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IT LOOKED TO BE JUST another “red-neck” bar. And I was drinking tea. Not that anyone minded. This place had more customers coming for their barbecued tenderloin sandwiches than their draft beer or hard liquor.

But the music, the atmosphere – that was pure Midwestern, traditional. Classic Western ballads in the jukebox. Broad shoulders on men, tight jeans on women. And smiles for everyone, but your hands are for your drink and your food. Lot's of self-respect around, which comes from respecting others first.

American values, passed on and validated with each new generation. And places like this dotted most of America and were more common than any corporate-run diners or coffee-houses. Because they were an outgrowth of the community, they weren't there to “make a lot of  money”, although they did that, too.

This wasn't one of my usual haunts as a mystery writer. But this also  wasn't one of my usual mysteries to solve.

I was relaxing at a table near the front. Waiting to meet someone – a certain someone who could help me with my problem. That situation was more than just an unresolved mystery. And if you know me, leaving some mystery unresolved in my life gets irritating. Like a single grain of sand inside a mussel's shell.

The front door opened and I recognized that young woman standing tall in its frame. She took a single stride in and stood there. With her heeled boots, she looked a long glass poured full of pure femininity. Her Timberline boots slipped into the tight pant-legs of her black leather jeans, which went on up to described every curve and dimple of her smooth legs beneath, from her knees right up to her hips, and to the very limit of those jeans' low-cut waist.

There, a thin band of ivory-white midriff took over before being itself covered by a snug, black and very defining knit v-top. An open black leather bolero jacket swept up from that midriff area to slide itself beneath a thick mane of wavy back hair. A cascade down her shoulders from its provocative part on one side of its crest.

Underneath those long tresses were dark brows, dark eyes, and dark lips that completed a goth approach to stunning beauty.

Those clear and piercing eyes swept the room, while almost everyone else's eyes swept over her.

She found me and strode over. A slight gesture from her hand and the conversations in the bar continued again. You could almost feel the disappointment of the single males from where I sat.

This young woman, like so many human counterparts, reveled in making a grand entrance.

As she came up to my table, I could smell wild rose and lilac from her hair, on top of the leather scent.

It was going to be one interesting afternoon...
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“HEY JOHN, HOW'S THE writing going?”

“Just fine Jude. And you are, as usual, a gift to sore eyes.”

Her genuine smile would have been a come-hither for anyone else.

I started to rise, but she signaled me to not bother. Scooting a bentwood chair out with a foot, she eased into it, crossing her leather-covered legs in one smooth, practiced motion. And at that, she whistled – low.

A male border collie-cross pushed through the door opening she'd left and padded into the room to sit by her side. She petted it affectionately, which it returned by licking her hand. Then the dog looked at me with its steel-blue eyes..

“Hi-ya, Bernie.”

The dog smiled widely back at me, then turned to Jude.

A bartender started to say something in Jude's direction, but the dog caught his look, frowned and stared him back to polishing his glasses.

Jude and I knew what conversation had just occurred, even if the bartender appeared to simply go back to his other customers. In theory, dogs can't read “No Dogs Allowed.” But shape-shifters aren't just dogs, so those signs doesn't apply. And that bartender got a reminder just then.

“I'm so glad both of you could make it. I'm sorry it was such short notice.”

“Your timing was perfect, we'd just finished our last debrief – well, I did the writing while Bernie dictated and proofed.” She looked at her longish black nails. “I'm getting better at auto-scribing spells these days – saves my fingers and nail polish.”

I had to smile. Jude was always delightful and droll. “Do you have to print out your reports?”

She smiled and glanced warmly at her dog. “Bernie likes to climb up on my thigh and read from the screen. Of course, he's always been affectionate.”

Bernie pushed up against her leg just then, which prompted her to scratch his neck. He closed his eyes in that bliss.

“So, John, what's our pleasure today?”

“The barbecue tenderloin is great here. I'm ready for my second helping.”

She smiled over a chuckle, “No, silly, how can we help you today?”

- - - -
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I TURNED MY HEAD AND looked at the farthest corner table.  There sat a young woman with a  troubled look on her otherwise gorgeous face. Dusky blond hair, shoulder length meeting a form-fitting jumpsuit of gray and red.

Jude and Bernie followed my gaze.

“That's Cassie, isn't it?”

“Yes, she's got a request that I don't know if I can help her with.”

“Not just a simple mystery?”

“Could be, but I don't know if I've got the right comparative to understand what she wants to solve.”

“Comparative to what?”

“Being human.”

Bernie had kept looking at Cassie the entire time, a concerned look on his face.

Cassie eventually looked in our direction, and softened her frown when she noticed Bernie sitting by Jude's side.

Bernie looked up at Jude with a plaintive expression.

“Yes, Bernie, of course you can.”

The dog smiled in return and then rose to walk over. As he did, Bernie transformed into his human form, with his typical three piece black suit over white shirt with a brown tie. He shifted an iced tea into his hand as he walked to her table.

She nodded in answer to his question, and he sat. Not long after, she was shyly smiling again. A whole pitcher of tea soon arrived at the table, along with two platters of the house barbecue special.

“John.”

I returned my attention to Jude.

“Now that she's being taken care of, how can I take care of you?”

“It's mostly that I wanted to compare notes with you.”

“But you're our local resident expert on mysteries.”

“The problem is that you can't solve a mystery when you don't know you fully understand its background.”

“What about all those years studying self-help and such?”

“That was to sort out and distill human motivations. And I don't know yet if I've got them right.”

“So you come to me, one of your lowly spirit-guides?”

“Because of your experiences.”

“No, Harpy has a longer track record dealing with humans, and Gaia has the longest track record of all, except maybe Akashi...”

I shook my head. “Harpy is, well, a harpy. She's learned more about humans since she became a Ghost Hunter than she ever really knew before. Living with – or in spite of – humans isn't the same as understanding them. And Gaia, as darling as she is for an Earth Goddess, spent most of her time sleeping. She'd still be asleep now...”

“...If a certain someone we both know didn't put everything on a teetering balance.”

I nodded. “Yes, I know. But don't paint with such a broad brush. You and I both know that it was the Lazurai virus crossing over into this universe that formed that tipping point.”

Jude shrugged. “You know how I love to tease you, John. Besides, if Bernie weren't in tow, I'd whisk you right off to where we could discuss this more privately and intimately.”

I just chuckled. “Promises, promises. I love you too, Jude. But you know that would never happen. Not that it hasn't happened, but too much of what I do winds up in my writing, and having my Sal find this later would just make me take time off from any current writing to explain to her exactly how nothing ever happened.”

Jude sighed. “And since you always leave out the R-rated parts, she'd pester you for details long into your night.”

I nodded and sipped my tea. Smiling at that concept.

Her foot came up against my leg and lightly caressed it. “John? Back to the present?”

Looking up from my tea, I had to smile again. And sighed, “Always the taskmaster, keeping us on point.”

She shifted a tall iced-tea out of thin air into her own hand, and peered over its edge at me while she sipped – and waited.

- - - -
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“OK, DEAR JUDE. NOW, Cassie wants to become human – or wants to know if it's worth the effort.”

“Not many spirit-guides want that final experience.”

“Because this is the reverse – all spirit-guides started out
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