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      Hi! This is Britney Roy back again with some news from the work front.

      From the multiple work fronts.

      As I have the new day job at the agency Mystery Man manages and I continue to work evening shifts and weekends at the coffee shop.

      Things are going…okay. If you consider hiding from danger in a storage room okay. Some of my new coworkers make me look like a normie and that’s saying a lot.

      But I’m alive and well.

      For now.
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      Max is a demon.

      This revelation echoes in my brain as the elevator takes me to the 5th floor. The doors open fully on that floor.

      “Thank you.” I show appreciation to the elevator for once again not chopping me into two and I exit, trekking along the now empty hallways.

      It’s after 5 pm and everyone seems to be gone.

      Except for my boss. Warden Libitina is sitting behind her desk, gazing at a screen and looking soul-tuggingly sad.

      I rap my knuckles against the doorframe.

      She glances at me. “You’re still here, Miss Roy?”

      “The file has been delivered to Mr. Dane, Boss.” That took longer than expected because Mr. Dane kissed me to the point of delirium.

      “I assumed it had been.” Warden Libitina scowls. “Go home.”

      I’m not going home. I’m bussing to my second job at The Coffee Corner. But I don’t tell her this. “Okay, Boss.”

      I pick up the bulging messenger bag that I had locked up in a drawer in my desk and I return to the bank of elevators.

      One of the doors open. I enter. I’m alone in the space again.

      The button for the ground floor lights up before I can press it.

      “Thank you,” I murmur.

      The button for the mysterious H floor flashes.

      “You’re doing a fine job,” I tell the elevator because that’s the truth.

      And everyone should receive some appreciation even if their job is transporting people to a different floor or shredding file folders filled with papers no one wants to keep.

      The H floor button blinks on and off again.

      The doors open on the ground floor and I leave.

      Ellie is still at reception. I give her a smile and a wave.

      There’s no need to sign out because I’m an associate. I carry myself a little taller.

      “It’s raining, Miss.” One of the security guard triplets opens the exit door for me.

      “It is raining.” I smile at him. “Thank you.”

      He likely expects me to break out an umbrella.

      But I don’t have one so I brace myself for a soaking.

      I don’t get one.

      An umbrella magically appears above me.

      “The car is this way, Miss.” A man who kind of resembles Max’s driver is holding an umbrella over my head. He has another one protecting him.

      “I don’t have a car.” I’m one of the poors. “Mr.?”

      “Zhi, Miss.” The man bobs his head. “I am to drive you to your next appointment. Mr. Dane’s orders.”

      I don’t have an appointment. I have a shift at a coffee shop.

      Mr. Dane would know that.

      I narrow my eyes at his supposed driver.

      The man is wearing a black suit, white shirt, black tie, a cheaper, less snugly-fitting version of what Max always wears.

      And he has one of those flat black hats on his head. Drivers in movies often wear those.

      He also doesn’t look like he is hiding a box of severed ears in the trunk of his car.

      Which is EXACTLY how a serial killer would look. When they’re interviewed by reporters, neighbors always describe mass murderers as being quiet, normal to the point of boring, looking like the average guy.

      This is how they trick their victims into trusting them.

      Well, he won’t trick me. “Mr. Dane didn’t tell me about this, Mr. Zhi.” I pushback on the offer.

      Though it does tempt me.

      It’s raining and rush hour. The bus will be packed, filled to the brink with damp, irritable passengers.

      I prefer not to be one of those passengers.

      But I would also prefer to stay alive.

      And pretending to be a driver was how one especially sadistic serial killer on Haunted Sorority House found his soon-to-be-ear-free targets.

      “Just Zhi, Miss.” The man’s eyes slightly lose focus. “Check your phone, Miss.”

      I do that. Because why not?

      And there’s a new message from Max.

      Mine: Get in the car, beautiful.

      Yep, that’s my bossy man.

      My shoulders lower.

      “I’ve been told.” I laugh, relieved and thankful and feeling a bit foolish.

      Zhi’s flame-lit eyes sparkle with humor. “If you will follow me, Miss.”

      He walks toward the car. It looks to be illegally parked in a fire zone.

      “I’m sorry.” I apologize because I’m Canadian. “I shouldn’t have doubted you, Zhi.”

      “You should doubt me, Miss.” Max’s driver frowns. “I am a stranger and there are many malevolent entities in the worlds. It is dangerous to trust without confirmation.”

      He opens one of the back doors and takes the umbrella from me.

      “Call me Brit or Brits.” I climb into the car.

      The seats are the softest leather. The windows are tinted.

      The space is warm and dry. I breathe deeply. And it smells like Max.

      “I like this car.” I place my misshapen messenger bag on the floor and put on my seatbelt.

      “It is safe, Miss.” Zhi claims his place behind the wheel.

      “It certainly looks roadworthy.” I know very little about cars but I assume Max wouldn’t be driving around in a wreck.

      Zhi pulls out of the spot. The ride is so smooth I barely notice we’re moving.

      “It can survive a missile attack, Miss.” Max’s driver shares that rather alarming news. “Underwater.”

      I don’t want to know how he knows this. “Let’s not test that today.”

      “If that is your preference, Miss.” Zhi’s gaze meets mine through the rearview mirror. His eyes are lit with humor again.

      “It is my preference.” I laugh and shake my head. “I’m glad you’re protecting Mr. Dane, Zhi.”

      “I would kill for Mr. Dane, Miss.” The driver echoes what Max’s assistant also said.

      His team is thoroughly dedicated…and a bit bloodthirsty.

      Which should faze me but it doesn’t. Because this is Max’s team and he would never hurt me.

      “Have you ever killed someone with a pencil?” I ask Zhi the same question I asked Mr. Bhair.

      “I have not killed any beings with a pencil, Miss.” Zhi guides the car through a left-hand turn. “I did kill two human males once with an ink brush.”

      That’s a bit unnerving. But also a bit thrilling. “That must have been challenging.” Brushes are usually soft. “Did you put the handle end through their eyeball?”

      “Yes, Miss.” Zhi nods. “The challenging part was not putting it through their eyeballs. It was extracting the ink brush to use on the next target.”

      I grimace. “The ink brush would be slippery.” It would be covered with bursted eye goo.

      “It was very slippery, Miss.” His voice lilts with amusement.

      I shake my head.

      I’ve spent my life watching out for possible ways to die and now I’m surrounded by killers.

      “You didn’t ask where I was going.” Though it looks like he’s driving in the right direction. “I don’t have an appointment.” I’m not that fancy. “I have a shift at The Coffee Corner.” I take out my phone. “Do you need the address?”

      “I have the address, Miss.” Zhi doesn’t sound surprised about the destination.

      Because, duh, he’s been there before today.

      He’s Max’s driver and Max meets me after my shifts at The Coffee Corner every night.

      “Do you want privacy, Miss?” Max’s driver asks.

      He plans to raise the divider.

      “No.” I say this a little too vehemently. Because I don’t want to be alone with my thoughts right now. “I mean…unless you do. Am I bothering you, Zhi?”

      “You are Mr. Dane’s guest, Miss.” Zhi’s tone is bemused. “You could never bother me.”

      That’s the non-answer service folks give to customers. I recognize it well.

      “Good.” I want to ask him if Mr. Dane has a lot of guests but I don’t think I want to know the answer to that and I doubt Zhi would tell me.

      Answering any of the gazillion questions I have about Max and his family would likely get the man fired.

      And I wouldn’t want that to happen.

      Max deserves to be surrounded by people willing to kill for him.

      So I change the topic back to our previous one. “I’ve never held an ink brush but I assume it’s light. You’d have to be very strong to throw one and do much damage.”

      “You would have to be impossibly strong, Miss,” Zhi agrees. “I jabbed it into their eyeballs.”

      “You were that close to them?” I lift my eyebrows. “That’s dangerous.”

      “I am fast, Miss.” He says this with a tinge of pride.

      “I’m slow.” I wouldn’t get near my target. “I’d die.”

      “You will not die while you are under Mr. Dane’s protection, Miss.” Zhi sounds affronted by that possibility. “I will protect you.”

      “If you protect me, you aren’t protecting Mr. Dane.” I refuse to be Max’s weakness. “No.” I shake my head. “I have to protect myself.”

      I need to acquire this skill.

      Clearly.

      Max is surrounded by killers for a reason. His world is clearly dangerous.

      “I could take out an eyeball with a rock.” I think.

      I haven’t taken out one that way. Yet.

      But I’ve knocked down pop cans with rocks and I assume the experience would be similar.

      Though much more gruesome.

      “What everyday office items are rocklike?” I need something roughly the same size and the same weight.

      We discuss possible makeshift weapons, one of them being a stapler.

      I don’t have the power to shove one down a person’s throat, as Max’s assistant suggested, but I could…maybe…knock someone over with one.

      If I threw it hard enough and my aim was good.

      By the time we reach The Coffee Corner, I have some half decent ideas.

      Zhi parks the car illegally. Again.

      And he insists on walking me to the door, holding the umbrellas the entire short way.

      The Coffee Corner isn’t as busy as it was on the weekend but there’s more action than usual buzzing around it for a Monday evening.

      Customers are going in and going out of the place.

      “Thank you, Zhi, for everything.” I nod at Max’s driver.

      Then
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