempts, out of her peripheral vision, to get her attention. 

			‘You ready to leave?’ 

			She eyed the full allotment given just a few days ago, and her anxiety reared; reflected in her frown’s increase.

			Finishing her mental debate she replied ‘yeah, let’s head home.’ 

			She just needed to be patient. Halloween at the end of the month would have her phone blowing up with calls and texts by her regular Eionians soon. The reminder had her anxiety easing a bit. 

			Also, she would be here all day tomorrow. 

			    And the next day.

			        And everyday for the rest of her life. 

			A life full of endless cycles. 

			The first being placed in foster home after foster home. The best, rather boring, the worst—traumatic.

			That cycle ended the night she moved belowground, and this one started. 

			Watching Reaper across the tram tracks, unfold himself to his six-something height, they both walked to the edge of the platforms they were on—their perspective mirrored Dealing placements. 

			Quiin waited while he jumped down, climbed and crossed the middle division separating the multitude of tracks, before lowering herself down to join him. 

			Appearing to be a child, and often feeling as such next to him, her height barely enough to reach past his navel as she’d stop growing at a very, very young age. Perhaps if she had been raised in a regular household, with regular doctor visits, something might have been caught.

			Tiny—on the extreme side of things. Some theorized it was due to malnutrition having barely eaten in some of the foster homes. Underneath the layers and layers of clothing her skin stretched taut over bones, ribs countable. Not an inch of fat and, despite her best efforts, she couldn’t even gain muscle.

			A human stick-figure. 

			Reaper, the complete opposite beside her. 

			Towering over her, the dark bulky sweater and thick jacket added to his already heaping muscular frame. Handsome, in a cliché strong manly way. His soft brown hair—full of lax curls and gentle waves—flowed down to his shoulders. His thick, well-kept, beard hinted at darker burgundy tones, and did nothing to cover the strength of the jaw underneath. 

			Heading towards a dark subway tunnel, seemingly at random, they passed underneath the three huddled around the garbage-can fire; their hands held close to the flames, arms tucked in tight to their bodies. The wind dragged any heat away before it could reach them below. 

			The howl beckoned them deeper into the black. Following it, Quiin glanced up at Reaper who peered back down at her with rich golden-brown eyes.

			No, there wasn’t anything about his appearance that could make him unattractive. She just never had the inclination to see him in a romantic manner. Even if he hadn’t been a brother to her over the past four years, the claim her found-sister Scarlette S’Oulez and him had on each other was final. 

			Her sister. The reason she left Mosaic City above. 

			Saving them from the horrific foster home they were living in, and Reaper divulging the secret of his home for the first time, offering it as a sanctuary, saved them both. 

			Stepping under the archway of a disused subway tunnel the darkness gradually gobbled their figures. 

			Familiar with the way home Quiin no longer needed to rely on Reaper or his graffiti. 

			Unless aware of what to look out for, the symbols he created to help himself navigate the subway, blended in imperceivably with the other art and colours. Having memorized this route, he’d discovered years and years ago, Quiin’s brain slipped into autopilot. 

			Automatically, ignoring the annoying insistent tug she always felt. 

			A needle pulling towards True North, she felt something drawing her. 

			And the chronic torment of being unable to determine what caused it, or where it came from, became a part of her being—like her lungs and breathing, and she hardly noticed it anymore. 

			Scurrying underground from the foster home Scarlette liberated them from, Quiin believed she would have a better chance of finding what drew her to the catacombs under the city. The extent of the damage done from the terrorist attack, still undetermined, instilled in the mangled unexplored labyrinth the ability to hold countless unknown perils. 

			Due to the numerous dangers, access to the subway had become severely restricted, and enforced by the Roscoes Patrollers. Only complete loss of sense, adventurous temptation, or absolute desperation would drive someone to leave the approved sections.

			The pull, Quiin’s excuse for exploring the desolated subway. 

			The draw led deep into the blasted fathoms however, and no matter her—and in recent years Reaper’s—attempts could they reach a location to access wherever it came from. 

			Faced with cave-ins, dead ends, and a death threat against Reaper if he were to go past a certain point, had transformed the goal-oriented exploration into relaxed fun adventures, expanding on the navigational graffiti. 

			The convoluted course began to incline steeply with every step they took. 

			Rounding a slight curve, the expected reprieve to the gloom could be seen ahead. Light filtered in from the city, spilling through the deep cracks, chunks of ceiling mere piles of debris on the floor, letting the masterpiece of Mosaic City skyline tease in. 

			Defencelessly open to the night, a breath of cool air kissed her cheeks and whispered along her exposed flesh. Instinctively, she stepped closer to the warmth radiating from Reaper.

			Putting an arm around her, he tucked her in protectively—nothing romantic in the gesture—he left her unpressured to tell him what was bothering her. Knowing if something was needed to be said it would be, in her own time and way. 

			The perfect environment for Quiin. 

			In fosters she had been a blank canvas—empty. Feeling nothing, and wanting nothing, her existence monotonous. Unwanted she was shuffled frequently—none welcoming a freak. 

			Passing between the beams of city light and shadow the flicker momentarily dazzled the eyes, and snapped her back to the present. 

			The sporadic glow from above reflected the red in Reaper’s hair and beard. Catching her glance an inquisitive expression formed in the furrow of his brow. Nothing more probing to ask her what was on her mind. 

			A mute, Reaper never talked. Rarely made a sound at all. His silence something the girls accepted about him unconditionally, without any question or judgments; like he and Scarlette did with her emotional impairment. 

			The form of sign language they used to communicate was one Reaper devised himself. Learning the hand signals, which made up a portion of the language, had been the easiest part. The hardest—observing a person’s body language, comprehending their facial expressions; looking into their eyes and reading their souls. 

			Reaper’s natural empathic talent came too instinctual for it to be taught. The four years living together, the more effective teacher, and they’d spend days sometimes in nothing but communicative silence. 

			‘I’m fine,’ she signed in reassurance, but her insides churned uneasily. 

			Her emotional palette had started empty, nothing but shades of greys, beiges, and blacks. Time and experience slowly filled it with bland pastels, but never the full colourful spectrum she witnessed in others—especially her sister. 

			Picking at the insecurity achieved nothing except irritating it, recalling the first foster which creaked the door open for her first taste in emotional experience.

			Starting her sampling in happiness by accepting her quiet withdrawn behaviour, assuming her past trauma caused it. For the first time she felt she found a home—a place to belong. They even threw her an eight-year birthday party—purchasing a cake special for her. 

			She had loved and enjoyed the birthday.

			Up until the cake. 

			Thinking about that memory her stomach clenched.

			The same way it had in that moment. The response, pulling her abruptly away—a protective reaction. 

			Reaper halted by a narrow crevice in the wall. 

			Intermingling with shadows it was easy to miss, and lost in thought, without him, she would have walked right past. 

			Slipping through, like a short-cut through a hedge-bush, they reached the other side, and climbed steeply down the mangled wreckage of subway remains and into an enclosed passageway. 

			Other than those few unbeknownst cracks and crevices this section was entirely inaccessible. Sealed in—and off—they were protected against the chilling slice of the autumn air, however, deep below ground the temperature was still very chill. 

			Losing the light from the city, the way was now lit with the red hue of the emergency lights. Their luminescence glowing and dimming, dimming and glowing, endlessly repeating inside the old foot-passageway; a dire warning forever echoing. 

			Spiderweb cracks decorated the circular floor-wall-ceiling enclosing them. Millions of tiny holes in the walls showed where the trams would have passed, at head-long speeds. The holes too small to fit any appendages through—to protect the stupid. The multitude effect rendered the walls to look non-existent however when the trams flew by. 

			The tracks, now empty. The space, once heavily relied upon—abandoned. 

			The foot-channel they followed down split off into three branches. Two on either side now collapsed, the remainder—a bridge. 

			When Quiin first came across the structure, her sister and not—yet—brother wanted her to cross, she’d hesitated. 

			Enclosed, as the foot-passageways had been, the location of the cut-out holes the only difference. Here the grate holes made up the flooring. 

			The flooring they’d wanted her to walk across with the blackness reaching up. Up to cling to those holes, threatening to drag the bridge and her with it down—down into the darkness. 

			Crossing a bridge inside a decimated subway hadn’t sat right with her. 

			So, Reaper had entered first to show it was safe. Walked to the middle—and jumped. Quiin’s throat constricted but the show of bravery made her bristle. 

			Chuckling internally at the memory now with the tiniest tinge of emotion. Unlocked at that one birthday party 

			Exiting the bridge, a mountainous cave-in gave the appearance of a dead end. 

			Climbing up the twisted metal, piping, wires, brick, stone, and mortar Reaper and Quiin reached a section of subway tunnels above, and using the rail tracks they pulled themselves up. 

			Quiin didn’t think any amount of time would be enough for her brain to gauge how immense and intricate this underground system really was—had once been—as they passed more and more tunnels branching off. 

			Here counting the threads of the tracks was vital. No longer serving any other purpose than to indicate the location of the secret entrance to the terminal they’ve claimed as their own. 

			Reaching the correct count, they stepped off the tracks to slip through the perfectly concealed creak in the circular wall. A step through for Quiin and a squeeze for Reaper—who just fit, fortunately—they entered into a quaintly small terminal. 

			The tracks ran a short distance into the tunnel entrances yawning close on either side, both ending caved-in further down. 

			Two booths sat up on the white brick platform in front of them. One booth, the larger of the two, painted a multitude of colours and covered in art. The other left the simple white it had always been. 

			The terminal sign ‘N7’ hung above. 

			Their home. Their sanctuary. 

			



	

Chapter Two

			Crossing the tracks, Reaper gave Quiin a hand-up onto the platform. Alone the task involved running, leaping, pulling and cursing. 

			Stumbling across the spot several years ago, Reaper fortunately found the location fairly free of damages.

			After a thorough inspection of the perimeter, he assessed what could be done with what remained and had lived there long before Scarlette and Quiin came into his life—continuously working on improvements.

			Topside the mangled heap of what had once been the only staircase came into view. No longer usable as an entrance, he’d found a way to rig up a pulley system to utilize the remaining mountain of destruction. Bringing items into the terminal to upgrade the space—making it better and better. 

			On either side were the washroom facilities. The women’s no longer functioning. The men’s, untouched by the disaster, fully operational and renovated. 

			The larger booth—the ‘TICKET’ booth—the one he’d made into his residence, and Scarlette the one who had turned it into their home. The smaller ‘HELP’ booth belonged to her. 

			Reaper instantly headed for his and Scarlette’s, most likely to check to see if she was home. Quiin, deciding to take a long hot shower to unwind, headed past the area they used as a workout space. Padding across the plush blue mats, she opened the door to the washroom. 

			Walking over to the mirrors first, her reflection eyed her reproachfully. 

			A subtle gleam, within the lilac eyes, hinted at the only suggested sign of life, nearly hidden inside sunken sockets over hollowed cheekbones. Bleached hair, attempting pathetically to reach her shoulders, framed her pinched face. Skin so translucently pale—almost blue. 

			Four years ago, her hair had been clean shaven. Growing excruciatingly slow, the length just long enough now to cover the tattoo of an RD intertwining behind her ear. A brand representing her position as a Roscoes Dealer. 

			Forcefully cut by her foster mother Elma, the very first night she had been brought into their house. 

			The last foster she’d ever stay in, and gazing into her violet stare, a snippet from that night bloomed in her mind. 

			“Sit still girl!” Elma demanded. 

			Huffing in increasing frustration and rage, she had already forced the twelve-year-old pre-teen into a chair. The task was easy for how very skinny the girl was. Elma however, despite her massive bulk, could not get the girl to cooperate and allow her—in what the prideful woman called— ‘cleanse her demonic hair.’ 

			Quiin put up the best fight she could—a cat battling against going into water. Adamantly refusing to let her hair be cut, until—that is—Hubert, Elma’s husband, appeared in the kitchen.

			His striped shirt, grimed and stained with grease from working out in the garage was tucked into his too tight blue jeans. A wide belt buckle gleamed on top and cowboy boots poked out underneath. His thinning hair, the shade of strawberry blonde that red dulled to with old age. And his chin, haphazardly shaven everyday, consistently held stubborn wiry-whiskers. 

			The stare he gave her out of his blue-blue eyes, instantly stilled her squirming protest. 

			Mesmerizing her. Hypnotizing her. 

			She knew in that first instance he was not a nice man. Was not a decent person. 

			And she shrank back—afraid. 

			He continued to stand there and stare—and stare. Picking at his teeth with a toothpick, one foot hitched against the door frame he leaned against. The blue-blue eyes following the tendrils of hair as they were sheared from her scalp. Wistfully falling to the floor as though they too were sad to be departed. 

			Shaven, her hair almost passed for black—more natural. The longer it got the more obvious her unusual colouring became; or would have if she hadn’t bleached it platinum blonde. Dying it not because she didn’t like her natural, unnatural hue. Loving and rather proud of it, she hid the truth because of an innate sense of security—a warning which had risen from deep within her, whispering in a wordless primordial language. 

			Staring into the mirror she ran a thin bleached-fried tendril through her fingers, and a haunting voice came vomiting up from the pit of memories deep inside. 

			“Purple eyes… shaved… but—is your hair also purple?” 

			Shuddering, Quiin forced the bile recollection back down. 

			Opening the door of the bathroom stall reconfigured into a shower, she turned the water on to full heat. Reluctantly stripping from her layers, she was unable to stop her eyes from going back to the mirror—taking in the wasted shape. 

			She trained hard—nearly every day—but no matter the effort, or amount of food she put into her body, she was a walking, talking, breathing skeleton. The curvature of her spine visible, stomach concave, ribs the only protrudements from her chest. 

			Shivering despite the hot moisture caressing her nakedness, condensation from the hot shower beginning to cloud the mirror corners like muggy breath, she turned away from her pathetically wasted image. 

			Opening the stall door, she stepped inside the luxury greeting her welcomely. The water pressure—perfection.

			Inhaling the steam enveloping her deeply, she felt the tense knots in her shoulders and neck ease, although she knew they would never fully depart. 

			The splendid heat successfully sunk into her chilled, numb, body. Dreading the trip across the cold terminal to her booth, she kicked herself mentally for not remembering to turn on the little space heater. 

			The temperature of the water flowing over skin was hot enough to turn flesh pink, and she basked in the scalding. Shampooing her hair and cleansing herself, the soap and water pooled around her feet, swirling over her toes and down the drain, as it had done her very first night moving into Terminal N7. Except without the blood circling the drain as well. 

			The water suddenly turned freezing cold—or was that just her?

			Shutting the water off hurriedly, she stared for a moment at the water, drips drip-dripping from the tap, fighting fiercely against memory vomit churning in her brain. Goosebumps pimpling the entirety of her flesh, she gave one shivering shudder before slipping out the stall. 

			Grabbing her towel off the hook on the wall she dried off. Shivers near convulsions, she quickly dressed and finished readying for bed. 

			Entering her little booth-home she flicked the switch on the power cord. 

			Light instantly chased the gloom away. A soft white noise hum filled the background and warmth already began to combat against the chill from the small space heater on the counter—squeezed between the door and the overflowing bookcase. 

			For privacy and darkness thick black blankets covered the wide windows of the booth. If the lights were still functioning in the subway, they were on for twenty-four hours, every single day of the year. 

			When Reaper moved into the terminal, he cleared out every object from both booths—selling what he could. The u-shaped counter inside Quiin’s now contained the largest bookcase she could fit. A hand-whittled treasure box in the shape of a dragon—a gift from Reaper—perched on top. 

			The inside of the dragon’s head, a hidden hollowed out incense holder; smoke curling from its mouth and nose as though it was about to breathe fire when in use. The smell of incense still softly lingered in the air, a pile of ash at the dragon’s feet clutched around the box holding the few pieces of jewelry she owned but never wore. 

			Her many, many, books—an accumulation of everything but mainly fantasy—overflowed the shelves and most of the counterspace; the majority crammed inside containers underneath the bed. 

			Reading the best killer of time, especially when most of her days were spent standing around waiting for sales; soon she would have to ask if she could start using the terminal itself for all the excess overflow—refusing to depart with any. 

			On the opposite counter, where space had been made amongst the books, was a sleek black gaming console—a single controller placed on top—sitting beside a small television.

			The middle counter conjoining the two sides—directly across from the door—held a large squat lamp. A small blue—threadbare—baby blanket thrown over the shade, diluted the golden glow of its light. 

			Peppered amongst the towering piles of books was the collection of knives, blades and small swords, Quinn was rather proud of. 

			A trunk shoved underneath one counter stored all her clothes—a meek collection compared to Scarlette’s—and placed on a skateboard had made it easily accessible.

			Because taking up the entirety of the floor space, leaving only enough room to open and close the door, was the mattress Reaper and Scarlette obtained for her. Quinn found the frame, thrown away behind a furniture store, and assembled it inside herself. 

			Covered in an assortment of blankets and pillows, two stolen electric blankets—her favourite addition—and the piece of furniture became her own personal haven in their heaven. Although, the nest was impossible to leave in the morning, especially during these colder months. 

			Collapsing atop it, Quinn snapped the light off and dug down deep. 

			The hum of the heater, a lullaby dragging her into unconsciousness. 

			 

			The door bursting open slammed Quiin awake. 

			Immediately alert, she didn’t think she’d been asleep long. 

			Squinting through the blinding light, she saw the blazing outline of a figure standing in the door. 

			Scarlett S’Oulez, her sister. Once foster—forever eternal. 

			Hair falling in tight fiery ringlets to her waist, surrounded her like a shield. Stepping into the space she placed either hand on the perfect curvature of her waist. “Decided just to go to bed without saying hi to me first?” Her tone mocked scolding.

			Relaxing, Quiin threw back the blankets, begrudgingly facing the cold wafting in from the open door momentarily. 

			“Hi. Getting in?” 

			Scarlette closed the door, and quickly scampered across the bed, joining Quiin in hunkering down underneath, bringing with her the awful sweet stench of Eio. 

			Quiin tossed the blankets back over. “Didn’t know if you were back yet or not, sorry to pass out without checking.” 

			The two girls snuggled into each other. “You didn’t miss anything—I did just get back.”

			Just got back—from her own job. 

			Falling into comfortable silence full of relaxed weariness, Quiin didn’t ask any questions about how her day went. Scarlette would talk about work if she wanted. 

			Work, jobs, professions—whatever one called their assignment. 

			And Scarlette had been assigned the worst. 

			“Today”—everyday—“has been rough.” Scarlette confessed. 

			There hadn’t been much of an improvement for her after departing their tormented life from Elma and Hubert’s four years ago. 

			Fleeing the fucked-up situation above landed her in a—if not equally one—below.

			In Prysm 

			An underground city constructed from the success of Eio. 

			Both created by their employer, Doxell Ryne. 

			The sanctuary she found with Reaper, along with the fresh start provided and protected for by Ryne—had Scarlette deeming the steep price she paid and the ongoing contributions required by her profession, worth it. 

			Gratitude for her sister’s sacrifices silenced any of Quiin’s disagreement. Their lives not the easiest, and Scarlette’s the hardest, had her instead offering what little she could, when she could, which usually resulted in simple unwavering support. 

			Acknowledging her complaint with a sleepy murmur, Quiin allowed silence to give Scarlette the space to speak if she wished to do so.

			And she did.

			“We’ll be making an announcement tomorrow.”

			Her pause warned it was bad.

			Receiving her own specially arranged assignment four years ago, the day after Quiin got her standard one. Scarlette’s had permitted her special privileges such as access to classified information.

			Summoned by the Roscoes Head Jessah only a few days after moving below, came as no surprise to Reaper or Scarlette—only confirming their suspicions.

			New to the life at the time, Quiin hadn’t understood their reactions; why the colour drained from Scarlette’s face and Reaper looked sick. Unable to follow their conversation because she hadn’t learned the signs yet. 

			But she learned them that day.

			Roscoes Entertainer.

			After she discovered the job title, she learned what it entailed—and the colour drained from her face, too.

			Entertainers were those unfortunately attractive enough to catch the attention of someone willing to pay—the astronomical fees—for arranging to obtain their special services; only a few requested the job, idiotically, lured by the false exuberance of show business. 

			Most did not fit the criteria however, and got assigned to other roles. Those—like Scarlette—had no choice in the matter. Entertainers, typically the most desperate to come to Prysm with no other options in Mosaic City above.

			Scarlette had never previously hesitated to share anything before, and laying in the quiet of her lingering silence piqued Quiin’s intrigue, and drove her drowsiness away.

			“There have been twelve confirmed Eio overdoses in the last few weeks.” 

			Shock slithered through Quiin, waking her faster than caffeine ever could. 

			“What?”

			The question slipped out without thought but surmised every enquiry she could have thought of anyway.

			“I didn’t want to tell you and Reaper until they finished ruling out all the possibilities of what it could be. The conclusion came today that it is for sure the source; how and why has yet to be determined, but Rynes decided a broadcast will be made—if only to cover his ass. I’m sure the reaction is going to be unpleasant regardless.” 

			Dripping detestment as a personal partaker in the substance, Scarlette tripped over the words in her rush to get them out. Shame she only revealed the threat now—because she had no other choice—appeared in the stumbling. 

			Scarlette the sole one of the trio to indulge, they didn’t contradict her dependency on the drug, or judge her usage, knowing why she needed it. 

			Joining Quiin in abstaining, Reaper occasionally admitted he could, perhaps, faintly tell what she was talking about. However, whenever it had been overwhelmingly screaming to her senses were the only times he’d been able to notice it.

			Watching her sister’s turquoise warring with aquamarine eyes closely, Quiin didn’t miss the shimmering remorse in them. Or the shame she tried to hide by looking away. 

			Frowning at the effort to try and hide the regret from her, Quiin bopped her on the nose with a finger. “Don’t, and stop.” 

			Giving one last sad little grin, Scarlette finally let her signature permanent smile drop—with family, the mask no longer needed or necessary. 

			She sighed “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you sooner.” 

			Quiin restrained her revulsed flinch as the Eio on her breath hit her face. Her sister didn’t need to feel worse than she already did—trapped inside a continuous hell—the smell a slight discomfort compared to what she faced daily.

			Scarlette closed her eyes and droplets of tears, a bare few, trickled down her cheek. 

			Wiping them away so she didn’t have to, Quiin hated each one as they were the earnings from her profession—her life. 

			She excused the transgression, saying “sounds like you shared when you knew you had something for sure to share.” 

			She understood why her best friend—found sister—turned to Eio for an escape. 

			The excuse for her dependency on substances, staying consistent since their foster days, had her own sympathies carrying over as well. Cancelling out the judgment on why she hadn’t quit when finding out the new dangers, and curdling any limited amount of anger possible in her realm of ability to muster. 

			The same reason why her fearless defender spent more and more time away from the house, despite the wall shattering arguments she and Elma would get into every time she dared to depart; although she always made sure to be home in time for bed. 

			The drug Scarlette’s vice for carrying out certain duties in her employment contract. 

			Quiin failed to notice when thoughts slipped into sleep. 

			Realizing harshly when Scarlette bopped her on the nose. 

			Jumping, her eyes opened glaring. 

			“Can’t you let me sleep?” 

			“Not when I want to talk.” 

			“It’s not always about you, Scar.” 

			The phrase repeated so frequently she, or Scarlette—the both of them—should get it tattooed on their bodies. Although, as per her specific contract, Scarlette was not permitted to mar or alter her body in any way—unless ordered otherwise. And the shearing pain of the needle, piercing her thin flesh—over and over—while getting the job required tattoo, had been enough the one time, to last Quiin a lifetime. 

			A golden. Cursed. Contract. 

			The first solo contract in existence. 

			Equivalent to a Roscoes Dealers quota, Entertainers were obligated to fulfill multiple monthly contracts, but hers was to fulfill only one single role. To Doxell Ryne. 

			Regardless of the snapping words, her attention was instantly all for her sister. 

			Brow furrowing in concern, Quiin asked “will you be the one giving the announcement?”

			Ascertaining in her first shift what working for Ryne entailed, at least what it did for a short period of time—until the extra duties were added. Scarlette had returned home from her first shift relieved—explaining and soothing their own concerns—how she’d only be his assistant with basic administrative duties.

			The amount of physicality expected of her to perform as his personal Entertainer, would simply be to accompany him to social events he was obligated to attend, and—in that brief moment of time—excitement at the fact he wanted to make her the face of Prysm City. 

			Despite being rendered down to arm candy—Scarlette hadn’t complained, if that was the only physical component expected from the job, she’d accept it. Gladly and willingly. 

			The added ‘duties’ were tacked on the evening of her eighteenth birthday—a few weeks later—and even the more glamorous aspects of the job soon soured. 

			“We’re having a meeting in the morning to discuss it, but yes, most likely I will be.” 

			Because being the face of the city meant becoming the buffer who got to deliver the bad news. 

			Sadness shaded the aquamarines, and Quiin suggested, “Is there any way you can get Czech to do it? He is the Head of the Dealers after all.” 

			Scarlette scoffed, “As if he would ever make that announcement,” but her face quieted as she mumbled, “Ryne might possibly make it himself.” 

			Disquiet crept through her veins at the direness of the situation if Ryne deemed it important to involve himself. 

			For sixteen years Eio never had a casualty, had been the safest drug to use—the drug everyone used for everything—for it to have killed twelve people in a few weeks, it would make sense for its creator to step up.

			“It’ll be more likely for Czech to make the announcement…” Quiin growled, “fucking cowards the both of them.” 

			Scarlette agreed with her own long exhale, eyes leaded with a weariness deeper and heavier than sleep. “For the time being… I’ll try…” the words difficult to say halted on her tongue, “and take a break” she grumbled. Unable to stop a mumbled, “but no promises,” immediately afterwards. 

			Dread of this new danger, stalking the remedy her sister relied upon to get through her career, delayed Quiin from sinking into sleep again; and a weighted silence fell as both slipped into shared reminiscence neither wanted to relive aloud. 

			Breaths deepening with the efforts of suppressing the past, they slowly slipped into a troubled slumber.

			Their sorrows unshed. 

			



	

Chapter Three

			Quiin awoke alone. 

			The curled-up body next to hers had slipped away at some point. 

			Stretching, joints popping satisfactorily—she savoured the warmth for a few moments longer, letting the last dreads of sleep’s weariness seep out of her, and gathered the will to bear the cold. Her stomach’s rumbling didn’t have her lingering long, and she checked the hour.

			Reassured there was loads of time left before the free breakfast ended, she grabbed her toiletry bag from its spot smooshed between the top of her clothes trunk, and the underside of the counter. Shoving socks on her feet, layer after layer of sweaters on, she headed to the washroom. 

			The temperature in the terminal ranged from bearable, to cool, to freezing-fucking cold. Not even the hottest day in summer’s heat reached N7, and the scales the past couple of weeks had begun tipping from bearable towards the cool side. 

			Shoulder crunching into the locked door of the facilities, Quiin stepped back rubbing the guaranteed bruised spot. Glad—despite the ache—that Scarlette and Reaper had remembered to lock it. 

			Countless were the times she’d accidently walked in on them. One time, a time too many. Alas it happened here in the washroom, their hut—heck once, after pulling herself up onto the platform, she saw them sprawled on the workout mats 

			Stopping the thought in its tracks, Quiin shuddered, gagging a little at the unfortunate recall. Her space—she hoped—remained untouched. Well at least what she didn’t know… She shook herself violently, forcing her mind into silence, and turned her back to lean against the wall to wait. 

			Scarlette’s singing leaked through the bricks—her voice strong, husky and raw. Quiin didn’t understand the lyrics—the dialect in another language. Turning she cupped her hands against the door and sang—terribly out of tune, the song horribly inappropriate. Breaking the moment, and letting them know she was there—and waiting not so patiently. 

			Her sister’s laugh trilled out, “Just a miiiinnnuuuteee,” singing the last word annoyingly.

			Quiin crossed her arms over her chest, shivering, despite the layers, whining to herself “I’m cold.” 

			The shower shut off finally, and she heard the stall door opening—closing. Another trilling laugh, Scarlette speaking—the bricks just strong enough to render the words to be intelligible. 

			Quiin gave them a few extra minutes before giving an impatient knock. Too aware how when alone together it was easy for them to get caught up. 

			The door unlocked and opened. 

			Hot steaming moisture poured over Quiin in its escape. Scarlette appeared resplendent in a black sweater. Clinging tightly over her chest to her collar—loose around the shoulders and neck. The bottom tucked into a pair of dark denim jeans. Her long fiery-curls tied in a whipping braid. 

			Makeup free—the abundant collection at her disposal unnecessary—her creamy skin glowing and clear on its own. Her aqua-turquoise eyes once again bright and cheerful, the sadness dashed after time spent in her happy place—anywhere with Reaper. 

			Who stood behind her, giving Quiin his signatory head-bop greeting. Wet hair braided back as well he was dressed similarly in dark jeans and a navy sweater—rolling the sleeve down over his dark roman numeral I tattoo on the top of his left wrist. 

			“Good thing I took a shower last night,” Quiin dry-humouredly teased. 

			Scarlette smiled unabashed. “We decided to save time by getting clean while getting dirty, so you’re welcome.” 

			Quinn exaggeratedly rolled her eyes, miming a gag. Waiting until they vacated the facilities and she was alone before allowing her smile to slip through. 

			Quickly doing what she needed to do. Brush teeth, wash face, comb hair; roots finally needing to be touched up since the last time she bleached it—months ago.

			She entered her booth, changed out the shabby slippers to worn-out boots, and smooshed the toiletry bag back in its place. Grabbing her phone and an extra sweater she exited, and departing N7, glanced towards the workout area knowing a training session would be ahead later. 

			Following a shorter, but equally convoluted route, towards the city Quiin cursed her thin legs.

			Aching from the lengthy trek, she wistfully daydreamed about the few elevators made operational again—for Doxell Ryne and his crew’s own use. Finding out thanks to Scarlette’s bragging about using them. 

			The years after the subway had been shut down, Ryne saw to its slow reconstruction along with the faster evolution of his city. Blasted apart channels put back together by Doxell Ryne’s crew. Crumbling tunnels reinforced by Doxell Ryne’s crew. Fallen down bridges raised again by Doxell Ryne’s crew. But only a marginal dent could be made—the subway couldn’t be put back together again. 

			So the main focus for the reconstruction—the resurrection—had been centered on the most heavily hit area, and the stimulation of the city which had arisen, began to loom closer with every step.

			Overwhelming, despite the gradual ease of entry, just as it had done her first night into the monstrosity.

			The first wave of attack—smell. 

			Nearly gagging at the sickly-sweet aroma of Eio trickling up her nostril, fortunately, better fragrances flowed through the haze masking it enough. 

			Gasoline and other vehicle chemicals and fumes. Tang from brass, copper—and every assortment of metals—mingled in the air with the smells from the variety of different spices, and smells, from cooking. 

			Scents strong enough to mask Eio however, were unsuccessful in covering the even lesser pleasant ones, just recognisable in the air to spoil the experience. 

			Hearing the city almost as soon as she smelled it.

			A dog bark echoing through the tunnel, the first noise. Music not far behind. All the multitudes of different varieties, and decibels, playing rendered the art form into inaudibility. The yammering of the citizens thread throughout the conundrum—people talking together, laughing together. Children playing games and their high pitch squeals, some of them yelling—for numerous different reasons. Some of them screaming—for no reason at all. The animals also made sure they were heard amongst the commodious commotion; barked, meowed, chirped, squawked and yowled. 

			Soon she felt the city underneath her steps. 

			A gigantious thunderous rumble, thrumming deep into the earth around her. 

			The full calamity washing over Quiin as she exited the tunnel. 

			Like a phoenix rising from the ashes, Prysm City was given birth from the devastation. 

			Doxell Ryne’s empire—a whole subterranean world of his creation. 

			Stepping out of the same tunnel she’d been led down years prior, shaking, in shock—cover in blood. 

			Shutting down the calamitous reminiscence, Quiin looked around the city she entered. 

			Overwhelming, even years later. 

			As the main connection terminal, people would have swarmed around the station, such as the scurrying of ants in a disturbed mound. Fighting to be first to get to whatever, unimportant, destination they needed to be at; the subway tramcars in near constant movement, coming and going—on strict schedules—in and out of the dark gaping tunnels, like giant worm holes, staggered along each walls’ expanse. 

			Along one section a sculpted glory of the grand staircase flowed down into the station. Designed influenced by majestic waterfalls, the tiered staircase connected in the different foot channels. Two elegant—long dead—elevator chutes ran along either side. 

			After the bombing and earthquake, sections of the station’s ceiling had crumbled in, forming giant sinkholes—which consumed entire blocks of Mosaic City above.

			Sixteen years later those wounds still had not healed, only changed—morphed.

			Surrounding Quinn now was the consequence of determination and the wealth of Eio. 

			Once described as an underground RV park, the depiction was no longer suitable for what Prysm City had evolved into. 

			Constructed from whatever was available after the decimation. Removed rail tracks, the subway tramcars themselves, recreational vehicles, tents—anything that could be converted into a living quarter—hauled in through the massive tunnels; the ones able to be cleared out, and having a direct lead to the surface.

			The tunnel she exited from let out into the lowest level—the slums.

			Above her head, tied from railing to railing, layer after layer, up and up—like a web of a spider—were thousands of strings and strands of lights mish mashing together. Along with hundreds of clothes lines mingling inside the conglomeration, all adding to the menagerie of the shimmering shining web of colourful vibrancy.

			Walking past used-to-be-mobile homes, rusted out vehicles—some with shabby patched tents stacked on top—her eyes drifted up the layers. 

			With more and more flocking under Doxell Ryne, growing his power—his influence—the city’s population also increased. Expanding Prysm more, and more, and more, the location of the space however could not, so it started to grow around itself—on top of itself. 

			When a space or crevice filled, another layer was built on top.

			Ramps, bridges, and pulley-lifts gave access to all areas of the convoluted city. Layer upon layer, each new section filling as the old did—the interconnected and meshing together city not only functioned, but thrived. 

			Climbing to brush the underside of the old overseer control booth, the construction always stopped at a height never to go past the station. Which still held strong, in its original God-giving-view, totally encircling the entire upper perimeter of the immense expanse. 

			Glaring at the booth far, far above her head with hated revulsion, Quiin splashed through a puddle and cringed. Praying it had only been rainwater—knowing the location, chances weren’t in her favour. 

			Previously used for controlling the tracks, and tramcars, the station above remained unscathed after the disaster. Receiving only some renovations for improvements—extendments. Additions tacked on, and on, with each new development of the city now had the booth coiling throughout. Winding its way into every new layer, until none knew where it ended. 

			The upgrades making it into the perfect lodgings for Doxell Ryne’s headquarters—belowground. 

			Weaving through some hanging laundry, Quinn heard coughing coming through an open screen door to one of the trailers, and someone offering more Eio to another person. In another living quarter, somewhere above, she heard the yelling fight of a couple. The few shrill cries from babies scattered deep and high in the layers. 

			She barely dodged two kids, who came barrelling around a SUV—tarp additions around it. 

			The kids, completely oblivious to the near collision, laughed and shoved one another. Cheering and running after the Coaster roaring past.

			The thunderous vibrations could be felt from the ground up into her boots—straight into her chest. The metal beams and posts, supporting the higher layers—rattled. The whoops and exhilarated screams, of those on the mechanical beast, audible briefly in the passing. Coming close enough the sudden abrupt air movement felt like a physical shove. 

			From the recycled subway rail tracks, the Coaster was given life. 

			An underground roller coaster looping the length of the city from one end to the other, stopping four times at each compass point. The Coaster twisted, encircled and curved throughout the entanglement of Prysm—the fastest means of traveling the city; although not for the faint of heart—or prone to motion sickness. 

			Quiin detected movement from above, and leapt back in time before a pumpkin smashed on the spot she had just been. 

			The season of Halloween in full guise inside the city. 

			The aroma of caramel, apples and pumpkin aroused the air. Jack-O-Lanterns in every shape, size and design, peered, leered and jeered from every angle. The strung lights, which were programmable—flashed orange and black. 

			Winding her way through the junkyard jumble, staying on the ground level, she headed towards the very centre, where a massive crater carved a near perfect circle out of the floor.

			The Circle Centre.

			Assumed to be the area where the explosion had been set off, suffering the most damages—the exact centre of the largest terminal in the subway. In the direct middle of the entire underground system itself. The heart, the lungs—the soul. 

			Where she’d been found as a tiny baby, dug out of a mangled heap—alive and unharmed. 

			The crater, having since been reconstructed with extensive Eio money, was now a specially designed sunken stage auditorium. The walls of the pit were sculpted into a curling staircase carved from the earth itself. 

			Embedded cameras inside allowed for 360° recording. Screens, lighting, and sound equipment were placed throughout the entirety of Prysm—for city-wide viewing. Also useful for the rare time Ryne, or his four Roscoes Heads—but usually Scarlette—needed to make an announcement. The main purpose functioned to display the current suspected Quitters wanted by the Roscoes Patrollers. 

			The flooring inside the pit, specially upgraded in separate cut out sections, enabled it to become individual lifts, platforms and stages—depending on the happenings in the Circle Centre. 

			The tug pulled hard at Quiin here, but it was not the exact location of the source. The draw came from further downwards—far, far into the fathoms. 

			Without the peculiar sense she still would have been able to find the way, no problem. 

			Taking up a third of the surrounding area, beside the crater auditorium was a massive building. Stage lighting mounted on the roof shone as a beacon—beaming day and night—guided the way. Tremendously vibrant in a flamboyancy of clashing colours so obnoxious, it couldn’t be missed.

			Simon’s. 

			Known as the most welcoming place in both cities, it was the main hangout hub in all of Prysm. The ginormous multiplex contained a kitchen, laundromat, and washroom facilities. One section of the building—facing the Circle Centre—was entirely open, offering a spectacular viewing of the pit. Three walls and a flat roof covered the rest. 

			The ground floor always had free seating for Prysmiens— payment started at the higher levels; and only Doxell Ryne and his elite crew had access to the roof patio.

			The kitchen was accessible at all three floors, ground and the two upper—the roof the only exclusion. Smartly designed to have the food readily reachable from each level, because Simon’s was always jammed packed. 

			Quiin walked around the curvature of the wall-cage separating the auditorium’s drop-off from the city. Heading towards the vast area of seating running in front of Simon’s. 

			Flowing right out of the building from the ground floor, right to the Circle Centre’s protective railing, a wide expanse that Prysmiens dubbed ‘the Beach’ split the building from the crater auditorium. 

			A low—easily hoppible fence—sectioned off the zone from the actual city; the wall-cage encircling the deep pit much—much—taller. 

			The wide empty stretch of the Beach allowed the multiplex to give free seating for a few good hundred. Beneficial for those who didn’t have lodging close by, because any standing area, with a decent vantage point—despite layer after layer—filled up fast. 

			The remaining section of the building, inside the walled portion behind the kitchen, was split for the washroom facilities—showers included—and a large laundromat. 

			Approaching the building’s open side she scanned the crowd, spotting Scarlette’s vibrant red with ease, sitting close to the fence separating the Beach from Prysm, with Reaper beside her. 

			Feeling slightly grateful as she hopped over that there wasn’t anything happening in the Circle Centre, otherwise it would have been even more insanely busy. A free breakfast was a free breakfast though, and drummed up a crowd sufficiently enough. 

			There wasn’t a time of day or night this place was empty. 

			Simon’s never closed.

			Always staying open for anyone who needed a place to sit—even if just for a little while. 

			A city of interconnection, Simon’s the odd puzzle piece out. 

			Nothing built too close in the surrounding area, and nothing above, made the monolith stand apart. Even those unfamiliar with Prysm City had no issues finding their way. Thanks to Simon’s and the crescent moon shape gap the building made in the intermeshing city, all one needed for reorientation was to head to the higher levels. 

			Wiggling her way through the thick throng of people, Quiin felt somewhat grateful—in a unique moment—for her minuscule stature. Working her way to Scarlette and Reaper; her sister’s presence always guaranteeing a table. 

			Sitting in a chair she pulled out beside Reaper, Quiin took a glance around. 

			Most of the tables full, people stood. 

			Balancing food trays on the low fence, talking to those seated. Inside Simon’s, crowded lines stood waiting clustered in front of the kitchen counter. Frantic to get their free morning breakfast before it was over at the nine o’clock cut off, impatience brewed—despite how fast the line moved. 

			Hostesses rapidly took orders, and the Chefs—behind the scenes—worked in overtime.

			The jobs at Simon’s, a city anomaly. 

			Founded back when Prysm was known just as an underground RV park, Simon’s own growth kept up. Granting the establishment power to acquire its own identity. 

			Quiin watched a couple of the Attendees, weaving through the crowd with ease, arms laden with trays full of dirty dishes; other Attendees tidying tables along the Beach. 

			Chefs, Hostesses and Attendees toiled together endlessly, to keep everything inside the building running smoothly. Receiving fair compensation from the owner Apuurl—without first having to fulfill any contractual obligation. The turn over rate at Simon’s exceedingly low, as most held their position since opening day. 

			Reaper slid a tray of food over to her. 

			Heaped with pancakes—loaded with whipped cream, a multitude of her favourite berries—and finished off with maple syrup on top. Next to the mountain of fluffy cakes was a stack of bacon, sausage, and hash browns. 

			Instantly salivating, she dug in jovially—occasionally washing a mouthful down with some of the orange juice they also obtained for her. 

			Chewing happily, Quiin leaned back in her chair, eyeing the scenic sight above her head. 

			Prysm ascending high above. The highest lopsided levels tickled the underside of the overwatch station. 

			Higher still, bore the scars from the devastation. Crater cracks and missing chunks opened the underground world to the surface miles and miles above. Showing off the masterpiece of Mosaic City towering magnificently above. 

			Scarlette’s phone dinged an alert. 

			She pulled it out and looked at the screen, frowned, and put it back—denying a response; must be work related. 

			“Hey Scar.” A poisonously sweet voice greeted. 

			Two girls stood on the other side of the fence separating the Beach from the city. 

			Cecilia Regál and Kilioskope. 

			Cecilia leaned on the fence. Her low-cut shirt revealed the curve of her breasts, and the brilliant pink flattering against her black skin. Her thick midnight hair braided and twisted back, in an elaborately complex style—away from her lovely oval face—showed off her skillfully painted makeup; drawing the eye to her captivating features. 

			Kilioskope jumped over the fence nimbly, and sat in the empty chair beside Quiin, giving her a passing kiss as she sat down. 

			“Hey.” 

			“Hi,” Quiin greeted back. 

			Kilioskope wiped at her lips “you’re sticky,” she complained. 

			Quiin laughed and explained “syrup.” Passing her a fork to help demolish the feast. 

			Kilioskope’s navel length hair shouted in a dyed arrangement of rainbow colours—bright and lively like her personality. The opposite of Quiin’s.

			Kilioskope’s long, unevenly shaggy layers framed her heart-shape face. Warm brown eyes with flecks of green drew the eye into them, distracting from her prominent nose—slightly crooked—over full bow lips, permanently appearing in a pout. Her pale skin, a tapestry collage of tattoos. 

			“Hi Kili,” Scarlette greeted warmly. “Morning Cess,” coolness seeped into her tone—a marginal difference to the knowing ear—when she spoke to Cecilia. 

			Calling Cecilia, a terrible nickname—Cesspool—behind her back, a long running inside joke of the trio’s. Who shared a secret smile, knowing the difference between Scarlette having called her ‘Cec’ and ‘Cess’. 

			Both were fellow Entertainers, Kilioskope newer to the profession compared to Cecilia and Scarlette. The frenemies had a rocky relationship with each other ever since the very beginning. 

			The former jealous of the latter for her golden contract. Unaware she would give the role up, for free—to anyone—if she could. 

			Cecilia’s eyes followed every movement of Scarlette’s spoon—full of whip cream, pancake, and dripping syrup onto the plate. 

			“Careful Scars,” she sneered, “or you won’t be able to find a flattering Halloween costume.” 

			Scarlette lowered her spoon, smiling sweet animosity at the girl. “Dear Cecilia, whatever are you talking about?” 

			Cecilia’s eyes roamed Scarlette up, and down, and back up again. “I hate to say this, but as a friend, you’re getting rather fat.” 

			Quinn choked
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