
Chapter One

			Shay

			“Did you know, Shay O’Hanlon, we are flying on a Boeing 737-900ER? ER means extended range! This airplane can go five hundred and twenty-five miles an hour.” 

			Rocky’s finger appeared between the seats from the row behind and poked my shoulder. “This plane holds one-hundred-eighty adventurers! So, not including us, one hundred and seventy-three people are going on one hundred and seventy-three different adventures.” 

			“That’s a whole lot of adventures folks are gonna have.” 

			“Yes, it is, Shay O’Hanlon. I am very excited to go to PDX. Did you know every airport has a three-letter designation? PDX is for Portland. But not Portland in Maine. In Oregon. Pronounced OR-uh-gun, not ORE-ee-gone. The Oregon Trail game has it all wrong.”

			Our rather round Rocky was a sprite with savant syndrome and landed somewhere on the less impacted end of the differently abled. He had almost perfect recall and loved to share his knowledge with anyone who’d lend him half an ear. 

			“Rocky, honey…” Tulip’s head popped up beside Rocky’s. “It’s your turn.” 

			Rocky adored his French Creole wife, and was fond of food, hugs, and aviator hats. Which was fitting, since right now, his fascination was all things aviation. “Oh! Okay. I must go now, Shay O’Hanlon. I am about to monopolize my bride with the Monopoly game application on my very fancy cellular device.”

			“Go on with your bad self,” I told him. A ball of excitement settled low in my belly as the tang of jet fuel swirled into the cabin on the heels of the last of the boarding passengers. I didn’t even mind we were crammed in cattle class tighter than the corset on a drag queen. I was even okay with being pickle-in-the-middle, with my six-four, no-longer-chain-smoking-but-still-mostly-vegetarian best friend, Coop, next to the window and my girlfriend, JT, or rather, now fiancée—god I needed to get used to that word—guarding the aisle on my right.

			In less than twenty-four hours, we’d be at the biggest fair-trade coffee convention in the Pacific Northwest. Neither tsunamis nor wildfires would stop me from bringing the hottest-selling, new-to-the-coffee-scene Ochoco Creek brand to the Rabbit Hole, my coffee shop in Uptown Minneapolis. Ochoco Creek Coffee was a fast-rising, West Coast cult favorite, and I wanted to bring that sensibility back home with me to shake up the taste buds of our overwhelmingly Scandinavian population. 

			JT grunted and gave me the side eye as she got her own Rocky finger poke treatment. In hindsight, I should’ve seated Rocky, Tulip, and Eddy—a mom figure to us all—in front of us instead of behind. 

			My sister, Lisa, had tagged along for the ride too. She was stuck in the middle seat three rows up, between two behemoth guys who towered over her own six-foot frame, both wearing University of Oregon Ducks football jerseys. From the sound of their extra-loud conversation over the top of poor Lisa’s head, they’d come to the Land of 10,000 Lakes to attend the Power Pull Nationals in central Minnesota, whatever it was, and were returning with some supercharged testosterone pumping through their bloodstream. 

			“Nick Coop.” 

			I felt hot breath on my arm. Rocky’s face was now pushed up against the crack between my seat and Coop’s. He must have finished his Monopoly turn. “Did you know this flying tubular air vehicle can travel two thousand eight hundred and ten miles under perfect conditions?”

			“Nope, I sure didn’t know that.” 

			“If you do not know something, Nick Coop, all you have to do is consult the Great and Mighty Oracle.”

			Coop barked a laugh. “You’re so right, my friend.” He dangled his hand over the headrest, palm up, and Rocky slapped him five. 

			The Great and Mighty Oracle was Google, which Rocky loved to access on his brand-new iPhone. He and Tulip had saved long and hard to buy themselves the very latest and greatest in cellular technology, as Rocky would say. Neither had ever owned a cell phone before and they were stoked.

			“Hey, Rocky,” Coop said, “what do I need a Great and Mighty Oracle for if I have you?” For a moment the sounds of muffled voices and the slam of overhead storage compartments filled the air. I imagined Rocky’s frown as he seriously considered the question. 

			“You are right, Nick Coop. But if I am not around to be your Great and Mighty Oracle, you can use your own Oracle.”

			“My dearest Rocky,” Tulip said, “sit down and buckle your seat belt. You don’t want to upset the nice flight attendants.”

			“Oh, no. No, no, no. I absolutely do not want to upset anyone. I gave the nice flight attendants a bag of Hershey’s Minis with Hershey’s Krackel, Hershey’s Special Dark, Hershey’s Milk Chocolate, and Hershey’s Mr. Goodbar when we boarded, so I hope they will be happy. They work very hard, and some people are not very nice to them. It is mean not to be nice.” Then, in one of his classic lightning-fast topic changes, he added, “Did you know the design of the aviation seat belt hasn’t changed since the 1950s?” 

			“News to me,” Eddy said, her voice groggy thick. Talk of safety equipment must’ve awakened her from one of her not-so-micro snoozes. “But I’m glad to know it now.” She harrumphed. “We haven’t even left the gate and I’m pooped. I need me a gallon of diet Mello Yello, and I think I gotta pee. See? I told you kids I shoulda stayed home.”

			“Come on, Eddy.” I twisted around as best I could. “You’re gonna have a great time. You’ll be up to your elbows in coffee samples for the next three days. Plus, you wanted to hit Voodoo Doughnuts. Holy mahoney, I can’t wait.” 

			Lisa had spent some time in Portland early in her college career. When she learned we were headed to Stumptown, she’d raved about Voodoo deliciousness. After spending some time on the Internet doing a bit of intense doughnut surfing, my eye was on Voodoo’s Old Dirty Bastard, a long john-like, chocolate, peanut butter, and Oreo topped creation. Voodoo, hoodoo, doo doo, I was all in. Well, maybe not so much the doo doo part.

			Eddy harrumphed again and I resettled myself. For the last few months, Eddy’d been snappish, totally out of character, and had a terrible time staying awake, which was also out of character. She’d lost interest in much of the shizz which usually occupied her time. 

			Instead of dealing cards with the Mad Knitters, her not-so-much-knitting-but-poker-playing posse, she was asleep in her recliner with the television tuned into some cooking channel instead of avidly watching the crime shows she loved. She wasn’t bopping around the Rabbit Hole, helping as she usually did. I’d hunt her down to find she was in her bedroom taking a nap. 

			When she was awake, she was constantly downing coffee or diet Mello Yello, and more recently she’d added Red Bull to her arsenal. I didn’t know how she could stand the god-awful cough syrup taste, but she could guzzle that shit with the best of them. It came as no surprise with all the liquid she poured down her gullet, she had to go to the bathroom practically every ten minutes. Therefore, most of her naps were pretty short. 

			The situation would be funny if her actions, or rather, lack thereof, didn’t worry me so much. All this had come on so gradually I hadn’t noticed anything was truly off till a couple weeks ago. I walked into her living room one morning and found her conked out with three empty Mello Yello cans, two equally empty Red Bulls, and a Rabbit Hole coffee cup on a table beside her recliner. A couple more bottles were strewn on the ground beside her chair. I wondered if she’d suddenly come down with a lingering case of insomnia or maybe late-onset narcolepsy. 

			It was for those reasons I booked her a ticket to come with us to the City of Roses and the famous Big on Beans Convention—better known as BOB—in Portland, at the last minute. I figured a change of scenery would be good for her, and besides, she usually loved to travel. Anywhere. Anytime.

			JT’s hand rested on my thigh, and I gave her fingers a squeeze. She glanced up from her in-flight magazine and gifted me an affectionate smile. 

			God, what she did to my insides. I tilted my head toward her. “You notice Eddy’s been acting weird?” 

			The disembodied voice of the airline world’s Oz drowned out my words. “Ladies and gentlemen, the captain has turned on the fasten seat belt sign. If you haven’t already done so, please stow…” The announcement droned on. I kissed JT’s temple and sighed heavily. 

			She threaded her fingers through mine and held tight. “We can chat once we’re in the air after a successful takeoff.” 

			“It’s gonna be fine, baby.” 

			“I know, I know. But still.” 

			JT wasn’t a nervous flyer except for the takeoff part. Maybe it was because she had to surrender all control and there was no going back once the wheels kissed the pavement goodbye. Whatever the reason, I held tight to the strong, capable, hand of my slightly scared homicide detective and sat back to “enjoy” my flight.

			Fourteen minutes and 31,000 feet later, we leveled off. JT had given me my hand back, and now that she’d survived takeoff, she returned to leafing through her magazine. Behind her seat, a loud, sharp snore emanated at regular intervals. For once, Eddy’s need to go to the bathroom wasn’t enough to keep her awake. Rocky and Tulip continued to duke it out over electronic Monopoly, and Coop’s nose was buried in a copy of PC Gamer.

			“Hey.” I nuzzled the soft shell of JT’s ear and considered giving her a wet willie, then decided I better behave. 

			She kissed the tip of my nose. “What about Eddy?”

			“I think she’s depressed.”

			“I’ve noticed she’s tired, like all the time.”

			My “Yeah,” was punctuated by a particularly loud snort from the person in question. Even the dull roar of the jet’s engines outside couldn’t completely drown our matriarch out. “I think maybe all the stuff that came out about my mom and her family really affected her. It’s not even been three months since it happened.”

			This past St. Paddy’s Day holiday weekend I’d found out what exactly happened the fateful day that had changed both mine and Eddy’s lives forever. My mother had been driving Eddy and her son, Neil, to the bus station to send them to family down south in an attempt to help them avoid some seriously big-time trouble. On the way to the station, my mom’s car was T-boned by a truck. 

			My mom was killed, and so was Neil. Eddy dragged me out of the wreckage and held my insides where they belonged until help arrived. She saved my life. 

			After the accident, Eddy wracked with guilt, had taken over Mom’s duties as best she could and helped my dad, who now had to raise a feisty kid along with keeping his bar, the Leprechaun, out of the red. He’d guzzled booze like it was Kool-Aid for as long as I could remember, and after my mom died, he doubled down on the escape juice. I hated his drinking. He hated the fact I wasn’t straight. 

			Eddy was our peacemaker, often mediating when things between us went south, which tended to happen when he was tanked. Over the years, he and I had come to a wary truce. As I grew older, I better understood his need to drown out the pain. Eventually my father began to work on curbing his liquor intake, and while his truce with alcohol sometimes fell apart, he was doing better, and that’s what counted. 

			Plus, not so long ago, he finally chilled about the gay thing and had actually accepted JT into the family. The passing of time was good for my old man. 

			Unfortunately, the years hadn’t eased a bit of Eddy’s guilt. Guilt I never knew she harbored. She never once stopped blaming herself for what had happened, although I could tell she was relieved when the truth came out and I didn’t hate her, or worse, turn my back on her. 

			Like I’d ever do a thing like that. The woman meant everything to me. 

			Once we’d made it through the revelations and confessions, Eddy had begun sinking. Even dealing with half of those events would take any regular person down. But all of it at once? Eddy was one of the strongest people I knew, and if anyone could survive, it was her. But I knew strong people could also be depressed people.

			JT peered out the oval window and I followed her gaze. The sky was a rich blue. Bright sunlight reflected off the metallic surface of the wing, making me squint. She said, “Thinking about it, you’re right. She hasn’t been to the Lep to play five-card stud for weeks—I forgot your dad mentioned it when I helped him with inventory day before yesterday—and I don’t think I’ve seen her around the Rabbit Hole in the mornings when I’ve stopped by. Or Agnes either, for that matter. You think they had a falling out?” 

			Agnes was Eddy’s closest friend and coconspirator extraordinaire. “They bicker all the time, but I can’t ever remember them getting mad enough they stopped talking for more than one day. They’ve been besties forever.”

			“What about the not-so-much-knitting, more often pokering Mad Knitters? Has she been meeting with them?”

			“Not really, I don’t think.” I felt somewhat alarmed and a little ashamed. I’d been so busy with the Rabbit Hole and the efforts Kate—café co-owner and great friend—and I were making to expand our product base I hadn’t paid the kind of attention I should’ve. I should have seen this happening and said something before it ever got to this point.

			JT caught my eye. “Babe, don’t.”

			I scrunched my nose at her. Easier said than done. I leaned over to Coop. “Hey,” I whispered, “has Eddy been to any Mad Knitter meetings lately?” He was a metro kinda guy, happy to play poker with women three times his age, and even willing to suffer through a knitting or crocheting lesson on occasion.

			He blinked then blinked again as he struggled to shift his brain from gaming mode to the present. “Maybe a month ago.”

			“Was it at her place?”

			“Yeah. Why?”

			I gave him the rundown of our depression diagnosis. 

			“You going to talk to her?”

			“Yeah, I guess I better.” So not what I wanted to do. Sorting through emotional crap was not my idea of a pleasant time. He was right, though. When Eddy and I had a moment alone this weekend, I’d pin her down for a chat. I knew she’d feared I’d hate her. But I could never, ever feel that way. She was as close to a mother to me as my own mom, and nothing could change my feelings for her. 

			Personally, I thought I’d dealt with those revelations pretty damn gracefully, but maybe Eddy hadn’t fared so well in the reprocessing of those dark bits of history. 

			“Hey, Shay.” Tulip’s quiet voice slid through the gap between the seats. 

			I cranked myself around again. “Yeah?”

			“Did you guys pick out a wedding date yet?” She gave me a wide-eyed, come-on-already smirk.

			I glanced at JT and she shot me a silent expression of panic. 

			Not long ago, in a rush of emotion after I’d almost been blown to smithereens in a meth lab explosion, and when the truth came out about Eddy and my mother, I’d asked for JT’s hand in holy matrimony and bliss. JT gave me the thumbs-up, which, to this day, still surprised me. 

			Since then, we’d talked about it a little, but both of us were overwhelmed with the entire idea. What do you wear to a wedding when you hate dressing up? Who do you invite? Who don’t you invite? Then you had to mess around with writing invitations, and then there was the catering. And flowers. Did all weddings have to have flowers? I felt a little sick when I considered the implications. We didn’t have a lot of money and neither did my father. JT’s folks were an unknown. One good thing was my dad offered up the Lep as the venue, shocking the shit out of me. 

			“Tulip, great question. We’re still working it out.”

			“Okay. But you better hurry up cause one day you might be expecting a bundle of joy too. Come on, Rocky.” She gave him a nudge. “I’ll let you win another game of Monopoly.”

			I gaped at JT.

			She whispered, “Did you hear that?”

			“Yes!” Holy shit on a shingle. Were they gonna have a baby? 

			




Chapter Ten

			Eddy

			“Rocky, wait up,” Eddy called as she hustled after him around the rear of the Castle. Years of trampling feet had created a dirt path along the back wall, and even here spray paint rascals had tagged the stacked stones. Sad. No place was safe from vandals these days. 

			Vegetation so thick it was almost impenetrable grew an arm-span from the stone house, a combination of brush, deadfall, baby trees, plant growth.

			Rocky paused and faced the tangled growth, craning his neck as he studied the challenge. “Ms. Eddy, my lovely bride, Tulip, should be right up there.” He pointed vaguely uphill and yelled, “Tulip! I am coming, my darling.” Before Eddy could utter a word, he dove into the greenery and scrambled skyward. Holy snoots, he moved with the ease of a mountain goat for an adorably rotund guy who was almost as short as her own four-foot-something. 

			Eddy huffed, grabbed a handful of ferns, and pulled herself upward. Dirty-brown dead leaves and awful, insidious moss carpeted the slope. To her surprise, so did broken branches and rotted timber, creating natural footholds along the way. Regardless, a crystal-clear vision of herself toppling backward, head over derriere, scared the patootie out of her. She did what she could to push the negative away and concentrated on how happy she was they hadn’t come to Oregon during Portland’s rainy season. 

			Rocky halted about fifteen feet above her. “TULIP!” he bellowed. “Ms. Eddy! Where are you?”

			Eddy’s breath came in fast pants. “Not far. Behind. You.” Dang it, she should’ve followed Shay’s advice the last few months and gotten off the recliner and moved around once in a while. It was a good idea, but she’d always been so darn tired she could barely make it to the bathroom in time. Now, the fact she might be out of breath but wasn’t feeling like she couldn’t take another step had to be a good sign. Maybe whatever had wriggled into her very being and proceeded to suck the life out of her was loosening its stranglehold. 

			About three thousand laborious steps later, she arrived at the narrow ledge on which Rocky stood, cell in hand. She needed to inhale oxygen more slowly or she was going to wind up hyperventilating. 

			He glanced at her as the air whistled in and out of her lungs. “Ms. Eddy, are you okay?”

			She nodded and rolled her hand for him to speak. 

			“TAGG indicates my Tulip should be right over there.” 

			Eddy followed the line of his jabbing finger. More climbing was about to commence, at a diagonal now. 

			He cupped his hands around his mouth. “TULIP!” Seconds ticked by without a response. “Ms. Eddy, why is my beloved not answering me?”

			“I don’t know.” 

			She was beginning to feel truly uneasy. She’d initially expected to find Tulip and her friends easily, but their search wasn’t panning out the way she’d expected. The last thing she needed was a completely freaked Rocky in meltdown mode, so she’d better come up with something fast. “There’s a whole lot of greenery around here. Maybe it acts as insulation and sound doesn’t travel well.”

			Rocky chewed his lip and squinted as he processed her words. Then his eyebrows popped up. “You might be right, Ms. Eddy. Let us go now.” 

			Implosion avoided, they continued their ascent, crab-walking sideways and upward. Twice Rocky paused to double-check the proper location. 

			“Ms. Eddy,” he called after the second recalculation. “She should be straight up maybe thirty feet ahead! TULIP!” Without waiting for an answer, he clambered upward as fast as his legs would go. 

			It didn’t take him long to reach the point in question. Repeated shouts of “TULIP!” would’ve echoed through the trees, but the vegetation soaked up so much sound anyone over fifteen feet away wouldn’t hear much if anything at all.

			She cautiously climbed over a rotting tree and caught up to him. 

			“Ms. Eddy, she should be right here!” His voice shook. “Look.” He thrust his cell at her. Rocky’s dot had merged with Tulip’s, and it appeared as if they were, indeed, standing on top of her. 

			Her thudding heart thudded harder. Now she was on the verge of her own breakdown. Don’t you do it, old woman, she chided herself. If she lost it, who knew what Rocky might do. Nothing rational, that was a certainty. “I wonder if Tulip might’ve lost her phone. It’s got to be around here somewhere. And I’m sure she is too.” Eddy really wasn’t sure at all, but desperate to put a positive spin on what was becoming their very own Twilight Zone episode.

			The next five minutes were spent trying not to accidentlly make a painfully rapid return to the Witch’s Castle as they commenced the search. Eddy imagined their bodies ricocheting off tree trunks like human marbles in a life-size pachinko game. The castle below was no longer visible. It appeared as if they’d fall into an endless abyss, never to be seen again. 

			In their quest, leaves were kicked, brush and ferns and whatever else grew wildly out of control was examined. Rocky chattered to himself, his tone growing sharper as the seconds passed. The forest’s humidity was suffocating, like the evil clematis Eddy had once planted next to the back door. In two days, tendrils were birthed through the black soil and proceeded to latch onto the brick of the house faster than she could say, “Screw knitting and get the poker cards.” The creepy creeper soon crept up the wall and decided the porch light fixture was the perfect place for taking up residence. Before she knew it, vine after vine sprouted out of thin air and made for that poor light until the weight and tension of the six-inch thick, ropelike perennial-gone-crazy snapped the entire fixture clear off the house. Eddy found the shears and a trowel and went after the clematis like a serial killer on amphetamines and didn’t stop until the many-rooted corpse lay in pieces on her lawn. 

			Now, she reflected, that incident was nothing compared to this mess. 

			“Ms. Eddy! I found her Oracle!” Rocky’s shout was muffled.

			“What? Where are you, child?” 

			“Over here.”

			“Over where?”

			“Wherever I am. I am not sure. I am stuck.”

			“What on Earth do you mean?” 

			“You will see.”

			Then Eddy spotted Rocky’s Levi-clad butt half-mooning the sky on the far side of a thick stand of ferns. “What on Earth?” she muttered as she fought her way through the overgrowth. And then there he was, sprawled kit over kaboodle atop a fallen tree. His feet hung six inches off the ground. 

			“Rocky, what did you do?”

			“Ms. Eddy, please help!” 

			She wrapped her fingers around his waistband and dug in her heels. “Young man, how did you manage to beach yourself on a tree trunk?”

			“I called Tulip’s cellular phone again.” Rocky wiggled as he tried to work himself backward with Eddy’s assistance. “The tree was wider than I calculated.” With a grunt he landed on the forest floor, Tulip’s cell in his hand. “It is all okay now, Ms. Eddy. My darling Tulip lost her Oracle. Which is why she did not answer every time I called her.”

			A tsunami-sized wave of relief saturated her system, much like the way an ice-cold shot of Fireball saturated her veins. She felt the rush of victory so viscerally she suddenly understood why football players treated their coach to a Gatorade shower. Hot, cold, and totally elated. 

			“All right, Rocky. Now you know what’s happened. Tulip might not even know she’s lost it yet. When she does, she’ll use one of her friend’s phones to call us.”

			“You are right, Ms. Eddy. I want to go back to the room. I am very, very, very tired.”

			“You and me both.” The adrenaline rush was receding. Her knees were rubbery, and she was jonesing hard for a Red Bull or three. “Ready?”

			“Yes, I am, Ms. Eddy. Did you know when you walk uphill, your body uses lots of muscles and energy and calories? We are going to lose weight by the time we arrive at the parking lot. It is because gravity…”

			Eddy half-listened to Rocky explain the wonders of exertion on the human body. She couldn’t ignore the unease settling like a rock between her ribs and her belly. The entire situation with those friends of Tulip’s was very, very odd, but at present there was nothing more they could do but wait, and in all likelihood, everything was just fine. 

			




Chapter Eleven

			JT

			JT cast a last glance at the door to the Drunken Tankard and hustled to catch up with Coop as he rounded the side of the building, hot on Shay’s tail. She stayed within arm’s reach so she could grab him before he ran into a signpost or fell off the curb in his haste. He was a human bloodhound, except his nose was glued to the TAGG map instead of six inches above the sidewalk.

			They passed one plywood-covered storefront after another. For the most part, even the graffiti artists found better canvases in more favorable parts of the city to leave their marks on. Homeless folks huddled in the indented front entries of the closed businesses, their worldly belongings stowed in carts, duffels, and sometimes plastic garbage bags. This block was in that suspended moment in time where either the city would decide to step up and make changes so businesses could again become viable, or decay would overtake all and the only solution would be to let it go or bulldoze everything and start over. 

			“She’s around the corner of the block.” Coop kicked into a jog. 

			“She better be.” At this point, JT’s line between fury and concern was so blurry she didn’t know which would win the battle when she finally laid eyes on Shay.

			They took the corner at a good clip. JT tailgated Coop, and nearly ran him over when he abruptly stopped a quarter of the way down the block. Where they expected to see her mulish girlfriend, the sidewalk was empty. On the other side of the street, someone slept in the partial shade of three colorful plastic, damaged-beyond-repair, newspaper boxes. Whoever they were, they definitely weren’t Shay. 

			“What’s happening with this stupid app? It says she’s right here. Like literally under our feet.” 

			JT looked over his shoulder at the phone. Sure as shit, Shay’s dot pulsed on the screen exactly where they were standing. 

			Coop wiped sweat off his forehead. “I don’t get this. At all.”

			“Has to be a malfunction of some kind.” JT blew air out of her nose like an enraged bull and planted her hands on her hips. “What now?”

			“I dunno.” Coop pivoted in a slow circle, scanning the street. “I’m going to make a call. I think a friend of a friend knows one of the app developers. Maybe I can find out what’s going on.” After three phone calls, Coop disconnected. 

			“Well?”

			“According to the last person I talked to no one has reported any issues with the app. Let me refresh it.” He paused as they waited for the reload. “Now look.” He squinted in the sun. “Now she’s back around the corner by the bar.”

			“I see.” JT spun and took off the way they’d come. 

			The Harleys that had been backed to the curb near the entrance to the Tankard now had riders, and they were readying to pull out. The only other difference was the van that’d been parked in front of the bar was now gone. 

			Coop said, “You don’t think she would’ve taken off in that van, do you?”

			“I can’t imagine a scenario where she’d be doing any of this. But then she’s done things in the past that make no sense to anyone but her. I’m caught between wanting to throttle her and the nagging feeling something’s really wrong. Does TAGG still show her here?”

			“Hang on.”

			JT watched the two bikers pull away and disappear down a side street. She wracked her mind for any reason Shay might play the cold-footed bride-to-be. This was too insane to be happening. She dragged her gaze back to Coop and his flying fingers as he worked the phone. 

			After a minute, he said, “Okay. I deleted the app and reinstalled it.” Once it finished loading, he opened the app again and they both watched the screen repopulate. “Nope. She’s gone.” He huffed and hit refresh again. 

			Eddy and Rocky were at the motel, but Lisa’s avatar wasn’t visible. 

			“Wait, there she is.” JT pointed at Shay’s face, which was now floating in the middle of the block. “I don’t know what kind of joke she’s trying to pull, but she’s gonna be one sorry barista. Come on.” 

			She took off. Coop charged along behind her, their feet pounding the eroding walkway as they retraced their steps past the point they’d previously reached. The block was cut in half by an alley running between buildings, and JT veered into its mouth. Dumpsters belonging to the few functioning establishments and trash that hadn’t made it into the dumpsters occupied the alley. The smell of sour garbage was stirred by a light breeze.

			“God, this stinks.” Coop covered his face with his hand. “She’s somewhere around here.” 

			Five minutes and one heart attack later—a partial leg, from the knee to foot, was visible between bags of trash in one of the big green garbage bins. Coop had hollered like a madman until JT was able to verify the appendage belonged to a store mannequin—they affirmed, once again, Shay was not where her dot claimed she was. 

			JT attempted to stifle semi-hysterical laughter over Coop’s leg misadventure without much success. At least laughing was better than letting frustration boil into blind fury. Safer and less painful for all involved. 

			“Come on,” Coop said, “if you thought you saw Shay’s leg, you’d be freaking out too, probably worse than me.”

			She opened her mouth to refute him when her phone rang. She fished it out of her pocket. “Eddy, hey. What’s up? You guys find Tulip?”

			“Well, not exactly.” Eddy’s tone was off, and the small hairs at the back of her neck stood on end.

			“What happened?” She glanced at Coop, who was watching her, a wary look on his face.

			“We made it to the Witch’s Castle in one piece. Let me tell you, that walk nearly killed this old fart. But that’s neither here nor there.” Eddy went on to detail their search and how they eventually located Tulip’s phone. Then she said, “Hang on a second. Rocky’s sound asleep, and I don’t want to wake him.”

			JT heard rustling, then a familiar metallic snick. Sounded like the motel door closing. Eddy must have stepped outside. 

			“’K, now. I tell you, child, I have a bad feeling about Tulip’s two friends. Scary Mary and Pretty Boy Robbie. Rocky might’ve been right to be worried. But I sure as shootin’ don’t want him to hear me say that. He was beside himself until he found her phone, and now he thinks she simply lost it and is out having a good old time. But where we found it, so far off any path, beaten or unbeaten, it doesn’t make a lick of sense.”

			JT glanced at her watch. “It’s ten after two. Tulip’s not supposed to be back till seven, right?”

			“That’s what she said.” Air whistled through the receiver as Eddy exhaled. “Not much more to do till then, I s’pose. Did you find Shay?”

			“Not yet. I’m not sure what she’s doing, but I’m going to dismember her one body part at a time when she shows up, and then I’ll deposit the remains in a dumpster.” She glanced at Coop, who gave her the finger. “I think we’re ready to head back to the motel too.” Screw it. At this point Shay could finish playing her games and find her own way home. 

			“See you soon.” Eddy hung up.

			Coop summoned a Ryde as JT tucked her phone away. She threw her head back, eyes on the puffy white clouds suspended in the sky. “Why is nothing ever simple?” When Shay came back, they were going sit down and have a nice long talk whether her recalcitrant lover wanted to or not.

			




Chapter Twelve

			Shay

			Stilling the mind was galaxies beyond reach but the breathing helped some. The fuzzies at the edge of my vision came back into focus. Back to my conundrum. One person was dead. Who knew what those two murderous bozos planned on doing to me? If the creaking I heard was them and I went bang, bang, bang, they’d know exactly where I was. And that could be deadly. 

			I attempted to mind map the location where I’d been dropped into this whatever-the-hell-it-was-world to where I now hugged my cool new friend. I doubted I was still beneath the Drunken Tankard, unless the bar was a whole lot bigger than it appeared topside. The big but: what if I was wrong? This maze-like basement could extend for blocks. It reminded me of pictures I’d seen of the catacombs below Paris, but without the walls of bones. 

			Bones. 

			The hair on my arms popped up. I wouldn’t be at all surprised if I stumbled across the mummified corpse of some sad sack who’d been banished here for reasons unknown and had no idea they’d never see the light of day again. 

			For Pete’s sake, Shay, turn off that nasty little voice in your head. 

			Right. 

			Now. 

			I released the metal beast with a resigned sigh. Allowing the light from my pilfered phone to lead the way, I followed the passage away from the tunnel and the great metal monster as it turned left and narrowed drastically. I could reach out and touch the jagged rock walls on either side. Fifteen more feet and the corridor hung another left. 

			It was such a good thing I wasn’t afraid of tight spaces. Beyond the ten-foot, dust speck-filled area the phone’s flash illuminated, the utter blackness pressed in so hard it felt like nothing existed outside of my itty-bitty circle of light. 

			Shay, I ordered myself, crumple up your shitty thoughts and toss them in your mind’s garbage can. Twenty-five or so steps later, I came across a chest-high door. The charge of adrenaline was instantaneous, turning my insides to Jello and making my limbs tremble. I took a couple more of those calming breaths, which didn’t help an iota this time, and decided meditation wasn’t for anyone whose life was in danger. 

			A crusty doorknob protruded from what appeared to be a hastily cobbled together chest-high door. Whoever constructed it was either in one big-ass hurry or flat-out drunk. Some of the nails jutted out a half inch or more, while others were bent in half, the product of a misplaced swing of a hammer, their heads embedded sideways in the wood. 

			Heart lodged firmly near my thyroid, I took hold of the knob. Please let this be my ticket to freedom. I needed to get the hell out of this stank. 

			The potential for hope lasted until I attempted to turn the handle. The mechanism was frozen in place, too stiff to move beyond an inch either way. 

			I needed both hands. I propped Tim’s phone on the ground against the far wall. Illuminated from behind, my body became an oversized silhouette against the door. I wrapped my fingers around the knob and twisted one way, and then the other, as thoughts roared through my brain. What was on the other side? Who might be on the other side? 

			The knob moved a little more with each twist until it felt like it could go no further. I tugged on the knob. The door refused to behave. 

			“Oh, no you don’t.” I planted a foot on the jamb. No way was this fucking door going to defeat me. With a mighty twist and heave, the door sprang open and I slammed into the opposite wall. I slithered down the stones and my ass hit the dirt. 

			For a split second, elation flooded my system. Then I realized the opening was bricked shut. The bricks were a brighter reddish-brown than any of the ones I’d run across to this point, so the opening hadn’t been sealed very long ago. 

			“Oh, goddammit, no!” I bounced my head off the wall behind me and winced. I was in one of those run-for-your-life-through-the-maze nightmares. Nothing else would explain this insanity. 

			Then I sneezed once, and again. This place was a dust fuckpalooza. 

			I staggered to my feet, dusted my butt off, then inspected the brickwork. The craftsmanship was, unfortunately, very solid. 

			Letting loose a string of disgusted oaths, I grabbed Tim’s phone and stomped on. The passage opened into a near mirror image of the first area I’d navigated when I’d left the Drop-A-Drunk Room and Mr. Burr behind. It was about the same width, with another line of twelve-by-twelve pillars running down the center of the space and disappearing into the dark. 

			But here no junk lined either side. With a renewed sense of urgency, I hustled what had to be another hundred feet before the end of the road forced me left again, this time into a six-foot wide corridor. 

			The cobwebbed joists here were lower, and once again I had to duck to avoid shearing off the top of my skull. Before long, my light reflected off something in the distance. After scuttling along a bit farther, I realized the reflection was the shiny mechanical beast I’d inspected earlier. Damn it. In my rush to anywhere but here, I almost whipped past yet another doorway. 

			I slammed on the brakes and backed the buggy up.

			




Chapter Thirteen

			Eddy

			Eddy had no sooner disconnected from JT when she heard Rocky’s phone ring through the door. The knot in her stomach eased. It had to be Tulip. She was making a bigger deal out of things than she needed to. Damn imagination and one too many murder shows on the boob tube. Did televisions even have tubes anymore? Who knew.

			She let herself in. 

			“My lovely Tulip!” Rocky perched on the edge of the bed, bouncing up and down with excitement. “I have been so worried about you. You are on speaker so Ms. Eddy can hear your most beautiful voice.”

			“Rocky, I need you to listen to me.”

			Eddy felt the cleft between her eyes deepen as she frowned. 

			“I will listen to you always and forev—”

			“Rocky.” Tulip’s tone was uncharacteristically sharp. 

			Taken aback, he froze, and his face scrunched. “Yes, my darling?”

			“I need you to gather all of our riches and meet me at Portland’s Freakybuttrue Peculiarium at six this evening.” 

			“But our riches are our love. And our friends who are now our family. Should I bring them all?” 

			“Maybe one person, and, um, four thousand nine hundred thirty-seven dollars and ninety-four cents.” Her voice sounded strained, breathy, off pitch.

			Eddy stared at the phone in shock. What was going on here? 

			A cross between a hiss and a growl came across the line and then a snippy voice whispered, “Hurry it up, Balloon Girl.”

			“Fine,” Tulip muttered, presumably to the
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