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      There are times in the middle of the night when your phone rings and you just don’t want to answer it.  Somewhere between a dream and a nice stretch, you hear that phone going off and it just ruins your whole night.  I’m sure you’ve been there.  I’ve been there.

      In fact, I’m there now.

      Shaken out of the middle of a half-remembered dream, I crack open one eye and look at my cellphone on the nightstand.  I mean, it was a bad dream this time so maybe I shouldn’t mind, but I do.  A lot.  If it could read my thoughts, the thing would burst into flames instead of just sitting there and making that annoying sound, over and over.

      Buzz, buzz…buzz, buzz…

      Phones don’t really ring anymore.  Not like they used to.  Now they use ringtone music or funny noises or, like mine at night, they buzz like an angry insect.

      Buzz, buzz…buzz, buzz…

      “I could make that disappear for you,” a sleepy male voice says from behind me.

      Harry’s arm snakes over my midsection, under the blankets, and he spoons in closer.  The metal wrist cuffs he always wears are cold against my bare skin but he’s warm, and strong, and comfortable…everything a man should be when he’s in your bed…and you’re dead tired…and you need to feel safe and protected so you can…just drop off…to a deep, deep sleep…

      Buzz, buzz…buzz, buzz…

      This time both of my eyes pop open.  A groan of disgust slips out because the phone obviously isn’t going to stop.  I can see that.  Maybe I should take Harry up on his offer to make it disappear.  He’s got actual, real genie magic in those amazing fingers of his.  If I asked him to, he could make it happen.  Poof.  No more phone.

      Then again, his wishes are supposed to be used for important stuff, not things like this.  Annoying as it may be, asking him to get rid of it would probably be against one of his genie rules.  He’s got so many of them.

      Buzz, buzz…buzz, buzz…

      The thing about a phone ringing in the middle of the night is that it’s never good news.  Nobody calls at—dear God, is it really 2:40 in the morning?  Friends don’t call you this early to see what you’re up to, or ask to go hang out, or discuss the latest episode of The Masked Singer.  This is when people call to say there’s been an accident or someone’s in the hospital or your favorite actor just died.

      Basically, nothing good happens when the phone rings at this time of night.

      And it doesn’t help that I get to hear it twice, three seconds apart.  It’s a gift, but right now, it feels more like a curse.  I’ll explain it later.  Yawnnnn.  After I wake up…

      Buzz, buzz…buzz, buzz…

      With another groan, I reach over and pick the phone up.  Maybe it isn’t bad news.  Maybe someone found the charm bracelet I lost in high school and they just couldn’t wait to return it to me.  I mean, things like that happen.

      Don’t they?

      The phone’s about to buzz again, but before it can I hit the green button to accept the call and bring the phone up to my ear.  Harry’s sigh is a warm breeze against my back.  If I’m not sleeping, neither is he.  Not when he’s wrapped so close to my body like that.

      “Hello?”

      For a moment there’s nothing but silence on the line.  It goes on so long, I’m about to hang up.

      But then I hear the words coming.

      Hello?  Is this…

      “Hello?  Is this…are you Sidney Stone?”

      “At this time of night, who can say?”

      Um…

      “Um.  Excuse me?”

      Sarcasm is a second language for me.  Usually I have a filter that keeps it in check but when I’m tired like this the words kind of run right out of my mouth before I can get a leash on them.  The woman on the other end of the line obviously doesn’t get my joke.

      Sitting up with a heavy sigh, carefully untangling myself from Harry’s arms and legs, I hold the phone to my ear with one hand and sweep back my long, snarled, honey-blonde hair with the other.  “Who is this?”

      Um…

      “Um.  I need to hire you.  Please?  I need someone to make it stop.”

      Her voice is strained, like each word is harder to say than the last.  She’s worried about something.  Sometimes you can tell a lot about someone by listening to their voice.  Whether they’re old or young.  Honest or deceitful.  Even what part of the world they’re from, sometimes.  As a private investigator, I make it a point to listen very closely when people talk.  Not just to what they’re saying, but to how they say it.

      Even with my skills—and believe me, I have skills—the woman on the phone is kind of an enigma.  Female, sure, but she doesn’t sound young, and she doesn’t sound old.  There’s some kind of accent when she talks but I can’t place it.  Not southern.  Not European.  Canadian, maybe.

      One thing I can tell, is she needs my help.

      “I don’t usually have business hours this early in the morning,” I tell her, leaving the snark out of it this time.  Not that private investigators ever keep regular hours.  I have my number posted on my website for exactly this reason, so that people who need help can reach me whatever the hour might be, but come on.  There’s got to be a limit.

      I need…

      “I need to make it stop,” she says again.

      “Make what stop?”  She doesn’t answer me, and I might have assumed she really did hang up this time if I couldn’t still hear her breathing.  “Look I’m not saying I won’t help you, but you aren’t exactly giving me a lot to go on.   Is this something the police need to be called for?  Are you in danger?”

      No…yes…

      “No, I’m…Yes.  No, but…Please.  I just want it to stop.  I’m being stalked.”

      “Okay.”  That’s a start.  I’ve handled some stalking complaints in the past for people.  For a PI, they usually involve taking pictures of the stalker doing his stalker things, to prove to the police that the woman really is in danger.  Pictures don’t lie, as they say.  “I can help you with that, sure, but I still think the police might be a better place to start.”

      Harry puts a hand on my back, quietly encouraging me to take the case.  I can tell what he means just from that gentle touch.  I’m not sure I have time to take anything else on, is the thing.  But she needs help.  I’m good at a lot of things, and giving help is one of them.  It’s the whole reason I got into this business back when I retired from the Marine Corps.

      Still, there are some things the police are better equipped to handle.  That’s why I was telling her to start there.

      No police…

      “No police,” she says, even more stressed than before.  “No.  No, please.  It’s not…it’s not the sort of thing they can help me with.  I need your help.  I need…I need your help.”

      Well.  That certainly got my attention.  I bite back a yawn and blink away the last dregs of sleep.  “All right.  We don’t have to involve the police right away.  Let’s figure this out together, okay?  I do need to know more about your problem, though.  You’re calling me before three in the morning so it must be important.”

      Yes…

      “Yes, Ma’am.  It is.  Very important.”

      “You don’t have to call me Ma’am.  Sidney is fine.”

      She stutters for a moment, tripping over her own words before she pulls herself together enough to ask, “Whatever my…my problem is…you’ll keep it confidential, right?”

      “Of course I will.  My middle name is ‘confidential,’ as a matter of fact.”

      Really…?

      “No, not really,” I tell her before she can actually ask.  Yeah…it’s way too early for sarcasm.  “So.  Tell me what’s going on.  Who is stalking you?”

      My husband…

      “My husband,” she says out loud.

      That’s about what I figured.  Most stalkers are people the victim knows.  Co-workers, boyfriends…and yes, husbands.  It’s not complicated—unfortunately.

      Forget what you see on television.  The vast majority of cases that a private investigator handles aren’t those high-profile, dangerous cases where bullets fly and cars race down the highway at breakneck speeds.  The majority of what we do involves people having marital problems, one way or another.  Cheating spouses.  Child custody cases.  That sort of thing.  It’s not glamorous, but it pays like any other job and there’s no end to the work.

      And sometimes, you honestly get to help someone who needs it.

      “Your husband and you are having trouble in your marriage, I take it?  It got physical, maybe?  Have you tried getting a restraining order against him?”

      No…

      “No.  No…I can’t.”

      Her voice actually cracks as she says it, and I can tell how afraid she is.  Just reaching out to me on the phone must have been a huge step for her.

      “I know it’s hard,” I tell her, with honest sympathy.  “He’s your husband. You still love him.  I get that, I do, but if he’s stalking you that means you’re in danger.”

      She doesn’t answer me.  Just stays on the line, listening, breathing, thinking.

      “We can put a stop to it,” I assure her.  “He just needs to be reminded that no means no.  I’ll take some photos of the things he’s doing, and we can go to the police with them and they’ll get the courts to issue a protection order for you.  Believe me, that’s the best way.”

      No…

      “No, you don’t…you don’t understand…I can’t…”

      “I know it feels that way, but trust me.  You can do this.”

      No…

      “No.  I…I can’t.”

      “I’ll help you.  I promise.”

      No…!

      “No!  I can’t!”

      “Why not?”

      Because…

      “Because…he’s dead…it’s my husband’s ghost…”

      And then just like that, the call cuts off with a sharp beep that makes me jump.

      Did I hear her right?  She’s being stalked…by her dead husband…?

      “My lady?” Harry asks me, rolling over next to me.  “What did she say?”

      That’s a very good question.  I sit here, staring at the blank screen of my phone, unable to answer him.  What did she say?

      Honestly, I really don’t know.

      “It might have been a prank call, maybe.”  It’s the best explanation I can come up with.  I mean, it could have been a prank.  People do a lot of stupid things, especially when it’s late at night like this and they’ve had a few drinks and there’s nothing good on TV.  Then again, I remember the emotion in her voice and I don’t think she was playing around.

      I check my call history to get her number and try calling her back, but that’s not going to work.  The number she called from is listed as, well, ‘unlisted.’  Hitting redial gets me a slow busy signal.

      Bouncing the phone in my hand for a moment, I consider the possibilities.  The woman told me she was being stalked, and I don’t take that lightly.

      But stalked by her husband’s dead ghost?  Was I really supposed to believe that?

      I toss the phone back on the bedside table.

      Nah.

      Burrowing my way back under the covers, I roll myself into Harry, my chest pressed up against his.  One leg slides in between his, and my hand cups the side of his face.  “If she was serious, she’ll call back.  For now…I’m tired.”

      I kiss his chin, and then press my lips up the line of his jaw, along the side of his neck.  Warm, slow, wet kisses.

      “Hmm,” he murmurs, like a purring lion.  “I thought you were sleepy, my lady.”

      I kiss the olive skin of his bare chest, right over his heart.  “I am.  But sleep can wait.”
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      Okay.  I’m going to tell you something you won’t usually hear from me.

      My life is pretty good.

      I mean, it’s still all kinds of screwed up.  I have a psychopathic, face-changing snake deity monster guy after my head.  I’m working for one of the biggest crime figures in Detroit who also just so happens to be an ancient dragon.  I recently found out there’s werewolves and witches and all sorts of People of Magic running around the streets of my city.  There are things in the shadows I haven’t even imagined yet, waiting to pop out at any second, and they all seem to have my address programmed into their GPS.

      That’s the crazy part.

      On the other hand, the big bad crime figure I’m working for—not by choice—is paying me really well.  My bank account’s never been this happy.  Plus, I’m living with one of the best men I’ve ever known, head over heels in love with him, and honestly falling deeper every day.  He makes me coffee, if you can believe that.  Not just regular coffee, either.  Great, fantastic, life-altering coffee.  If that isn’t love I don’t know what is.

      Love.  That’s a funny word.  Not one you hear very often.  At least not when your name is Sidney Stone.

      That’s me.  Sidney Stone, private eye.

      So, yeah.  On the whole, life is pretty good.  Mostly.  Hey, when the good stuff trumps the bad stuff, that’s when you celebrate.  With popcorn.

      The warm, sweet smell of melted butter is everywhere in my apartment.  The popcorn is already half gone but that’s not on me.  My boyfriend is the one gobbling it all up.  We’re on the couch together, sitting at one end with our feet kicked up on the cushions, me leaning back against his chest, all comfy and content.  The bowl of microwaved, buttery pieces of goodness is balanced on my lap where we can both reach it.  I don’t mind sharing, but come on.  Just because the guy is seven-foot-tallish and all muscles doesn’t mean he gets to eat the lion’s share of our snack.  This girl likes popcorn, too.

      There couldn’t possibly be a better way to spend the morning.  Well.  Maybe if I had an ice-cold beer to go with the popcorn…

      The feel of cold glass presses abruptly against my palm and I find myself gripping a green, longneck bottle of imported German beer.  The top is already off, water vapor still wisping out of the open mouth.

      Twisting my head back so I can look up at Harry, upside down, I find him smiling down at me.  “How did you know I wanted a beer?”

      “Perhaps,” he says, his voice deeply resonant as always, “I simply know the desires of your heart.”

      “Hmph.  I swear sometimes you’re reading my mind.”

      Sneaking more popcorn out of the bowl, Harry gives me a wink.  “Come now.  That would be cheating.”

      “I’ve known guys who would kill to get a peek at a girl’s thoughts.”

      “Hmm.  Perhaps.  But I am not like other guys.”

      No, he’s not, and not just because he’s a genie.

      Yes, you heard me right.  If you haven’t been keeping up on all the changes in my life, then I should explain that yours truly here is dating a genie.  Nearly cosmic powers and all that, but he’s still a man.  Harry is an incredibly handsome man, actually, muscular in all the right places, with a face that is strong and kind and expressive.  He’s stopped tying his dark hair back in a tail like he used to and somehow, at some point, got himself a trim.  Now that it’s shorter, his hair is curly.  Lots of fun to run my fingers through.

      There’s a lot more to Harry than good looks, though.  More than the mysterious flecks of gold in his brown eyes.  More than the way his pillow lips frame that smile of his that I’ve come to know so well.  He’s got more magic in his pinky than a dozen Harry Potters ever could.  In fact, him being a genie is how we met.

      It is not, however, what keeps us together.  That, my friends, is love.

      Something new catches my eye and I twist around a little further, pressing the right side of my face against his chest, to look up at his ears.  There’s a pair of gold hoop earrings dangling there.  Kind of pretty, in a masculine way.  Some guys can carry that sort of thing off.

      “Hey,” I ask him, reaching up to flick at one of the dangling hoops like a lazy cat.  “Have you always worn earrings?”

      He snuggles me closer, grinning mischievously.  “I’m a bad boy.  I like to switch it up.”

      Blinking his eyes, he makes the earrings disappear.

      Another blink, and there’s a diamond stud in his left ear.

      Once more, and the jewelry was gone and the holes in his ear are closed up.

      “No fair!” I complain.  Putting the popcorn bowl aside on the coffee table, I turn around so that I’m lying on his chest, face to face.  Fisting my hands into the front of his v-neck shirt, I growl at him all dramatic like.  “Do you know how hard I have to work to be this beautiful?  And you just…you just wiggle your nose or whatever, and you’re all blinged up?”

      His face scrunches up curiously.  “Blinged up?  But I’m lying down.”

      “No, I mean…gah.  You know what I mean.  Dolled up.  Ready to go out.  More beautiful than a man has a right to be!”

      He leans up a little and kisses the tip of my nose.  “I’ve seen you at your worst, and I’ve seen you at your best, my lady.  You have never needed to work at being pretty.”

      Aw.  Isn’t he the best?

      “But,” he says, “if you would prefer to do it my way…”

      Holding a hand up, he snaps his fingers.

      The jeans and red tank top I was wearing a second ago are suddenly replaced with a pair of khakis and a cute puffy-sleeved, lacy white top.  The scent of freshly cut flowers—the tell-tale sign of Harry’s magic—lingers in the air as I realize with a little gasp of surprise…that he just changed my whole outfit.

      I sit up, moving off his legs and over to the other end of the couch, looking down at the outfit that just appeared on my body by actual, real magic.  I’ve seen him do things like this before, sort of.  He can make things appear or disappear, along with some other cool tricks.  He can do them without me having to make an official wish when he wants to.  Like now.  That’s good, especially since I’ve only got five wishes left.  Two for a case I’m already working—that would be Arnie Chen and his stolen statue—and three for whatever case might come up next.  That’s it.  After that there’s no more.

      Yeah, I know.  A genie and his rules.  He’s got a hundred of them.  You learn to deal.

      Especially when he can do cool things like this.

      “And…” he says, as he holds out his hand to snap again.

      Gone are the khakis and the shirt, and in their place is a purple knee-length dress with a pleated skirt and a high neck, scented with sweet flowery magic.  The sleeves go down to my wrists.

      I raise an eyebrow at him, closing my legs in the skirt, hooking my hands around a knee.  “This is pretty, but it’s not really my style.”

      “Hmm.  I suppose not.”

      Snap go his fingers again.

      The smell of flowers fills the air.

      This time, I find myself in a leather miniskirt, along with the cute top from the first outfit.  The black pantyhose are a surprise, but I gotta say…I don’t hate it.  They show off my athletic legs really well.  I’m guessing that’s exactly what Harry had in mind.

      “That’s more like it, big guy.  This is definitely more me, you know?”  I stand up to better admire his handiwork.  “At least now I know how you got that nice new haircut.  You just kind of wished it into existence.  That’s still cheating but I guess I can’t…hey, wait a minute.”  I bend at my knees, and twist my hips, just to be sure.  “Did you change my underwear?”

      He shrugs, looking at me in a very masculine way.  “I thought these went better with the skirt.”

      Well, he’s not wrong.  These are fun and kind of, well, barely there.

      “You are such a guy sometimes.”  Stalking my way over to his end of the couch again, I drop myself onto his lap, draping my arm around his shoulders, my other hand planted firmly against his chest.  Blue eyes narrowed, I flip my hair, making my voice smoky.  “Is this what you like?”

      “Do you know what I like?” he asks, his hand settling on my hip, over the leather skirt.

      I growl again, deep in my chest.  “Why don’t you tell me what you like?’

      “I like…”

      “Mm-hmm?”

      “I like…”

      “Tell me.”

      “Popcorn.  I really, really like popcorn.”

      My jaw drops with a little gasp.  I slap his chest, and it’s like slapping a marble statue of Adonis while he smiles with annoying Greek perfection.  “Why, you little…!  Just like a guy.  Dress a girl up and then toss her aside for butter-flavored snack food.”

      “Well, we didn’t have popcorn where I come from.”

      “No, I guess they didn’t, did they?  Fine, I get it.  Back then chocolate was probably a new invention.”

      “Mmm.  I do remember when Chocolate was invented but I was already a Genie by then.”  Surprised by this piece of news I looked at him with raised eyebrows and he shrugged.  “I am much older than I think you realize, my lady. It was actually very expensive when it was first available.  Popcorn might be cheap, but it is worth its weight in chocolate, in my opinion.”

      “Oh yeah?  Well, you know what else they didn’t have back in your time?”

      “What would that be, my lady?”

      “Me.  That’s what.”

      And leaning in, I kiss his lips.

      It’s a long, lingering kiss.  I’m feeling sexy in the outfit he made for me, wrapped in his arms, in this apartment that we share together, and I want to show him how I feel.

      I’m pretty sure he gets it.

      When I lean back, and let go of his mouth with my teeth, we both take in a deep breath.  I know my world’s spinning.  I’m betting his is, too.  I know my guy.

      “Better than chocolate?” I ask him.

      “Better, even, than popcorn,” he tells me breathlessly.  “In fact, I think I would like to take you out, now that you are dressed to go out, as you said.  I would like to show you off to the world.  Perhaps to the Shake Shack.  I know how much you enjoy their food.  I would not say no to one of their peanut butter shakes.”

      “Uh, well sure.  But I mean, we have popcorn here.”  I reach out and take a big handful out of the bowl to make my point.  Shoving it in my mouth I chew it all at once, talking around it.  “Seems like a good time to stay in, you know?  I’m out of leads on our Arnie Chen case, we’ve got no place to be, got nobody waiting on us.  So, what do you say?  We can stay here and eat popcorn and watch a movie on TV.  You pick.  Horror, or comedy.  As long as it’s comedy.  Preferably a romantic comedy.”

      Looking deep in my eyes as he hooks an arm behind his head, he says, “Hmm.”

      He doesn’t say anything else.  Just sits there, watching me.  I swear to you I can see the gears moving behind his eyes.

      I fold my arms across my chest, sticking my chin out defiantly.  “Go ahead.  Say it.  I know you’re thinking it, so just say it.”

      Harry might be a genie, but he’s also a guy.  If there’s one thing that’s true about guys across the board, it’s that they’re too dense to see when it’s better for them to zip their lips.  Scratching at the side of his nose, he plows right ahead despite my crystal-clear signals that he should stop talking now.

      “It just seems to me,” he says, “that you’re creating reasons to stay inside.  More and more each day, in fact.”

      “No, I’m not.”  There.  That should be the end of that.

      Unfortunately…not so much.

      “Yes you are, actually.  You’re scared to go out, and I understand why.”

      “Harry, I am not scared.”

      “Yes, you are.”

      “No, I’m not!”

      I didn’t mean to raise my voice, but so what, he’s making me upset.

      Probably because what he’s saying is true.

      Gong Gong the snake-man is out there somewhere, and he’s hiding behind a new face.  He could be anywhere, and anyone, and he’s nearly killed me more than once.  Harry has snake-proofed the apartment, but once I’m past these walls anything could happen.  So, yeah.  Home is good.  Home is safe.

      Harry slides across the couch, closer to me, and just holds his arms out.  He waits me out, and finally my resolve breaks and I give in, falling into his arms.  He holds me, and I let him.

      “I’m not scared,” I mutter.

      He sighs a breath into my hair and strokes his fingers in my hair.  “My lady, there is a maniacal, nearly immortal being loose in this city somewhere, wearing a new human skin so that we won’t recognize him when we see it.  We have protective measures here—” he points to the four corners of the room, where his magical snake-man deterrent system has created a safe zone for us.  “—But outside those doors you know you’re vulnerable.  I understand your fear.”

      “Do you?”

      “Yes.  Believe me, I do.  I am just afraid that if we don’t get you back out in the world, and soon, the fear will take control and you may never be able to leave.”

      “Harry, I’m a big girl.”

      His hands settle comfortably on my back.  “Yes.  I know.”

      “And I’m a tough girl, too.”

      “I know this, as well.”

      “I just…I just don’t have any reason to go out today.  That’s all.”

      Still not taking the hint, he continues to remind me of a few things.  “You have reasons.  You must find Li Qiang Chen’s stolen statue.”

      Ah yes, my big case.  The one with the big paychecks signed by a crime boss.  “Yeah, I know I haven’t found the statue yet.  But…I don’t have any leads left.”

      “You should find leads.”

      “I will.  Just not today.”

      “Then what about Christian Caine?” he asks.  “Your friend has ghosted you.  Wouldn’t it be a good thing to find him and know that he is okay?”

      I look up at him, cocking an eyebrow.  “Did you just say… ‘ghosted?’  Like, did that seriously come out of your mouth?”

      His brow furrows.  “I’ve been trying to teach myself the modern slang of the English language…did I not use this one correctly?”

      “Well, yeah, actually you got it perfect.  Chris did, in fact, ‘ghost me’ when he moved his job and his place, but he’s still in Detroit.  Somewhere,” I add, because honestly I don’t know where he went.  Or why.  We were friends for years.  After Harry came into my life things got complicated, and then after I told Chris a little bit about me seeing into the future it got even more complicated.

      I mean, I get that, but moving out of my life entirely?  That seems a bit extreme to me.  On the other hand, it seems almost as crazy that Harry is telling me to go looking for Chris.  Those two were friendly, for my sake, but there was always this jealousy between them.  Alpha male stuff, I guess.  Both of them trying to prove they were the better friend to me.  Chris got a little prickly when I fell in love with Harry, too.

      Men.  Am I right?

      “We should go out,” Harry says to me while I’m lost in thought.

      “Uh-huh, yes, I see your point,” I tell him, not exactly sarcastically.  “Oh, but here’s a thought.  Let’s not go out, and stay here instead.”

      “Sidney…”

      Harry hardly ever calls me by just my first name unless he’s upset with me.  “Don’t you take that tone with me, mister.  I am not scared to go out.  I said it, and you have to believe it because you’re my boyfriend.”

      Maybe he’s smarter than I thought.  Instead of arguing with me, now he’s just sitting there, staring at me, and waiting for me to talk.

      “Okay, fine.  I might be, I mean…”  I have to stop and take a breath before I can get the words out.  “Maybe I am worried about going out.  I mean, just a little.  Hardly at all.  But I am not scared.  I was a Marine, for the love of God.  I’ve been a hard-boiled private eye for years now.  I was taking care of myself long before you popped into my life, boyo, and I don’t scare easy.  I’m not scared.”

      One of his perfect eyebrows snaps up.  “Did you say you were ‘hard boiled?’  How did you boil yourself?  Do they even make pots large enough for that?  Was it a very hot shower?”

      “What?  No!  Harry…not hard-boiled like with eggs.  Hard-boiled means I’m tough, through and through.”

      Reaching out, he wraps his hand around my knee.  “I have always known how tough you are.  I also know that you may be ‘hard-boiled’ on the outside, but you are a soft and tender human being on the inside.  It’s one of the things I love about you.”

      “One of them?”

      “Yes.  There are many.”

      “Fine.  If you’re going to give me compliments like that, then I suppose I can let you take me out for a milkshake.  Just so you know I’m not scared.”

      “No, of course not.  You are…cautious.”  He says it with a smile.

      I love him for saying that.  He’s not pushing me.  He’s doing everything he can to make it better.  Forget what I said.  Men can be pretty cool.  At least, some of them can.

      “Fine, Harry, we’ll go to the Shake Shack for milkshakes.  I suppose I’ll have to start digging up new leads on Chen’s stolen statue at some point.  Might as well be today.”

      “Hmm.  Yes.  We won’t be able to stall Chen for much longer.  He has already threatened to replace you with that gentleman from Tennessee.  The other private investigator.  What was his name?  Transom?  Handsome?”

      “It was Ransom,” I remind him.  “Jack Ransom, I think.  And honestly, if I didn’t think it would involve him killing me when I said it, I’d tell Chen to go ahead and hire the guy and save me the headache.  This case has been a lot more than we were led to believe, right from day one.”

      “Very true.  We have now discovered that Li Qiang Chen is an ancient dragon.”  The hand on my knee clicks out fingers to count each point.  “Our suspect turned out to be an immortal Chinese spirit, as well.”

      “Gong Gong.”  I nod my head with a deep sigh.  “The name might sound stupid, but he’s a scary dude.  Also, he recently changed his face.”

      “Yes.  Chen was not satisfied when we brought him the skin Gong Gong had shed, like the snake he is.  But also,” a third finger lines up with the others, “the theft of the statue was personal.  Gong Gong took it to make Chen suffer.”

      “Which brings us to point four,” I tell him.  Reaching down, I casually extend another one of his fingers.

      “Hmm?  What was point four, my lady?”

      “The fact that the statue is important to Chen for a reason.  Like, seriously important.  It represents him, the dragon, and his long-lost love, the unicorn.  For all I know, after all these years, the statue was all he had to remember her by.  Or it could be something else, maybe?”

      “Ah, yes,” he says, his hand curling around mine and holding it tight.  “Love does make people do crazy things.  That in itself would explain why Chen would do anything to get the statue back.  However…then what would Gong Gong’s motive be for taking the statue?  What sort of revenge is he seeking against Chen?”

      That was a good question, actually.  Even with everything we had learned about this case so far, I still hadn’t uncovered a motive.  Everything came back to the statue.  Why Chen held onto it so hard.  Why Gong Gong stole it.

      Gah.  I hate that name.  ‘Gong Gong’ sounds so stupid.  Considering how dangerous this guy is, he needs a cooler name.  Something shorter.  Something I can respect.

      G-Dude.  Let’s try that.

      This whole case is all centered around that statue.  Gong Gong—I mean G-Dude—could have done anything to Chen to make him suffer.  He could have burned Chen’s restaurant to the ground.  Could have poisoned the food he served to make his customers sick.  He could have killed anyone associated with Chen one at a time until Chen finally ran for the hills.

      Believe me, I’ve seen what this guy can do.  If he wanted to hurt Chen, there were thousands of other ways to do it.

      So why steal this one particular statue?

      Being a snake-man, he can slither in and out of just about anywhere.  He got into Chen’s office through a narrow window that was more than twelve feet off the ground.  I originally thought someone had stood up on a stepladder and then lowered something in to pull the statue out, but having seen how flexible G-Dude is, now I know he just stretched himself up and in, and then left the same way.  He targeted that statue specifically, when he could have stolen anything at all.

      So—again—why steal that one particular statue?

      Unless…

      The statue had sentimental value to Chen, because of the way the sculptor had captured the energy of Luduan the Unicorn.

      And maybe G-Dude took it for the same reason.

      Could it be?  Was the statue taken not as a way to hurt Chen but because, instead, it held an emotional attachment for G-Dude as well?  Both of those guys are ancient beings who were alive before people started writing history down on stone tablets and cave walls.  G-Dude is from China.  Luduan was a Chinese unicorn.  Chen is Chinese.  I mean, looking at it from that angle it all sort of fits together.  A love triangle older than time.

      Could two men love the same woman…er, unicorn?

      I look up into Harry’s eyes, and I can see the love he has for me reflected in them.  Then I think about Christian Caine, and how he confessed his feelings for me, too late for either of us to do anything about them.  I was already in love with Harry.  Two guys, one girl.  A modern love triangle.  The heart wants what the heart wants, as they say.  This whole case might just boil down to a contest between Chen and G-Dude to see who has the bigger yardstick.

      You know what I mean.

      So if that’s the answer, then I need to change my approach to the case.  I need to look at the connection the three players had with each other.

      China.

      “Harry, do you know of anything in Detroit that is…how do I say this?  Connected to China in some way?”

      Those expressive eyebrows of his knit themselves together, and he bounces my hand on his knee thoughtfully.  “You mean, other than Chinatown?”

      “You mean what used to be Chinatown.  It was over in the lower Cass corridor but that was back in the 90s.  It’s all gone now.  Empty shops and hardly any Asian presence to speak of.  There’s nothing there but a road marker.  I’m looking for something that’s still here.”

      “Really?  How sad.  When I was with my last master, we would sometimes eat at a place there called Chung’s.  Is it gone now as well?”

      Harry’s been around for a while, but he only gets out when a master lets him out of his rug.  “Well, I’ve never heard of Chung’s so I’m going to say it’s gone.  Places like Chen’s restaurant are as authentic as Chinese cuisine gets nowadays.  And I’m not your master, Harry.  I’m doing things differently for you, remember?  We have a deal that you get released from being a genie when you’ve granted a certain number of wishes.”

      His smile widens at the thought.  “Yes, and I am looking forward to that.  In the meantime, I serve at the pleasure not of my master, but of my girlfriend, shall we say.”

      He blows me a kiss, and I send him one back in return.  “That’s better,” I tell him.  “As far as connections to China here in Detroit, the only thing I know that’s still here is that fancy road sign…”

      Huh.  That’s right.  I forgot all about that thing.

      Harry smiles at me all over again.  “Ah.  I know that look.  You’ve thought of something, yes?  Something about Chen’s case, perhaps?”

      “Well, maybe.  I mean…maybe.”

      I fold my legs, still in my miniskirt and pantyhose, and let my thoughts roll.  One thing falls into place, and then another, until an idea forms itself.

      If both Chen and G-Dude wanted the statue because it represented Luduan, the Chinese unicorn, they must have both had feelings for her.  Ancient love triangle gone bad.  Worse than bad.  Homicidal.  G-Dude stole it, wanting to hurt Chen, but then he stays in Detroit.  Stays right here, changing addresses over and over again, but always right in the city.

      That had bothered me ever since taking on this case.  Why not run off to another state?  To another country, for that matter, seeing that G-Dude was ancient and magical and apparently not lacking in money.  Hell, Canada was just a ferry ride away from Detroit, or a brisk swim if you were in good shape.  He could have been hiding in Thunder Bay by now, up near the arctic circle.  Or south, in some state like Arkansas or Louisiana, since snakes don’t like the cold.  He could be relaxing in Aruba, Jamaica, or any of those places the Beach Boys sang about.

      But he stayed right here in Detroit, right under Chen’s nose.

      Why?

      If I could figure out the answer to that, then maybe I could find where G-Dude put Chen’s statue.

      Sitting up, I try to explain it to Harry.  “There’s a signpost left over in the old Chinatown.”  He scrunches up his face, not getting my point.  “What do signposts tell you, Harry?”

      “Typically, they give you directions.”

      “Exactly.  They tell people where to go.”

      Now his eyes sparkle, their gold flecks practically twinkling.  “Ah!  So you believe you may find a clue in the sign?  Something connecting the origins of Chen and Gong Gong, and why they are both here in Detroit?”

      “Yeah.  That’s exactly what I was thinking.”  I kiss his knuckles again.  “Not to mention, G-Dude has been keeping
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