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				One

				Deepening twilight gave the trees surrounding the asphalt-covered trail in Minneapolis’s Loring Park a skeleton-like appearance. The spring wind gusted intermittently, eerily shaking the naked branches. Molding leaves recently uncovered by melted winter snow gave off a dank odor that only added to my unease. 

				Dawg, my eighty-pound, white-and-fawn bulldozer, or rather, Boxer, pulled on his leash, veering off the path periodically to follow some interesting scent. 

				Cell phone in one hand, I checked it every few seconds for a new message. Baz, aka Basil Lazowski, an old schoolmate and an unfortunate family friend, had texted earlier in the day. He asked if I’d meet him at the park at seven thirty that night. 

				When I got the message, I had to think about his request. Carefully. On a good I-Think-I-Can-Handle-Baz day, I deliberately practice calming, deep-breathing techniques whenever he's within ten feet. On a bad No-Way-I-Can-Handle-Baz day, he was lucky to remain alive in my presence. 

				I hadn’t seen Baz for well over a year. Last I’d laid eyes on his roly-poly carcass, he’d been passed out in his aunt’s backyard, literally mooning the moon. He was a sick gambler, and when he ran out of money, look out. Throw some booze into the mix, and he’d bet away anything he could get his hands on. Clothes included. 

				Baz was most definitely a pain. But he did respect the fact I wasn’t attracted to the male species, and he didn’t give me any lip about it. And he was certainly good for the occasional laugh, usually at his own expense. After thinking it over, I decided I was in a reasonable place for dealing with him, so I’d agreed to meet up.

				I’d arrived at the park on time, expecting him to be there. Instead, a second text instructed me to keep walking the path around the pond. It sounded odd, but that was nothing new for Baz. Now it was almost eight, and the place was strangely quiet for being right on the edge of downtown Minneapolis. I grumbled and groused to Dawg as we strolled along. He snorted at me—compassionately, I decided—whenever he managed to wrench his face off the ground.

				As darkness descended, familiar park landmarks blurred. Objects that appeared harmless in the daylight took on ominous profiles. I had to admit, the place was freaking me the hell out. 

				I was about to give up and hoof it back to my truck when my phone finally chirped again. The text read:

				It’s safe now. Walk to the east end of the park and cross the bridge. Meet me by the spoon.

				Dawg’s nose quivered as he meticulously sniffed the air. I said, “ ‘It’s safe now’? What’s that supposed to mean?” 

				Dawg woofed low. His floppy upper lip had caught on one of his bottom teeth, making his face look lopsided. I swear they slapped his schnoz on sideways when they put him together in the puppy assembly factory, and they gave him a size-five tongue in a size-three mouth. 

				We left the path and made our way across the long, light-blue footbridge connecting Loring Park to the Walker Art Center’s sculpture garden. On the other side of the bridge, the grass crunched softly underfoot. I was relieved to be out of the darkness of the park and into the yellow-orange glow of streetlights. We crossed the sidewalk and entered the garden itself. I peered into the gloom, my heart pattering against my ribs. 

				The iconic red cherry in the bowl of a huge silver spoon came into sight, looking black in the twilight.

				 Dawg nudged my leg with his head and slurped my hand, his not-so-subtle hint that he wanted a treat. Some help he was. I dug out a Snausage from a baggie in my pocket and tossed it. It disappeared into the dark, drooly cavern of Dawg’s mouth with a snap of big white teeth. His tongue travelled rapidly around his lips, and he eyed me with a look. Yup, that look. With a shake of my head and an aggrieved sigh, I dispensed two more Snausages into his perpetually hollow belly. 

				“Come on, mutt.” I gave the leash a tug and we circled the cold, inky water surrounding the sculpture and stopped at the end of the spoon handle. This was just too melodramatic. I crossed my arms, hugging my thick sweatshirt and navy windbreaker to me and shivered. 

				Dawg plopped his butt on my right foot and leaned against my leg. Wind whistled between both tree branches and the various sculptures spread around the area.

				“Hey!” 

				The word echoed throughout the garden. 

				Already on edge, I shot forward, tripped over Dawg, did a half-somersault, and landed hard. I lay in the grass at the water’s edge and gazed up at the round face of Baz the Spaz.

				“What—the hell—are you—doing?” I wheezed, a hand on my chest trying to hold my hammering heart in. Dawg stood over me with one paw in my armpit and one next to my neck, snuffling my face with Snausage breath. I pushed him off me as I struggled to sit up.

				“Sorry Shay, I didn’t mean to startle you.” Baz extended his hand. After a moment of debate about if I ought to slap it away, I grabbed it. He hauled me upright—quite a feat considering that at five-seven I towered over him by at least five inches. Every time I saw him, he reminded me of that kid’s song, “I’m a little teapot, short and stout.” His spare tire had expanded even more since I’d seen him last. 

				“What do you want? You’ve had me running around here for the last forty minutes.”

				“I had to make sure you weren’t being followed.”

				I stood straighter and glanced around the garden before I caught myself. It wasn’t hard to play into The World As Seen Through Baz’s Eyes if you weren’t careful. “Being followed? By who?”

				“These two guys. I, uh … ”

				“Uh?” I repeated and gave him a raised eyebrow.

				The fringe of blond hair surrounding his shiny pate fluttered in a puff of wind. “I’m in a spot, here, Shay. I need to get a hold of Agnes.”

				He lived with, or more accurately, mooched off of his aunt, Agnes Zaluski, not far my own Uptown address. Agnes was a good friend of Eddy Quartermaine, my landlord and surrogate mom. She and Agnes were members of the oft card-playing and occasionally crafty group, the Mad Knitters. They’d taken off two days before on a brief jaunt to New Orleans with Rocky, the mentally challenged all-around good guy I employed at the coffee shop I run, the Rabbit Hole. Rocky had been talking incessantly about their upcoming adventure for weeks. 

				I didn’t think Agnes would’ve have departed without leaving Baz a way to get a hold of her if there was an emergency. “Doesn’t she have a cell phone?”

				Baz scrunched his nose up. “Are you kidding? You know that generation.”

				I did. Eddy wanted nothing to do with mobile devices either. It was frustrating.

				“And she was a little ticked at me when she left.”

				Here we go. “Why was she ticked off at you?”

				“I kind of asked her for some money—” 

				He clamped his jaw shut when he caught the expression on my face. 

				Dawg whined. Both Baz and I did a three-sixty, but saw no one. His skittishness was infecting me.

				I heaved a breath and crossed my arms against the cold and the willies. “A little too much track time again?”

				“The bet was a sure thing. Really. I don’t know what happened.” 

				Gambling was always “a sure thing” with Baz. When he wasn’t at one of the two racetracks in town or at one of the local casinos making sure his bankroll disappeared, he worked for Ducky Ducts Duct Cleaning: We Clean Your Pipes Slick as a Whistle, Guaranteed. 

				“Anyway,” Baz said, “she didn’t leave me any contact information. I have to talk to her.”

				Eddy was a planner. She’d carefully outlined hotels, phone numbers, and travel times on a piece of paper and tacked it to a small corkboard on the wall in her kitchen. I said, “They’re somewhere in New Orleans, at the Hotel St. Mame or something. But why the subterfuge? Why not simply ask me for it on the phone?”

				Baz squinted at me. “They’re watching.”

				I rolled my eyes. “Who’s watching? You make no sense.” Even as the words left my lips, I peered around furtively again. 

				“Two goons. They trashed the house and kidnapped me and Wink.”

				“What?”

				“The two—”

				“No, the kidnapping part.”

				“Me and Wink—”

				“Who’s Wink?”

				Baz eyed me. “Stop interrupting.”

				“Fine.” My voice was tight. Baz was insane. Certifiable.

				“Wink’s a friend who comes over and plays PS3 with me.”

				I opened my mouth to make a crack about a thirty-something, balding man playing video games but snapped it shut at the expression on Baz’s face. 

				“So it’s two in the morning. Last night. We’re in the middle of a serious battle. Halo 2. These two guys with guns busted in the back door. Practically took it off the hinges.”

				I raised a brow but didn’t interrupt. Maybe he was hallucinating video games.

				“One held us at gunpoint while the other trashed the joint.”

				“Trashed Agnes’s joint? She’ll have a heart attack if she comes home to that, you know.”

				“I didn’t have time to clean. I’ve been hiding out all day.” He gave me a you-are-too-stupid-for-words glare. “After they couldn’t find what they wanted, they took us to this place in Brooklyn Center by Twin Lakes. By the railroad tracks.”

				 I’d played in that area when I was a kid, leaving pennies on the rails for the trains to flatten. One time a friend and I were on the tracks and didn’t hear the train until it was just about on top of us. Fortunately, we dove down the embankment just in time. The area was about as remote as you can get in the city.

				“Then they shot Wink in the head. I’m pretty sure he’s dead.” Baz shuddered. “They said I was next if I didn’t give it back. They’d put one right between my eyeballs.”

				Whoa. “They actually shot him? With bullets?”

				Baz nodded and made a gun with his hand and pulled the invisible trigger. “Bang bang.”

				Now I definitely expected to see a couple monsters brandishing submachine guns. 

				Dawg whined. 

				I frowned at Baz. “And then?”

				“The two goons told me I better get it back. If I squeal to the cops, they’ll finish the job. They said they’d be back soon. Then they disappeared.”

				Holy crap. “What happened to Wink?”

				“After they left, I used Wink’s cell phone to call 911 and anonymously reported the shooting. Then I wiped my prints off it and threw it in the lake.”

				Man, was I an accessory now that I knew all this? Not good. Not good at all.“Was he breathing?”

				“It didn’t look like it. Most of the back of his head was in chunks a few feet away.”

				“God, Baz! Are you kidding me? You just left him like that?” The blood drained out of my face. I tried to take a couple deep, slow breaths.

				“Well, what was I supposed to do? I couldn’t carry him out of there!”

				“No, but you could’ve waited for the ambulance!”

				“Nuh uh. I wasn’t about to hang around and let them haul me back to jail.”

				“Why would they?” 

				A look of pure guilt oozed across Baz’s face, and I knew he’d done something dumb again. Nothing ever changes. Some of the fog in his story was starting to clear, as well as the full impact of the words he’d said just moments ago: They said I was next if I didn’t give it back.

				“Okay. What’d you swipe this time?”

				“A stuffed snake. Nothing major.”

				The man was about to get himself killed, and he says it’s nothing. While Baz cleared out linty ductwork, he occasionally gave himself a five-finger discount on items from the homes he worked in. Agnes bailed her nephew out of the clink more than once for his Making-Other-People’s-Stuff-Mine obsession. 

				“What makes the snake so valuable they’d kill for it?” 

				“Some kid’s favorite toy? There’s diamonds sewed inside it? How do I know? It looked like any other kid’s stuffed snake.” If there’d been better light, I knew Baz’s ears would be bright red and the veins in his neck would be standing out. With all the stupid things he got himself into, he was going to stroke out one day.

				“Why didn’t you give them the dumb thing, then?”

				“I would’ve if I could’ve found it. The only thing I can figure is Agnes did something with it. That’s why I need to talk to her.”

				I sucked air between my teeth and let it out slowly. “As soon as I get home, I’ll call you with the number to the hotel.”

				“NO!” The word burst forth from Baz with vehemence. 

				Jeez. Dawg backed up, staring at Baz from between my legs. I knew how the poor pooch felt, but I didn’t have anyone’s legs to hide behind.

				“If they shot Wink, who knows what they might do to an old lady. I’m afraid to go home. They could be watching my calls. If they find out where Agnes is, and if they think she has the snake with her, whether she does or not … She can be a pain, but I don’t want her to get hurt.”

				Look at that. Baz did have a part of a shriveled heart in there somewhere. “Come on, Baz, why would they hurt her? They should be hurting you.”

				Baz gave me wounded look. “Because they’re ruthless. Maybe they’d do something to her to get back at me. I dunno. And Eddy’s with her. They could do something to them both.”

				The thought of Eddy in danger brought me up short. Shivers started deep inside, and I was more than ready to skedaddle. “What do you want me to do, then?”

				Baz looked over one shoulder, then the other, and pulled me down so his lips were even with my ear. “I’ll meet you at Sebastian Joe’s about in an hour/hour-and-a-half and get the number from you.” 

				“Fine.” I straightened and gave Dawg a gentle tug. We followed Baz and his peculiar waddle back across the bridge. How much could I believe out of this klepto loon? Did someone really get shot last night? With Baz, you never knew the truth versus his version of reality.

				

				On the short ride home, I mulled over the events of the last hour. From the sound of it, Baz dug himself deep this time. And may have gotten someone shot. That would mean murder, if it were true. Even as a kid, Baz made stuff up all the time trying to gain attention. Was he making up murder now? Regardless, something serious seemed to be going on.

				A thought occurred to me then, and I caught my breath. If I gave Baz the information to the hotel where Eddy, Agnes, and Rocky were staying, and these two thugs threatening Baz got a hold of it, they could be in real trouble. I gripped the steering wheel tighter and glanced at the digital clock on the dash. It was eight thirty. 

				I pulled up to the garage and parked in the alley behind the Rabbit Hole, the coffee shop I co-owned with by business partner, Kate McKenzie. Kate was a pixie-like force of nature, a tiny tornado that didn’t stop. Petite with a backbone of iron, she didn’t put up with crap. She endeared herself to everyone she encountered, myself included. We’d gone to college together, and when the nine-to-five life didn’t cut it for either of us, we collaborated and opened the Hole. We were lucky enough to lease the front half of Eddy’s large Victorian house in the Uptown neighborhood.

				Dawg followed me through the gate into his newly fenced-in backyard and scooted off to one corner to take care of business. 

				In Eddy’s kitchen, the scent of her latest potpourri—vanilla and nutmeg—swirled in warm welcome. She lived in the rear half of the house while I bunked in a small upstairs apartment. 

				Eddy’s carefully printed itinerary remained safely tacked to the corkboard on the wall. I snatched it down and jotted the hotel phone number on a scrap of paper, replaced the note, and stuffed the number in the pocket of my jeans. 

				Even if Baz the Spaz was lying, it wouldn’t hurt to touch base with the travelling troupe and make sure everything was okay. I keyed the hotel number into my cell. After a transfer to their room, voicemail kicked in. I left a message after the babble of the electronic voice. Knowing Eddy, at nearly nine o’clock, they were probably out raising the roof in some French Quarter bar.

				I decided it was time talk to my best friend, Nicholas Cooper, known to most as Coop. If I were straight, I’d have married him years ago. Coop was kind, considerate, and loyal to a fault. Coop, Baz, and I had gone through school together, so Coop was familiar with the craziness that accompanied Baz like the dust ball that trailed after Pig Pen. He’d have some interesting insight on this.

			

		

	
		
			
				Two

				The traffic along westbound I-394 thinned as I left Minneapolis in my rear-view mirror. Coop had fallen into the world of online role-playing games like Warhammer and Dungeons & Dragons, and he had recently translated his interest from the screen and applied it to the real world. A few months back, the Hands On Toy Company started holding various role-playing game tournaments at their store in Minnetonka. Coop had turned from a curious player into a serious junkie. He’d lost a few of his peace-loving ways last fall when he thought he was a murder suspect in a crazy mafia and stolen nut mess. Since then, he’d become a lot more aggressive. Coop was still Mr. Peace & Love, but he was now willing to mix it up if shove came to punch. He even joined a co-ed broomball league over the winter—an ice sport much like hockey but played with special sticks and a small, soccer-like ball—with Kate and me. His first penalty was for roughing. 

				I pulled into the brightly lit parking lot. “You hang here,” I told Dawg. He settled down on the front seat with a toothy yawn. The pooch was more likely to sleep through any nefarious goings-on than guard against them. 

				The building that housed the Hands On Toy Company and Game Room was so colorful it practically hurt your eyes. A New York sidewalk artist designed and painted the exterior. Eight multi-colored dragons soared thirty feet into the air on either side of the front doors and appeared to leap onto incoming patrons. The entrance itself, constructed out of lumber from defunct Iron Range mines, looked like the portal into an Indiana Jones movie. Hundreds of vividly colored splotches of paint flung haphazardly onto the walls completed the rest of the exterior. 

				The owner of Hands On, Fletcher Sharpe, was a generous Twin Cities philanthropist. He made his start in a rundown strip mall in Bloomington in the late Nineties, and eventually evolved the enterprise into a 70,000-square-foot heaven-on-earth for kids and the kid-like. Hands On was a very appropriate name because every toy and game available for purchase was on the sales floor ready for experimentation.

				Inside, bright banners and swaths of neon-colored, gauzy fabric hung from the ceiling. A wide yellow, maroon, and purple-striped path wound through two-thirds of the store, curving through toddler toys to ’tween novelties into the teen games. Total distraction for the entire family. The last third of the building housed the Dungeon Game & Tournament Room and Café Hobbitude, an enclosed eatery designed to look like Frodo Baggins’s Hobbit hole. 

				For once, I paid little attention to the assault on my senses as I followed the winding trail and emerged between the entrances to the Hobbitude and to the Dungeon. A regular-sized, round Hobbit door led the way into the eatery. Two huge blackened-wood medieval gates with heavy metal hinges and a lowered drawbridge protected the entry to the Dungeon. Suffice it to say Fletcher Sharpe dealt in multiple realities.

				The air in the Dungeon was cool. Body odor, coffee, and Doritos drifted into my awareness. The only light in the Dungeon, other than the flame-like glow from torches on the walls, came from lamps recessed above groupings of two to four tables. 

				I caught sight of Coop at one of the tables with two linebacker-sized guys and a girl with long, stringy hair. 

				Play or Die was screen-printed on the back of his faded black t-shirt. He was wearing a bright-yellow Rabbit Hole baseball hat backward over short, bristly hair. He’d had to shave his shaggy, dirt-blond head after a run-in with some sticky pine pitch during one of his Green Beans for Peace and Preservation tree sit-ins. The group was trying to stop the removal of some pine trees for more probably unoccupied retail space somewhere in the Metro. If I remembered right, the Green Beans didn’t succeed. But they sure tried hard.

				The Green Beans were a group of dedicated tree-huggers who advocated peace instead of war. They were good people with honorable intent, but sometimes their good intentions got them into some tight spots. A number of members, Coop included, now had criminal records for trespassing, disturbing the peace, resisting arrest, disorderly conduct, and other various charges. Coop did try to avoid the cops as best he could. However, since I’d started seeing Detective JT Bordeaux, steering clear was sometimes hard to do. Thankfully, he’d finally gotten past his fear that she was going to haul him downtown for simply breathing.

				I waited for the chatter to fade as the group became aware of my presence. Coop looked up, surprise on his face when he realized who was interrupting them.

				“Hey, sorry. Coop, I need to talk to you.”

				“Sure, I was about to blow outta here out anyway.” 

				Coop gathered his gaming paraphernalia and bade his co-players adieu. We were out the front door in a matter of minutes. 

				Coop, ever the card-carrying environmentalist, relied on his bike for transportation regardless of rain, sleet, or snow. He retrieved his ride from a rack next to the building. As we crossed the asphalt parking lot to my truck, he said, “So what’s up?”

				I bleeped the doors unlocked and Dawg’s head popped into view. “I don’t know what to make of this. You remember Baz, Basil Lazowski?” 

				“Baz the Spaz. Who could forget? Last time we saw him, his ass was pointed skyward, remember?” 

				“Hard to forget.” I allowed myself a half-grin.

				Coop hoisted his bike into the bed of the pickup and hopped in the passenger seat. Dawg greeted him with a slurp, then crawled into the back, panting happily. 

				I buckled my seatbelt. “Wait’ll you hear this.” I relayed my very strange middle-of-the-sculpture-garden meeting with Baz. “So a stolen stuffed toy, a possible murder, and Eddy and crew maybe involved without their knowledge. Which leads us to Sebastian Joe’s,” I finished. 

				Coop’s jaw worked hard on a piece of gum he’d popped into his mouth. He was trying to quit smoking. Dawg rested his big head on Coop’s shoulder and groaned as Coop rubbed the side of his face. “So Baz needs to talk to Agnes and see what, if anything, she did with the snake.”

				“And if Baz has the number, the bad guys could pry it out of him and figure out where Agnes, Eddy, and Rocky are. I’d rather not hand him the number, honestly. I’m probably being too paranoid, but they did theoretically shoot a hole in someone.”

				

				Sebastian Joe’s Ice Cream Café on Franklin Avenue was an Uptown fixture. They’d been busy creating unusual, homemade flavors since the early Eighties. The place was my favorite ice cream joint, hands down. 

				I managed to parallel park in an open spot across from the store. After a sad whine of appeal from the backseat, Coop and I left Dawg and headed into the shop. 

				Sebastian Joe’s always made my mouth water. The air was heavy with a mix of sweet ice cream and the tang of freshly brewed coffee. I gazed longingly at the bucket of Pavarotti-flavored deliciousness behind the glassed-in freezer as I passed by and followed Coop down a short hallway to the seating area in the back. 

				Baz was at a table in the corner with a bowl of at least three scoops of ice cream, stuffing his mouth as fast as he could swallow. 

				“Jeez,” I said, “slow down or you’ll choke to death.”

				“I’d be a lot happier dying doing something I love.” He shoved another load in his mouth and mumbled, “Hey, Coop.”

				“Baz.” Coop’s face froze in a grimace of distaste. He didn’t like ice cream and he didn’t care much for the man eating it, either. 

				Baz took a breath. “You have the number?”

				I said, “Why don’t I give them a buzz? If Eddy or Agnes answer, maybe we can wrap this whole thing all up now.”

				He spooned another mound of ice cream into his mouth as he considered my words. “Dial.”

				Eddy, Agnes, and Rocky were staying at the Hotel St. Margaret. This time a man with a syrupy southern drawl answered. I asked him to put me through to Edwina Quartermaine’s room.

				As the phone rang, I watched Baz noisily scrape the bottom of his ice cream bowl with his spoon. I had a flashback to third grade, when he’d simply stick his face in his plate and lick it clean. 

				Voicemail kicked in after the fourth ring. I left another message asking one of them to call me, even though I hate leaving voicemail messages. Life was sure easier when people had cell phones. I wasn’t to the panic stage yet, but the lack of response to my calls made me uneasy.

				Coop, intently folding a postcard-sized advertisement into a paper airplane so he wouldn’t have to look at Baz, said, “Why are these guys are after the snake? What makes it worth ‘killing’ someone over?” He floated quote marks in the air with his fingers.

				“It’s a stupid six-foot-long, neon-green stuffed animal. It’s not even all that soft.” Baz clattered his empty bowl on the tabletop. 

				I handed him a napkin with barely disguised disgust. He had a smear of chocolate on his cheek and a white drip of ice cream on his chin.

				Coop aimed the plane over the top of my head and let it sail. It soared nicely until the wall behind me downed it. He said to Baz, “Who’d you swipe the snake from?”

				Basil scowled at Coop’s choice of words, making his small, close-set eyes even beadier. “I only intended to borrow it.”

				Right. Borrow, my ass. 

				“I did the duct job a few days ago, already turned in the paperwork. I have no idea whose house it was. Nice, I remember that.” 

				Coop said, “That’s the key. If you find out whose house it is, you’ll know who’s after you.”

				 “Baz,” I said, “maybe you should go have a chat with the cops.”

				“Forget it,” he said flatly. “I’m on probation. If they find out I lifted something, it’s right back in the slammer.”

				“Right where you belong,” Coop said under his breath.

				“Okay,” I said. “We’ll wait for Agnes or Eddy to call, and I’ll see what they have to say. I’ll let you know as soon as I hear anything.”

				Baz said, “Aren’t you going to give me the contact info?”

				“No way. You think I’m crazy? Like you said, if your playmates visit you again, I’m not taking the chance you’d hand the info over to them.”

				Coop barked a laugh. “I bet Baz would cave after being poked in the eye.”

				I caught Coop’s gaze. Sadly, he was right. We left Baz staring morosely at his empty ice cream bowl and headed to the counter.

				After Dawg enthusiastically welcomed us back, I gave him his small to-go cup of vanilla ice cream. He had that sucker slurped out in five seconds flat. After giving him some water to chase the sweet stuff, I pointed my truck toward Coop’s place.

				I glanced over at Coop, then back at the road. “What do you think?” 

				“I think the man’s a complete jackass.”

				“He is. What should we do?”

				Coop shrugged his thin shoulders. “Not much we can do. Wait and see what Eddy or Agnes have to say.” He looked out the window and we rode in silence for a couple of minutes. “Give me your phone and I’ll try the hotel again.”

				Coop waited in silence, then left another message. He hung up and handed my cell back. “How does that idiot manage to get himself into situations like this?” 

				 “I have no idea. I figured after being socked around by that ex-WWF wrestler for stealing his heavyweight championship belt and landing probation instead of jail time he’d have curbed his habit.”

				Coop laughed. “Until someone chops off a few fingers or cuts his tongue out, he’s not going to change.”

				“True enough. Thanks for tagging along.”

				“Any time.”

				I dropped off Coop with a wave and drove home. 

				Dawg and I trudged up the stairs to my place over the Rabbit Hole. The small one-bedroom unit fit the mutt and me pretty well. If we added anyone else to the mix, quarters became cozy, which I quickly realized when JT and I began seeing each other on a regular basis. JT had been at Quantico for the past six weeks attending the FBI’s Law Enforcement Specialized Training Academy. She and I had been an item for a record-breaking five months. Up until she left, Dawg and I’d been spending an increasing number of nights at her house, which was far roomier and had actual pictures of interesting things hanging on the walls.

				I opened the front door and stepped into the living room. A TV on a homemade wood-plank stand, a glass-topped coffee table, and an on-its-last-legs couch that had a tendency to poke unsuspecting sitters in the butt made up most of my living room. The two pieces of furniture I was rather fond of, my mom’s antique roll-top desk and wooden swivel office chair, sat in front of the window. 

				Dawg followed me into the quart-sized galley kitchen, and waited patiently while I whipped up a peanut butter sandwich for him and a turkey sandwich for me. He gave me his patented “I’m a pathetic, hungry dog” look, upper lip caught on a lower tooth. Drool dripped from the corner of his mouth in a long string, slowly making its way to the floor. 

				After our respective snacks and one more visit to the backyard, I brushed my teeth and hit the sheets. Eddy still hadn’t called back, so I tried one more time. If I didn’t know her as well as I did, I’d have been worried. But she probably had Rocky and Agnes at some questionable Bourbon Street pub happily playing cards in a sleazy back room. 

				I clicked off the light. The mattress bounced as Dawg hopped aboard for the night. He plopped his heavy head on the pillow beside me, and the last thing I heard was his loud yawn.

			

		

	
		
			
				Three

				Sophie B. Hawkins startled me out of deep sleep. The dim light of near-dawn filtered in around the curtains as I squinted at the alarm clock. Then the synapses in my brain started to connect and I realized it was my cell that was singing to me. 6:13 a.m. JT was right on time. 

				“’Lo,” I mumbled, tongue sticking to the roof of my mouth.

				“Hey, babe. How’s my sunshine?”

				Only a morning person could be so chipper at six in the fricking morning, but then it was seven her time.

				“Sunshine yourself.” I tried to swallow. “How’re you?”

				JT cheerfully said, “Had my ass handed to me yesterday on the Yellow Brick Road.” When she’d first arrived at Quantico, she’d told me about the Yellow Brick Road. It was a hellish, six-plus-mile Marine-built trail through hills and treacherous woods. Any poor sucker who managed to finish received an actual yellow brick to commemorate the torture. JT had been delighted to attack the course. I had no idea how such physical punishment could make someone happy. 

				“Good to hear,” I managed. Dawg whined and shifted so his warm head rested next to my cheek. 

				She laughed. The sound folded around me, a mixture of comfort and loneliness. 

				“I miss you,” I told her as I rolled onto my side, awareness beyond the end of my nose beginning to kick in.

				A sigh echoed through the airwaves. “I miss you, too.” JT’s raspy voice was like honey when she wasn’t in cop mode, and the way she said those words did something to my heart. I had always been what one might call girlfriend-challenged, happy to bounce around trying out different babes but not willing to stick with anyone for too long. At this point, our relationship was still rolling, and I wasn’t asking questions. 

				JT said, “I’ll be home in eight days. It’ll go by before you know it. What’s new?”

				I sketched out the details of the meeting with Baz, and tension built as JT absorbed my words. Dawg stood, circled, and settled back down with his chin on the curve of my hip. 

				After a pause, she said, “You don’t have any names, no one I could run? Are you even sure there really is a dead body?”

				“No on all counts.”

				“Call North Memorial and see if they’ll tell you if someone was picked up in that area. I doubt it, but it wouldn’t hurt. It’ll be interesting to hear what Agnes says when you get a hold of her.” She paused. “You could check with Harry, too. He’s probably on street duty, but you never know.”

				I only knew the man as Dirty Harry. He was an MPD undercover narcotics officer who moonlighted with the homicide division occasionally. He and JT had worked a few details together and had collaborated periodically over the last few years. Tyrell, her current work partner, was out on leave, honeymooning in Tahiti.

				“I will if I feel like things are getting out of control. I’m not sure what to believe when stuff falls out of Baz’s mouth.”

				“No solo stunts.” There was a clear note of warning in her tone. Last fall during Coop’s unfortunate murder investigation, which had mob involvement, he and I had gone off and confronted the two killers without any law enforcement backup. JT was less that pleased with our actions and had let me know loud and clear.

				I certainly wasn’t planning any repeat performances. “I’ll behave.” 

				JT gave me Harry’s phone number and I jotted it on a notepad next to the phone. 

				We chatted a few more minutes. Our separation had clarified my feelings for JT, and I surprised myself after we hung up by the very consideration of dropping the L-word on her. I knew I was falling for JT, but apparently I wasn’t ready to admit it aloud. It seemed like whenever my relationships turned serious, they melted into big puddles of regret.

				Google was a great thing, made even better as an app on a phone. In seconds, I was connected to information at North Memorial. A minute later, I hung up after being stonewalled by the receptionist. No name and no family relationship equals nada. So much for that.

				I set the phone on the nightstand and closed my eyes. With dog-breath in my ear, I hovered on the abyss of snoozedom. Before I had a chance to slip under too deeply, the phone rang again. 

				“Hello?” 

				“Tank god, I deed help!” The voice was deep, very congested. My caller panted like a rabid dog.

				I propped myself on my elbow. “Baz? Is that you? What—”

				“It’s be. They bade be tell em where Eddy lives. They thik she has da sdake.”

				My eyes popped wide open as his words sunk in. “Baz,” I growled as I struggled to sit up. “What’s wrong with your voice? What did you say to them?”

				“Just dat baybe Agdes gave her da sdake.” 

				He was a crazy man. “Why would you do that, you idiot?”

				 “I’m daglig from my fuckig feet in Agdes’s garage, smardass. Sadistic batards.” He trailed off, sucking in great breaths of air. “Worked a had free. Good thig I’m fat or by cell would’ve fallen out of by pocket. I could die haging here. Head’s about to expode. Feet are turnig black. Hurry up ad get be down!”

				I made it to my feet, and Dawg whined. “It’s time to call the cops.”

				“DOE!” Baz howled. “I’b not goig back to jail. Beside, they told be they’d chop by dipples off if I squealed. Foget it. I like by dipples.”

				 Too much information. “Calm down. I’m on the way, after I make sure everything is okay here.” I hung up on the dingbat. Dawg let out a low woof and bounced off the mattress, flashing his Boxer grin. I couldn’t believe Baz had handed over our address to those thugs. On second thought, I could. 

				I pulled on a sweatshirt, got a pair of cargos over my ankles, and grabbed Harry’s number from the note pad and stuffed it in a pocket. I hopped into the living room as I tried to pull up my pants. Mid-hop, my left foot caught the leg of the coffee table. I went down in a tangle and landed on my side with a grunt. 

				Dawg barked and started bouncing up and down on his hind legs. 

				With a curse, I scrambled upright, buttoned my pants, jammed my feet into my shoes, and then realized my cell was still in the bedroom. I charged back in and retrieved it. Dog and I flew out the door, with me pausing at the last minute to grab the car keys. What was I going to do if they were in the house? 

				Dawg followed as I pounded down the stairs. At the bottom, to the right, a short hall led to the Rabbit Hole. The aroma of freshly brewed coffee wafted through the air. On the left, a set of floral, fabric-covered French doors led into Eddy’s living room. When she was home, the doors were wide open, allowing her to monitor the goings-on in the Hole. She loved to lend a hand when the café got crazy. 

				I unlocked the French doors and slowly opened them. My heart, already pounding, started tripping quadruple time. Thankfully, everything in the living room appeared the same as it had the night before. 

				We hoofed it to the kitchen. Dawg, somehow sensing my stress, was now glued to my side, play-mode forgotten. 

				I skidded to an abrupt stop at the doorway. The back door was wide open, the pane of glass nearest the doorknob shattered. Sharp shards of broken glass lay on the linoleum, glinting in the weak light. Panic flooded me. 

				I grabbed Dawg’s collar before he wriggled past me and cut his paws on the glass. How could I not have heard any of this? Even Dawg had been oblivious. Damn those well-built nineteenth-century walls. 

				Then my gaze caught the corkboard, and I nearly hyperventilated. Eddy’s carefully written itinerary was gone. 
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