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      "Open wide," the larger of the two thugs said.

      "No! Please!" T-Rock Hernandez cried out.

      His two abductors had taken him atop a ten-story office building, forcing him to drink straight vodka. There had been a time in T-Rock's life when no one had to force him to take a drink. He would have grabbed it and downed it before they had a chance. That T-Rock no longer existed.

      He had been sober for over a year. While he still couldn't afford permanent living or temporary shelter, he had made progress, doing odd jobs for the neighborhood residents. He didn't make a lot of money, but didn't have to eat at the free soup kitchen.

      T-Rock had even bought new clothes, ones people couldn't smell from ten feet away. He wore those clothes now. When the two men had first approached, he had laughed. They were in for a drastic disappointment if they were out to rob him, having less than five dollars in his pockets.

      The two men, however, didn't seem interested in his money. They grabbed his skinny arms and escorted him into the desolate building. At two o'clock in the morning, all workers were home in bed. Only a sleeping security guard offered protection.

      They had pulled out the vodka bottle but T-Rock had declined. One wrenched his arm behind his back. When T-Rock opened his mouth to scream, the other poured the clear liquid down his throat.

      "It would be a lot easier if you cooperated," one said.

      "I don't want to drink no more," T-Rock said between gags. "I've quit."

      "Tonight isn't a good night to quit," the one holding his arm behind his back said. "Don't make this hard on yourself."

      "But, I…"

      The big guy twisted his arm harder. A fragile bone snap. T-Rock was glad the second thug poured the alcohol into his mouth. It helped to numb the pain.

      Another twenty minutes passed, and the bottle was almost empty. The guy holding it poured the remainder of the liquid over T-Rock's head. The homeless man felt himself being lifted. One thug had a grip on his feet, and the other had an arm in each hand. Even the broken limb hadn't bothered T-Rock. He had experienced much more pain on the streets of Baton Rouge. Looking up, he saw a bright full moon. T-Rock smiled. Full moons meant good luck.

      The men no longer held his limbs. T-Rock flew from the building. What a great feeling! At last, he was free of the demons tormenting him.
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      Three days later, Niki Dupre finished her normal three-hour daily routine, including an hour of stretching and flexibility exercises. After that, the private investigator worked for sixty minutes on the various forms required of Kempo, the ancient Chinese martial art. She spent the final hour on the heavy bag and four speed bags she could rearrange at will. As a weapons master, she had perfected the use of kicks and jabs.

      When the phone rang, Niki was trying to decide whether to embark on the daily thirty-minute run. She recognized the caller instantly.

      "Hey, Bert," she answered.

      "How is my favorite PI this morning?" Bert Houston asked.

      "Uh oh. When you start with flattery, you're about to stick me with a bummer of a case."

      "C'mon, Niki. Have I ever dumped a bad case on you?"

      "Do you remember the flasher who filed for disability because he couldn't get it up any longer? That wasn't one of my favorites." Niki laughed.

      "But you got paid for it," the insurance agent said. "If I remember right, you needed the money back then."

      The case had been handed to Niki early in her career when business had been slow to nonexistent. Red Stick Insurance had approached her about doing some independent work. She had no illusions about why her name had risen to the top of their list. It was because her rates were at the bottom.

      Without those odd cases, Niki would have gone out of business. Her only repeat customer at the time was Mrs. McGillicuddy. She kept losing her basset hound, and Niki always found him two doors away, where the investigator also found a female basset.

      About once a month, Mrs. McGillicuddy called crying. Buddy, the basset, was off again. Niki retrieved Buddy and told his owner where she found him every time. It was always with the female basset. The twenty dollars she received for finding Buddy helped pay for the ramen noodles constituting her daily lunch. After business picked up, Niki bought a female basset and gave it to Buddy, and he never left Mrs. McGillicuddy again.

      Because of Red Stick's business when Niki needed it the most, she still took their cases. She charged them the same fees, one hundred and fifty dollars daily. That paled compared to the rates she now posted, more than thirty times as much.

      "This one won't take much of your time," Bert said. "I bet you'll solve it inside of thirty minutes."

      "I'll be at your office in an hour," the strawberry blonde replied.

      She didn't believe Bert. He would never call before his insurance agency opened unless it was important.
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