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      “I’m back!  That’s right, Sidney Stone is back you filthy little—!”

      The very colorful name I was about to call the slimeball driving the car in front of me was lost under the blare of my Mustang’s horn as I warned pedestrians this was not a good time to step off the curb, even if they did have the light.

      I’ve lost this guy in traffic twice now, busy Detroit traffic at that, but I’m back on his tail now.  Right on his bumper.  He isn’t going to lose me.  I’m not only the best private investigator this side of the East Coast, I’m also a very, very good driver.  Don’t let the glove box full of traffic tickets tell you otherwise.

      Of course, it helps to have a good car, too.  My 2021 Mustang Mach 1 is a deep cherry red, almost black.  It’s not the electric monstrosity they came out with the same year, either.  This one guzzles gas like it’s cheap beer.  480 HP.  Ten-speed transmission.  Zero-to-sixty in less than three seconds.  Convertible.

      It is, quite simply put, B-E-A-U-T-I-F-U-L.

      And yes, my car has a name.  I always name my cars because a good car has a personality just like a person does.  Sometimes they’ve got more of a personality, if you ask me.  My last car?  She was named Roxy.  She was a dependable, older model Mustang and she got me safely through a lot of trouble.  I hated to see her go, but all good things must come to an end, right?

      This car is younger, and stronger, and he’s got a masculine ego the size of the Texas Badlands, where the horses that gave him his moniker—the Mustang—once roamed fast and free.

      Ladies and gentlemen, meet Diego.  He’s a good car, and he gives me a good ride.

      Uh…don’t read too much into that.

      Ahem.  Where was I?  Right.  Sidney Stone is back, hot on the trail of a really bad dude.  Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’ve got to keep my attention on this car chase.  You should never drive angry, but if you do have to drive angry keep both hands on the wheel and your eyes on the road.  My investigation is almost over.  All I have to do is catch this guy.

      Here’s a tip for chasing cars in traffic.  You don’t have to stay right on top of the guy you’re following.  In fact, you don’t want to be that close.  If you’re less than a full car-length away from the other guy’s back end, you give up all of your reaction time.  If the person you’re after has to stop quick to keep from running over a squirrel, then you’re going to ram into them, and set off your airbags, and probably disable your engine, and just like that you’re out of the chase while the other car takes off and leaves you behind.

      I admit it’s a balancing act, because you’re taking the risk of losing them in traffic just like I almost lost this guy.  What you want to do is hang back, watch and wait.  Just wait for them to make a mistake, run out of gas, or whatever.  You’ll see it when they make a turn.  You’ll see if they throw something out their window.

      And you’ll see it when they lean out of the window with an automatic pistol aimed at your windshield, like he’s doing right now.

      This guy isn’t just dangerous, he’s crazy.  Only a really bad man would ever fire a loaded weapon on a crowded downtown street in Detroit.  We’ve been weaving in and out of traffic all along Mack Ave through the neighborhood of Indian Village, veering around cars on both sides of the street.  There are pedestrians on the sidewalks.  There are kids playing in the yards of houses that zip by.

      This could get bad.  Thankfully, I have an advantage that gives me an edge.

      I saw him pointing the gun at me three seconds before he did it.  Just a little peek into the future, but it was enough.  It’s something I’ve always been able to do—call it a gift.  I’ll be able to see the shot coming before it does, and swerve Diego out of the way.  Plenty of time to keep me safe.

      The thing is, once a bullet is fired from a gun it continues in a straight line until it hits something.  I might be able to get out of its way, but the people around me will still be in danger.  Not sure I could live with myself if some little kid playing hopscotch in their driveway was shot and killed because I dodged a bullet.

      Which means I need to stop this right here.  I don’t have the luxury of waiting anymore.

      So forget what I said earlier about not wanting to get too close to a car when you’re chasing it.  Sometimes the exact opposite is true.

      Shifting Diego’s gears, I speed up.  We’re already well above the speed limit, so what’s a little more?  What I’m going to do requires me to be close enough to that other car for Diego to give this guy a little kiss.

      This is where the public service announcement goes.  Kids, don’t try this at home.

      The Pursuit Intervention Technique, or PIT maneuver, was developed by a Virginia police department in the 1980s as a safer and less lethal way to end dangerous pursuits.  There are professional driving schools that will teach you how to do this for a price.  A lot of police academies teach it in the vehicle operations course.  The Secret Service has a class in it for their officers, too.  Most people never get a chance to use it, but it’s just like any other skill.  Better to have it in your repertoire in case you need it one day.

      Looks like today’s that day.

      The man behind the wheel is trying to divide his attention between the road ahead, his gun, and me.  He squeezes off a shot but—

      One, two, three…

      The bullet is going to bounce off the pavement, and smack into Diego’s fender.

      I see that ahead of time, but I also see that if I let my car drift to the right far enough to dodge the impact, the bullet will keep going until it smacks through the second story window of a house we’re passing.  As upset as I am about the damage my Mustang just took, I’ll feel worse if there’s anyone up there.  I can fix a hole.  I’ve done it before.

      That’s what it’s like when you see the future constantly coming at you three seconds ahead of time.  Even though you see the bullet coming, you can’t always dodge it.

      “That’s it,” I growl under my breath.  “Dude just hurt my car.  Nobody does that and gets away with it!”

      I speed up, and edge Diego close to the rear tire on the other car.

      “You hear me?  Nobody!”

      Of course he can’t hear me.  But it sure makes me feel better.

      The road ahead is clear of traffic now.  Behind me, way back in the rearview mirror, I can see a line of Detroit PD patrol cars with their blue emergency lights flashing.  They’re racing to catch up but by the time they get here this guy could have done something truly desperate to try and get away.  Like, maybe, shooting at me again.  Or maybe he’ll cut through that parking lot at the corner of Beniteau Street and over to Fairview Manor.

      Can’t let him do that.  There’s a school over there, and no way am I letting this maniac use a school full of kids as part of his escape route.

      When my front tire and his back tire are practically side by side, just before the parking lot, I turn Diego into his car, nose to fender, and accelerate.

      This is where training takes over.  The idea behind a PIT maneuver is to bump the other car and cause them to spin out.  The nudge I give him causes his rear tires to lose traction, and when that happens the front end of his car spins to the left.  I can see him frantically trying to fight the rotation of his vehicle—a green Honda Civic.  I’ve got size and mass on my side now, and there’s nothing he can do to stop the physics involved in this, no matter how hard he tries.

      The uncontrollable spin turns his Civic completely around, and he ends up rolling backwards, on the opposite side of the street.  Without warning both driver’s side tires suddenly lift up off the pavement, threatening to send him over on his top.  He’s still uselessly tugging on the wheel and the look on his face…well, it’s a nice shade of panic.

      In the next moment the car drops down on its tires.  At least one of them pops explosively and smoke rolls out of the engine and the car jolts to a stop against the curb on that side.  Just like that, the car chase is done.

      Well.  It wasn’t planned, but that worked out pretty well.  I know better than to think it’s really over, though.  A spinout like that leaves a person disoriented and not sure of which way is up, but that wears off pretty quick.  I have yet to see someone in a car chase just give up when the car can’t go on.  What they always do, sure as water is wet, is try to run.

      I can see the door open three seconds before it does.  My bad guy about to bolt up the street.

      Well.  Can’t let that happen.  Not after all this trouble I went through to get him stopped in the first place.

      Applying the brakes at the last possible moment, I slam Diego’s bumper into the driver’s door just as it’s starting to open.  Not hard enough to smash my headlight, but hard enough to slam the door closed again, and trap the bad guy where he is.  I can’t help but let out a groan, though.  That’s definitely going to leave a mark on my new Mustang’s front end.

      “I’m sorry,” I tell Diego.  “I’ll get you fixed up.  I promise, buddy.”

      My mechanic’s going to love this one.  He already sends me a Christmas card every year for all of the business I throw his way.  This year I’ll probably get flowers.

      His door is pinned, but mine is not.  I get out, eyes always on my bad guy inside his car.  I can see him searching around in there, tossing things aside, reaching across the seats, looking for something.  His gun.  In a moment of clarity, I realize he must have dropped it when I bumped his car, and now he’s trying frantically to find it again.

      Unfortunately for him, I know exactly where my gun is.

      Reaching around to the back of the waistband of my jeans I take my revolver out of its clip-on holster.  Barrel first, I tap it against his windshield, rap, rap, rap.

      Turning a pair of close-set, angry eyes my way, my bad guy gives me a one-fingered salute and goes back to looking for his gun.

      “How rude,” I mutter.

      The patrol cars are coming up behind us now, and the officers will be here in less than half a minute…but I’m not a very patient woman.

      Aiming wide of his head, I pull the trigger.  Glass shatters as his window blows apart into tiny pieces.  Adjusting my aim back to an imaginary spot between those beady eyes, I smile.

      “End of the line, Murdock.”  For emphasis, I cock the revolver’s hammer back.  “You got two ways out of this.  Them—” I tip my head in the direction of the cops approaching at a run.  “—or me.”

      Anson Murdock, kidnapper, extortion artist, and all-around bad guy, looks into the dark hole at the end of my revolver, and then up at the expression on my face, and he swallows.  Hard.  Sure, the criminal justice system is going to put him behind bars for twenty-five to life at this point, but the alternative is a crazy woman who just proved she would stop at nothing to take him down.

      Not surprisingly, he makes the smart choice.

      Sitting up straight, he lifts both of his hands in the air, and shouts at the top of his lungs through the open window.  “Officers!  Arrest me!  Arrest me, please!  I give up.  I surrender!”

      Slowly easing the hammer down again, I put drop my gun down to my side and step back from the scene so there won’t be any confusion with the police over who they’re supposed to put in handcuffs this time.  I don’t want to get arrested today.  The Detroit PD knows I was working this case as a private eye, but people pointing guns make them nervous.  Even when you’re doing it for the right reasons.

      And yes, I’ve been arrested before.  More than once, in fact.  It’s a long story.  Buy me a beer sometime and I’ll tell you the whole thing.

      Hanging back while the five uniformed patrol officers can take Murdock out of the passenger side of his car, I holster my gun.  There.  Now the chase is over.  With a big smile I turn around…and see the damage I did to Diego.  Oh, my poor car.  This shouldn’t happen to a vehicle as fine as he is.  On the other hand, if he’s going to be my car, he’s really going to have to get used to this sort of thing…

      With a final sigh I look away from the damage before it can take away my joy at putting Anson Murdock in prison where he belongs.  This is a good day, I tell myself.  A really good day.

      But when I turn, I catch sight of someone standing on the sidewalk with a cellphone pointed in my direction.  In fact, there’s lots of people with their cellphones out now.  Not just people on the sidewalk, either.  Cars are stopped on either side of Mack Avenue around us, people leaning out of the windows, phones aimed in my direction.

      All of them are recording the aftermath of my little car chase on their cameras.

      In today’s modern society, there’s very little that happens that isn’t within the range of somebody’s cellphone camera.  We all carry them in our pockets, and we all love to upload what we see onto social media.  Every day, YouTube alone receives something like 300,000 video submissions.  By the looks of it, I’m about to be more than one of those.

      The person I first noticed recording all of this, the one on the sidewalk across from me, looks up from her cellphone long enough to give me a thumbs up.  Good to know she approves of the way I ended this.  Not knowing what else to do, I give her a thumbs up in return.  I mean, why not?

      I’m a little surprised when that starts a few people clapping for me, and then a few more, and before I know it I’m taking a bow.  I mean, hey.  I’m already the star of the show.  Might as well roll with it, right?

      Sometimes the good guys win the day.  Sometimes, they end up with their face plastered all over the internet.

      I guess those two things don’t have to be mutually exclusive.
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      I kind of miss newspapers.

      Sure, they were big and bulky, and you never could get them folded back up the right way, and sometimes the ink smeared on your fingers, but overall…I miss them.  Not just for the comics section either, although I miss starting my day with Heathcliff and Get Fuzzy.

      Things are complicated in our modern world.  Everyone likes to think that in this day and age, information is there and gone again.  In our face for a second and then forgotten as we move on to the next story about the Kardashians or the latest Disney Plus show.  In truth, it’s exactly the opposite.  Information in the digital age is there forever.  A simple Google search will let you read articles from a decade ago, sometimes longer than that.  Photos of your pets, comments on some random person’s recipe blog, a two star review you gave the local pizza place.  That stuff’s there forever.

      But, back when our news was printed in newspapers, people forgot things quicker.  Last week’s news didn’t linger in cyberspace forever.  No.  It was used to wrap dead fish or line the cat’s litter box.  When your only option to re-read an old article is to check in at your local library and go through stacks of microfilm, you usually don’t bother.  It’s too much work.  So, you rely on your own memory rather than the facts and the specific details get lost.

      Yeah.  News stories before the age of digital media came and went a lot faster.

      And if you don’t know what microfilm is, you can look it up.  On Google.

      You’re probably wondering what brought this all up.  Well, it turns out I became a minor celebrity overnight, and I’m not happy about it.  Sure enough, all those cellphone videos got uploaded.  I was expecting that.  I was even expecting a few messages from friends saying they saw one or two of them.  What I was not expecting was Detroit’s favorite news station WXYZ to get ahold of one of the videos and run it as a story.  My car, and my face, are all over the news this morning.  The Detroit PD were contacted for comment and they played it close to the vest, but someone gave the news my name, and that became part of the story too.

      “Sidney Stone, Detroit’s own private investigator,” said their online news site, “stopped a local kidnapper with some incredible driving.  She makes catching the bad guy look easy.”

      It’s already had more than twenty thousand likes and several hundred comments.  So, yeah.  I’m going to be part of the internet information age forever.

      Most people would be thrilled to have their five minutes of fame.  They would enjoy every second of it.  Do interviews.  Sign autographs.  Whatever.  Not that people are coming up to me with scraps of paper asking me to sign them, but I have had several messages on my voicemail from WXYZ and WDIV and Fox2 asking for a quote.  I deleted each one.

      Pro tip number eighty-six from my upcoming book on how to be a professional private eye.  If everyone knows who you are, you can’t do the job.  It’s that simple.  The Hollywood myth of a celebrity PI is just that, a myth.  It’s a fantasy.  It can’t happen.  If people recognize your face from a news story, any ‘private’ operations you wanted to do are over.  You can’t use an alias to get into places.  You give them a fake name and they’re like, nah, I saw you on TV!  You can’t pretend to be a criminal to get close to the actual criminals, if they all know you’re really one of the good guys.

      Anonymity is an important part of my job.  Becoming an overnight YouTube sensation with 600,000 hits kind of spoils that.  Granted, a few dozen of those hits were me, but still.

      Even the cashier at my favorite restaurant, the Shake Shack, is looking at me funny.  Like he recognizes me from somewhere.  I make sure to take my food and get out of here before he can ask where he’s seen me before.

      My apartment is within walking distance from here.  Which is good, because Diego’s going to be in the capable hands of my mechanic for at least two weeks while he buffs out the dents and replaces a coolant tube that got clipped by that bullet.  It’s not a short walk, but sometimes walks are good for you.  You get to think about things.  Like, the direction of your life.  The road not taken.  That sort of thing.

      Personally, I would prefer not to think too much right now.  It was just a few weeks ago that I had a good man in my life and everything was perfect.  He was someone who made me feel loved, and safe, and needed.  We were just starting to build a life together and starting to think about our future, when he had to leave.  I know he didn’t want to, and I know he would have stayed if he could, but he’s gone now.  I can’t change that, and because I can’t change it, I don’t want to think about it.

      Doesn’t mean I’ve forgotten him.  I could never forget Harry.  I never will.

      Besides.  I’ve got a peanut butter milkshake in my hand.  What can be wrong on a day that has peanut butter milkshakes in it?

      Don’t answer that.

      Still, it’s a decent day.  In the middle of November in Detroit, the temperature is still up in the fifties, and the sun in its clear blue sky is warm where it isn’t casting shadows from the taller buildings.  The milkshake sends a pleasant chill through me.  I’ve got my lightweight leather jacket on over my purple t-shirt, and matching low-heel ankle boots with my jeans.  It’s not cold enough for anything more.  Not yet.

      The wind tugging at my long, honey-blonde hair promises a change is coming, though.  Change can be good.

      Or not.  Usually, in my experience, change sucks.

      See?  There I go, thinking again.

      My apartment building is on the east side of the city, where the foot traffic isn’t too heavy but there’s still enough of a crowd for me to disappear among all the other faces.  I dodge and weave among them, able to see which of them was about to bump into me just before they do it, and that guy who is about to spill his coffee across the back of my jeans just before it happens.  Sidestep.  Half turn.  Spin left.  It’s kind of fun, actually.  Like a dance.

      Dancing is exhausting, though, and by the time I make it to the side door of my apartment building, I’m drained.  Or maybe that’s just the weight of my thoughts.  I think I’m just going to pop my burger and fries in the microwave and finish what’s left of my shake in the bath, before heading to bed.  After catching Mister Anson Murdock and helping the police rescue the child he kidnapped…I’m out of work.  I’ve got nothing else lined up at the moment.  Private investigators only make money if they have a client.  If I want to keep buying food from the Shake Shack, I need to find my next job.

      I’ve got a website and a voicemail specifically for prospective clients, and I’ll check both of them later.  There’s bound to be something waiting for me.  Maybe a lost dog.  Or someone who wants me to trace their lineage back to Amerigo Vespucci.  Small stuff, sure.  But, hey.  Work is work.

      Looking for work can wait until after that long, hot, steamy bath.  A woman’s got to have her priorities.  Anyway, I’ve still got a decent amount sitting in my bank account from my last client.  I don’t mind spending it either, even if Li Qiang Chen was one of the biggest criminals in Detroit.  Maybe in the history of the world, considering he was an ancient dragon who was alive during the dawn of civilization.  I’m not proud that I let myself get cornered into working for him, but his money spends the same as anyone’s.

      It just won’t last forever.

      I know that, so I’ll find a new gig.  Just not now.  I’m just not into it anymore.  I used to look forward to seeing what came next for me.  I had a partner who made work…fun.  He was…he was everything to me.  Being a private eye was so much more exciting when he was with me…

      There I go.  Thinking again.  I really need to stop that.

      Later, I’ll find more work.  Later, I’ll worry about how famous I’ve apparently become and what that means for my business.  Later, I’ll worry about doing some crunches to work off this cheeseburger—I’m staying in shape for my next marathon, after all.  Later, I’ll—

      In my back pocket, my cellphone is about to buzz.

      Standing in the elevator, headed up to my third-floor apartment, I juggle my milkshake to the same hand holding the paper bag of fast food so that I can pull out my phone before it buzzes.  I’m ready for the call when it comes in.  Bzzz, bzzz…bzzz, bzzz…  Looking at the screen, I don’t recognize the number.

      I don’t just mean I don’t know whose number it is.  I mean I don’t recognize the number.  Any of the numbers, actually.  Whatever this is, it’s not the normal ten numbers that you and I and everyone else learned in kindergarten.  It’s a series of squiggly lines and dots that I didn’t even know my cellphone could make.  To tell the truth it looks like Arabic, sort of.  Maybe it’s an older dialect.  I can read Arabic, enough to order off the menu in restaurants or ask directions on the street, and what I’m looking at here is something else.  But still…it looks like Arabic.

      If you don’t know what Arabic looks like, well, it’s like Hebrew but a lot more fluid.  If you don’t know what Hebrew looks like…well it looks like a bunch of squiggly lines and dots.  Just less fluid than the squiggly lines and dots of Arabic.

      You get the idea, right?

      Anyway.

      Since getting my PI license and setting up shop in Detroit, I’ve gotten into some weird situations.  I mean, paranormal-style weird.  Werewolves.  Witches.  Things that go bump in the night.

      Genies.

      Yeah, you heard me.  Genies…that one surprised me, too…until it didn’t.

      Anyway, my point is that I’ve been exposed to ‘weird’ so often now that something like weird numbers showing up on my phone don’t even faze me.  I’ve become sort of the go-to private investigator for an underworld of magical beings living right here in this city.  This could be a call from one of those People of Magic.  It could be anything.  I could ignore it.

      But I don’t.

      Food in one hand, phone crooked in my shoulder, I answer.  “Hello?”

      “Miss Stone.  So glad I caught you.”

      I know that voice.  I don’t like that voice.

      “I’d take it as a personal favor if you would meet me in the parking lot.”

      Up until this moment, I was really sure I’d never hear that voice again.

      But here it is, and that means—

      As I’m trying to untangle my tongue, the elevator doors open with a ding and I cringe, expecting to see him standing there, waiting for me.

      He’s not, thankfully.  The hallway is clear, and I’ve got a straight path from here to my apartment, up there on the right under the sign that reads “Stone Investigations.”  I would be safe in there.  He can’t get at me in my apartment, not with the metal-core door and its multiple locks, not to mention the magic spells I have in place to keep guys like him out.

      My feet are already rushing me in that direction before he says one single word that stops me in place.

      “Please.”

      This guy never says please.  He issues orders, and he makes Machiavellian plans that span several centuries, but he never asks for anything politely.

      The fact that he’s doing it now, much more than seeing the bizarre number he’s calling from, scares me to death.

      “Actually,” I tell him when I can find my voice, “I was just about to take a load off in my apartment.  Kick my shoes off.  Relax.  Grab my shotgun, maybe.  Yeah.  I really think I’d like my shotgun right now.”

      His laugh is hushed, and susurrating.  “I would really rather you didn’t do that.”

      “Oh yeah?  Why’s that?”

      “Because getting hit by a shotgun blast hurts.”

      “I know.  That’s why I have one.  In case I get unwanted guests.”

      “Is that what I am?”

      I edge closer to my apartment, just in case.  “You tell me.”

      “As you well know, I can’t step foot inside your apartment.”

      I do know that, actually.  Some of the spells on my apartment were put there specifically to keep this man away from me.  Of course, that was back when he was trying to kill me.  We got past that after I helped him win an argument.  We got back something that belonged to him, and we parted as friends.  Well, not friends.  Something less than friends, something more than mortal enemies.  I called it a win.

      The point is the last time I saw him, he didn’t want to kill me anymore.  But now he’s back.  Did he change his mind for some reason?  Dear God, I hope not.  I only just got out with my skin intact the last time.

      “I have something for you,” he tells me, catching me in front of my door, with my key in hand.

      He’s got something for me?  I’m guessing it’s not chocolate and flowers.

      This can’t be good.

      Yes, I’m afraid of this guy.  I’m not stupid.  I know when I’m in danger.  You may have noticed that I haven’t heard anything he’s going to say three seconds ahead of time.  I didn’t know for sure if he was going to be waiting for me when I got off the elevator.  There’s a reason for that.  My gift has a sort of glitch.  It works just fine with every single person in the world, except for People of Magic.  Those who have some sort of magical ability don’t register on my future-sense.  I don’t know why it’s that way, it just is.  It’s as close to being blind as I hope I ever get.

      This particular Person of Magic is a Viperae, a snake-man who spits venom and grows a fake human skin over himself as a camouflage.  Actually, he’s the last of that race.  Most of them died in an ancient conflict.  The rest of them died at each other’s hands, near as I can tell.  They aren’t the kind of people you mess with.

      Magic comes in all varieties, and Gong Gong here is proof of that.

      Or as I call him, G-Dude.

      “What could you possibly have for me?” I ask him.  “Our business was over the night…”

      The night he left me, I almost said.

      Clearing my throat, I say it a different way instead.

      “We were done the night I got your statue back from Li Qiang Chen.”

      “I know,” he says.  “The statue of Luduan is actually what I’d like to talk to you about.”

      I lean against the wall, still holding my key in my hand, not going in but not giving up on that idea, either.  “You’ve already got it.  I saw you walk away with that statue, and it was the real thing this time.  What more could I possibly do for a guy like you?”

      “Come down to the parking lot so we can discuss it.”

      “How about we discuss it on the phone?” I suggest.  “I mean, we’re already having such a wonderful conversation, you know?”

      “Phones are too…impersonal.  This is something I want to discuss face to face.”

      “Yeah?  Whose face are you wearing this time?”

      “Very funny,” he comments, in a way that makes it seem anything but.  “Trust me, Sidney Stone, I can make talking to me worth your while.”

      “Actually, I’m pretty well set with jobs right now,” I lie, hoping that will be the end of it.  “Sorry.  I can suggest a couple of other people to you who are good at this kind of work.  There’s a guy in Tennessee, I hear good things.”

      “Maybe, but none of them are as good as you.  I need it to be you.”  He sighs, and I can tell he’s losing his patience.  “Let’s do it this way.  Either you come down here, or I’m going to find that cop friend of yours and melt his face off for good this time.  Or maybe just his ears.  Or maybe I’ll start with a more sensitive part of his body…”

      My cop friend.  He’s talking about Christian Caine.  My best friend, Chris.  G-Dude attacked us both right here in the parking lot of my building, and nearly killed us both.  I don’t have any doubt at all that he’ll make good on his threat if I don’t do what he says.  He asked me nice, and when that didn’t work, he used a threat he knew I’d respond to.  In a way, it actually makes me feel better to have him threatening me.  The help-me-please routine of his was what was really freaking me out.

      I know, it’s weird.  But like I said, I’m used to weird

      “If I come down there,” I ask him directly, “and hear you out, do you promise to leave me and Chris alone after this?”

      “I don’t make promises.  Meet me back down here in two minutes.”

      My phone’s screen goes blank as he hangs up.  Yeah.  That’s definitely the G-Dude I remember.  Threatening, and direct.  He actually has a code of honor, believe it or not, it’s just really warped.  If he says he wants to talk to me, then that’s what he’s going to do.  He won’t hurt me, or Chris, if I get down there in two minutes.  At least, not until I say ‘no’ to whatever he’s going to ask me to do.  One crisis at a time, I guess.

      Welcome to my life.

      With a heavy sigh I put my keys away and head back to the elevator.  I’m not going to get a chance to sit down and eat, obviously.  That bath I was looking forward to is out of the question.  Just like that, my whole day is ruined.

      Getting off the elevator at the first-floor lobby I stop at a convenient garbage can in the corner, and toss in the burger and the fries and the rest of the shake—after taking a long slurp of it, of course.  But I keep the bag.  Paper bags have lots of uses.

      Trust me.  You’ll see.

      Then I step back outside.  It doesn’t take me long to spot G-Dude’s vehicle.  In fact, I’m pretty sure the guys up on the International Space Station can see it from where they are.  I almost laugh, but I’m just not in a laughing mood.

      That there is a Conquest Knight XV, the 2021 model with the roof rack package.  All black.  Studded tires.  Air snorkel vent along the front wheel fender to help feed air to the engine.  Exterior windshield visor.  Roof mounted spotlight.  Bulletproof aluminum side panels.  Ballistic glass in the windows.  This is the height of high-end personal vehicle security, and I’ve only ever seen them on mercenary supply websites.  It’s all the rage with people prepping for the next apocalypse

      It’s also wide enough that it’s straddling two parking spaces.  It’s the length of two Volkswagen beetles put end to end.  This thing is what Bruce Banner would turn into when he got angry, if Bruce Banner was a Jeep.

      The license plate reads SLPRYSNKE.

      I can’t see inside.  The windows are tinted so dark they might as well be painted black.  That’s not even close to legal, but I somehow doubt that G-Dude cares about legality.  One thing’s for sure, the guy doesn’t do anything halfway.

      When the passenger side door opens, I have to use the stepside and an hookstrap to get in.   I settle into the bucket seat and close the door behind me…and point my paper bag at the man in the driver’s seat.

      He hasn’t changed since the last time I saw him, which means he hasn’t felt the need to shed his skin and take on a different look.  Snakes like him shed when they feel threatened, and there isn’t much that can threaten Gong Gong.  The suit he’s wearing is new, and thank God he isn’t still wearing that janitor’s uniform he was using back when we finished our business with the statue of Luduan.  That was a nasty bit of work.  My ears were ringing for days.

      The pieces of my heart took longer to put back together.

      His messy brown hair is the same.  The unshaven stubble on that sharp chin, too.  He’s maybe not as short as he used to be, but a guy like him, a Person of Magic who can stretch his body like taffy, could add a foot to his height without missing a beat.

      As he looks down at my hand in the paper bag, his eyes flash like an animal’s, the color of jade.  I keep it pointing in his direction and meet his gaze when it slides up to mine again.

      “What,” he asks me, “is that?”

      “It was my lunch,” I tell him, tapping the Shake Shack logo on the paper sack with my free hand.  “Now I have my revolver in there, pointed at your chest.”

      See?  There’s lots of uses for paper bags.  You can even use one to hide a gun from public view while you walk to a forced appointment with one of the most dangerous people you’ve ever met in your life.

      G-Dude sneers with one corner of his mouth, not impressed in the least by my ingenuity.  “I think we both know that little gun’s not going to do much.  Not with me.”

      I give his smile right back to him.  “Yeah, we both know you could kill me quick as spit, but I’m going to leave a couple of holes in you for your trouble if you do.”

      He snickers.  Actually freaking snickers at me.  “Quick as ‘spit.’  You always were quick with a joke, Miss Stone.  I’m going to remember that one.  Oh, yeah.  I’m going to remember that.”  The laugh turns into a sigh, and then his smile is just frozen in place.  It looks totally out of place on a guy wearing a blue silk shirt and pressed black khakis and Oxford shoes.  “I see you didn’t have any trouble finding me.”

      “I’m a private investigator.  It’s what I do.  But even if I wasn’t there’s still no way I could miss this monstrosity you’re driving.  I mean, are you trying to compensate for something?  Look at this thing.”

      The Knight XV is just as huge inside as it is on the outside.  Eight seats.  Massive cargo compartment.  The dash is the size of a 747s control panel, with just as many dials and buttons.  The Conquest automobile company literally built these vehicles to survive the end of civilization as we know it.

      Kind of begs the question, though.  Why does a nearly immortal, immensely strong magical being like G-Dude need one?

      As if he knew what I was thinking, he runs a loving hand along the suede leather dash.  “This is a great car.  Dependable.  Reliable.  I could go anywhere in this and feel safe.”

      “You should have gotten yourself a tank,” I tell him.  “You would have been less conspicuous.”

      His eyes narrow.  “And where’s your car, at the moment?”

      “Very funny.  You obviously know my car’s in the shop, and I’m sure you know why.”

      “I do.  And if you’d been in this vehicle when you started playing bumper cars, you would have walked away without a single scratch.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind next time I go car shopping.  So, I take it you
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