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CHAPTER 1


          

        

      

    

    
      Grady Clairmont adjusted his wig and puffed up his gel-filled brassiere. Taking one last look in the dressing-room mirror, he puckered his lips and blew himself a kiss. “Show time, sunshine.”

      As he took a step back on his four-inch heels, he wobbled, almost falling into the armoire next to him, but he caught himself just in time. The mermaid fit of the dress was tight against his thighs—so tight it was difficult to move. He’d put on a few pounds since he’d last worn it, and even though he was in desperate need of a new drag wardrobe, money was tight.

      In recent months, Grady had been laid off from his waiter position at the “ghostly” Marshall House, where he was often the center of attention. As he oohed and ahhed with newlyweds, elderly couples, families, and children, the hotel guests often broke out into hysterics. Thinking back on those good times now, he realized how much he missed the laughter that had often reverberated through the atrium-style breakfast room. He’d always felt so good at the end of his workday. But those times were nothing more than distant memories now.

      It had been two years since he lost his nephew, who had been an apparent victim of human trafficking. Though they could never prove a direct correlation in his nephew’s case. Grady had no doubt in his mind that trafficking was involved, and the wounds of his loss remained. If it wasn’t for the two women he’d met at the Marshall House who had previous careers in the crime-fighting industry, he wasn’t sure the ringleader would have ever been caught and imprisoned.

      Grady closed his eyes and breathed, willing himself back to the present moment. He straightened the dress one last time, shifting it around his hips, and he waddled to the door. The drumroll had started, and the emcee would soon announce his drag-queen persona, Lady Grady. He tried to hype himself up to match the energy in the crowd, the music, the laughter. In truth, he just didn’t have it in him anymore. The fans were always kind, but it was becoming a blur—night after night of the same thing, often the same faces even. It had all become pointless to him. Surely there was more to life than being a … clown.

      As he opened the door to step into the hallway, a white piece of paper fluttered to the floor. It seemed to have been stuck between the door and its frame.

      A note from a fan, perhaps?

      He’d had many in his time as a performer.

      Maybe this one would cheer him up.

      He unfolded the note and began to read.

      
        
        Eyes wide, stay inside.

        Fear, for terror is here.

      

      

      The note was signed by Dr. Beetle, the root doctor down on River Street. Grady knew her, of course—she was an iconic figure in Savannah’s Historic District. But he didn’t know her that well. Not enough to exchange notes like this one, anyway. Many of the locals gossiped about the old gal, spreading rumors that she practiced hoodoo, Southern Folk magic—ideas that Grady didn’t believe in.

      The note she’d left was … well, far from positive, and Grady wondered if it was a prank. Had someone else written it, someone pretending to be her? If it had been left by the doctor herself, what did she want with him? Why leave such a note?

      Assuming it was nothing more than an attempt to rile him up, he crumpled the note, tossing it over his shoulder into his dressing room.

      He’d just taken a step into the hall when he felt the chilling sensation of hands wrapping around his throat, pulling him backward. Given his burly physique, he bucked his assailant away with ease and spun around, fists raised.

      Furious, he stared into a pair of eyes, unsettling in their emptiness.

      “Who the hell are you?” he asked.

      The reply was swift and came in the form of a knife, the blade plunging into his heart, again and again.

      Confused, Grady dropped to his knees, cupping his own blood in his hands. He reached out, desperate to fend off the vicious attack, but the blows kept coming. As the hallway began to swirl around him, the emcee shouted his name.

      But Grady wouldn’t be making it to the stage.

      Not tonight, or any other night.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          ONE WEEK PRIOR

        

      

    

    
      “This place is sheer heaven,” Maddie said, admiring the snow-dusted trees and misty ridgeline visible through the glass corridor.

      “So right,” I said. “It’s kind of surreal—seeing winter just on the other side of the glass while we’re warm and toasty in here. I hear rain is coming, though …”

      We were strolling along the enclosed walkway that led to Sanctuary Springs Spa, part of the Havencrest Inn and Spa at the foot of the Blue Ridge Mountains in North Carolina. The path curved gently with the mountainside, framed in glass on one side and local stone on the other, with soft lighting tucked into wooden beams overhead. Beneath our feet, the slate floor radiated warmth, making it easy to forget the snow piled up just beyond us in the January chill.

      Tucked into the mountain itself, the spa already felt like a secret worth keeping—and we hadn’t even crossed the threshold.

      Our latest girls’ getaway had landed us in this cozy mountain hideaway, the first time we’d seen each other—save for a wedding—in over a year. She’d flown in from out west, and I’d driven in from New Orleans. Today we were booked for a couple’s massage at the inn’s underground spa, and I couldn’t get there fast enough.

      “We’ll be lucky to make it on time, thanks to someone who has to keep stopping to view the sights,” I said.

      “In my defense, I am a tourist!”

      We both laughed.

      “I have to admit, I got a little sidetracked myself,” I said. “It’s like walking through our own personal snow globe.”

      We stopped to admire a recessed garden alcove tucked into the stone interior wall beside us, filled with ferns, mosses, and local blooms like trillium and rhododendron. A faint mist hung in the warm air, scented with spruce and wild mint. We took a deep breath in and grinned at each other.

      “I’m glad we were able to get away together again,” I said. “Thanks for changing your plans so we could do it sooner than later.”

      She gave me a quick one-armed squeeze and we continued our trek toward the check-in desk.

      “That’s why I retired,” Maddie said. “I make my own schedule now.”

      Maddie had worked as a medical examiner for decades before retiring a few years earlier. But she kept busy—almost busier than she had been before with her full-time career. Now she did the teaching and conference circuits whenever called upon for assistance, which happened a lot.

      As for me … I was supposed to be easing into retirement, working part-time as a private investigator so I could travel more, but the last year had been a constant stream of cases everywhere I turned. One of them had happened at Maddie’s niece’s wedding, where there was a murder in her uncle’s mansion. The mental legwork had kept me on my toes, but I found myself longing for a break from it all. When my husband, Cade, insisted I was overdue for a breather, I called Maddie to suggest another getaway.

      And here we were.

      We checked in and met our massage therapists, then snuggled under the covers of our respective cots, facedown, ready to be kneaded and smoothed. It wasn’t long before I fell under the spell of the soothing music and pleasing aromas of oils and lotions.

      Just as my masseuse, Harmony, started digging into my shoulders, my cell phone rang. I recognized the ringtone. It was Cade.

      I groaned and pushed up to my elbows.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me,” Maddie said, speaking through the face cradle of her massage bed. “You didn’t shut your phone off?”

      I looked up at Harmony. “I’m sorry. It’ll only take a minute.”

      She nodded and stepped away.

      I rose to answer the call, but Maddie shot her hand out, stopping me. “Come on, Sloane. This is supposed to be girl time. Me time. You time.”

      Jay, her masseuse, stepped back, his eyes wide, unsure whether to continue.

      I raised a finger. “One minute. I promise.”

      “Whatever he wants, it can wait for one hour,” Maddie said. “Am I right or am I right?”

      She had a point, and I conceded, walking back to the massage bed.

      “Okay, okay,” I said. “I’m sure he’s just checking in.”

      Cade was on his way to Wisconsin with his cousin and a few friends to go ice fishing, of all things.

      I glanced at Harmony. “Would you mind turning my phone off, so I won’t be tempted to answer it? It’s in the front pocket of my bag.”

      “Sure, I’m happy to help,” she said.

      Harmony did as I’d asked and then returned to my side, saying, “Now, let’s get those knots out of your shoulders.”

      And she did.

      When the hour was up, I felt like a brainless noodle, and I was happy about it. We gathered our things and wandered down to the mineral soaking pools, where steam curled into the crisp mountain air. Then we eased beneath one of the stone-fed waterfalls tucked into a warm grotto carved from the mountainside. From there, we could see the snow-capped Blue Ridge Mountains. The view was majestic, but my mind kept going back to Cade’s phone call and the fact that my phone remained off—a total disconnect from my real life. It felt weird. A little bit nice, but also annoying, like an itch I couldn’t scratch.

      “I need to see if Cade left a message,” I said. “I’ll just pop over to the locker, then come right back.”

      Maddie’s eyes remained closed as she let the waterfall do its work on her neck and upper back.

      “Maddie … did you hear me?” I asked.

      Her eyes shot open. “Can you not do this right now? You were the one who wanted to get away. I want you here with me, in the present moment. Is it too much to ask?”

      I froze for a second, then sighed and plopped next to her under the mini waterfall. She smiled, and I forced myself to concentrate on the glorious setting, the calming sensations all around me, and the precious time away with my closest friend. Minutes passed, then more, and I felt like I was starting to get the hang of this “relaxing” stuff.

      I draped an arm around Maddie and gave her a squeeze. “Thanks for reminding me about why we came here.”

      With her eyes closed once again, she murmured, “Always and forever, my friend.”
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      We lounged for far too long and had to rush back to our room to change into nicer clothes for dinner at the Alta Vista, which overlooked the grounds of the inn and the mountains beyond. The reservation was for six o’clock, mere minutes away, but we laughed it off—the fact that the two of us always seemed to be running on the edge of time.

      It wasn’t until I grabbed my clutch that I was reminded of the call I’d missed from Cade. I picked up my phone, and Maddie plucked it from my fingers, plopping it into her bag.

      “After dinner,” she said.

      I moved my hands to my hips. “Now you’re pushing it.”

      I wasn’t kidding, and she knew it.

      Maddie crinkled her nose, studied me for a long second, and then gave the phone back to me.

      “Okay, fine,” she said. “But if you need to make a call, will you at least do it on the way to the restaurant?”

      I agreed and waited for the phone to reboot as we rode the elevator down to the main floor. When we stepped out, I found a signal.

      Cade answered, getting straight to the point. “Where’ve you been?”

      His tone wasn’t a teasing one, and I flushed, feeling a little defensive.

      “I was relaxing at the spa, like I’m supposed to be doing,” I said.

      When he didn’t respond, a sinking feeling came over me. “What’s wrong?”

      “I’m still driving, and everything’s fine. Sorta. With me, at least. But I got a call from Henry—one I knew you’d want to know about.”

      “I gather Henry didn’t have good news. What happened?”

      “His girlfriend, Kim … she died.”

      “I can’t believe it. We just went to lunch a few weeks ago. What happened?”

      He paused a moment then said, “She was murdered, Sloane.”

      “Are you serious?”

      “Died right on his doorstep.”

      Given we lived on the same floor of a condominium in New Orleans, his doorstep just so happened to be across from ours.

      “What did Henry say?” I asked. “Does he want me to investigate?”

      “No, Sloane. He doesn’t. Not yet. The police are doing their thing, and he’s satisfied with how it’s going so far. I’ll bet they’ll be calling one or both of us for our input, since we live right across the hall. Maybe not, though, since neither of us were there when it happened.”

      I breathed a sigh of relief.

      I didn’t have much more to give of myself right now.

      “So he just wanted us to know, then,” I said. “How’s he doing? Is he okay? I mean, I’m sure he’s not, but … you know what I mean.”

      “Yeah, he’s dealing with it, but he’s shaken up. Her family and their friends from the Helping House have been by his side ever since it happened, chipping in as needed. He knew you were already in North Carolina, so he called me.”

      “Mm-hm.” My mind started to roll with questions. I assumed a murder investigation would delay the funeral, and by then, I’d be back in NOLA. “What do you know about how she died?”

      “Knife to the throat. Nasty stuff. Happened sometime during the day when he was at work. No exact time of death, but that narrows it down some. I can’t even imagine what went through his mind when he found her.”

      All the renewal I’d been feeling during my massage began to leave my body. I shuddered to think of a murder happening right outside our part-time doorstep. In an instant, it felt like the walls were closing in.

      “Look,” Cade said, sounding wearier, “I didn’t mean to put a damper on your vacation. But … well, like I said, Henry wanted us to know before we heard it from someone else.”

      “Should I call him?”

      “He’s a wreck and busy with … everything that comes with a murdered girlfriend. He’s insisted we not change our plans. We’ll be there for him when we get back, and maybe then he’ll be in a better place to talk about things.”

      I paused a minute, thinking. “Did Henry happen to mention anything to you about what the motive might be?”

      “He said the detectives were leaning toward a robbery gone wrong. They’re speculating Kim may have arrived home and caught the killer in the act of trying to break in. Henry has quite a few collectibles in the condo from his travels, and as you know, some are valuable. So, the robbery theory makes sense. Besides, Henry can’t think of a single reason someone would want to kill Kim.”

      “I feel awful about the whole thing. Poor Henry.”

      “Yeah, and listen, I’m sorry to break it to you while you’re on vacation, but I figured you’d want to know,” Cade said. “Now go on and get back to your relaxin’.”

      Relaxing.

      After the news I’d just been given, it was easier said than done.
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      After the call ended, I took a moment to regain my bearings, and I realized I was in the main lobby of the inn, which featured a fieldstone fireplace built from local mountain rock, where a low, steady fire burned. A large antique mirror sat on the mantel of reclaimed wood. The entire lobby spoke to history, nature, and subtle luxury.

      I did a slow three-sixty, looking for Maddie, and I found her walking toward me from a small bar area tucked into a corner of the space. In each hand was a martini—just what I needed. She handed one to me, and I downed it.

      “You okay?” she asked.

      “No, I’m not.”

      “What’s going on?”

      “Just feeling a little … off, but I don’t want to dwell on it.” I placed my glass on a side table and dropped into a deep, cushiony chair nestled in one of the room’s little seating clusters. Before she could question me further, I asked, “Did we miss our reservation?”

      “I’m not sure,” she said, eyeing me with concern. “I let them know we had an emergency of sorts. I had no idea how long you might be.”

      The conversation with Cade had made me lose my appetite, but I didn’t want to ruin our dinner plans.

      “Let’s see if we can get a table,” I said. “And then I’ll tell you what Cade’s call was all about.”

      We stepped up to the podium at the Alta Vista, which was right off the lobby, and I inquired about the status of our reservation … or an acceptable alternative.

      “I’m sorry, Ms. Monroe. We did try to call you,” the maître’ d informed me. “Several times.”

      Had they?

      I looked at my phone, and sure enough, missed calls that hadn’t made it through because of my Do Not Disturb setting.

      “Well, that’s a bummer,” Maddie said. “Guess I should have put my name on the call list too.”

      “It’ll be okay,” I said, and then I turned back to the man. “Can we make a new reservation for later tonight?”

      He glanced at the schedule in front of him.

      “I’m sorry to say, it’s a busy night,” he said, a pained expression on his face.

      “It was a family emergency,” Maddie cut in, even though she had zero idea what my phone call was about.

      “Mmmm,” was all he said as he went back to the schedule.

      A voice behind me said, “How about you join us at our table?”

      I turned to see a smiling Harmony, my masseuse from earlier, standing there, out of her scrubs and wearing a fitted, pale-pink dress with long, flowing sleeves. She was with a stunning woman she introduced as Almond, who was muscled to the maximum. It made sense when we learned she taught fitness training classes in her Asheville business, Hard Body Boot Camp. From the look of them, it was clear they were together together, with Almond’s protective arm around her shoulder as she fiddled with Harmony’s honey-brown hair.

      Harmony and Almond. I wondered if these were family names, or if they were unique to these two women—one soft and one tough. At least on the outside.

      Without hesitation, Maddie and I agreed to join them, and we were seated at a private table tucked into an alcove.

      Almond swished a finger in the air and said, “Shots all around?”

      The martini hadn’t made a dent, but I passed anyway, knowing it would be best for me to eat something first.

      “I’m all in,” Maddie said, and the orders were made, along with a couple of bottles of wine for the meal.

      While Maddie and Almond chatted about the fitness business, Harmony turned toward me and said, “Forgive me for saying, but you look a little down. I was hoping you’d be floating on air following your massage.”

      “The massage was amazing,” I said. “It’s just … I received some bad news on the phone a few minutes ago.”

      Maddie’s head flipped around. “What bad news?”

      All three ladies leaned in, prompting me to share what I’d learned about Henry’s girlfriend, Kim, as well as the fact that Maddie and I both had careers that involved sleuthing and deducing.

      “So horrible,” Harmony said when I’d finished. “Almond’s always trying to get me to take self-defense classes. After what you just said about your friend’s girlfriend, I’m thinking I should.”

      “Yes, you should,” Almond said, accepting the shot from the waiter.

      He placed the wine on the table and the other two shot glasses in front of Maddie and Harmony. “Appetizers, ladies?”

      Harmony shook her head. “We’re not ready yet. We’re feeling chatty tonight.”

      She smiled, and he bowed and walked away, saying he’d return in a few minutes.

      Feeling parched, I took a sip of my water, then said, “I recommend self-defense classes, though that doesn’t guarantee you’ll be safe from people who are out to do you harm. It does guarantee you have a fighting chance. Looks like Kim was in the wrong place at the wrong time. Sometimes even the savviest of us can’t win, no matter how much experience we have.”

      “You’re trained?” Almond asked.

      “In martial arts,” I said. “Comes in handy.”

      Almond shot Harmony a knowing look.

      “There is nothing wrong with being trained in self-defense,” Harmony said. “But there is a lot to be said for mind and spirit training. Puts you in the right place at the right time, every time.”

      “I love that,” Maddie said, raising her shot glass. “The right place, right time, every time. Salud!”

      I raised my water glass, and the ladies downed their shots.

      “Right place, right time … except for Kim,” I said.

      As soon as the words left my mouth, I wished I could take them back. Harmony had tried to lift my spirits, and here I was, pushing them down.

      “I’m sorry about Kim,” Maddie said. “I can’t imagine how Henry must be feeling right now. It’s so screwed up.”

      “The first thing that came to mind was whether I should stay or go, offer my support to Henry.”

      “I’m surprised you’re still here, to be honest. Knowing you, I would have thought you’d left by now. I’m glad you didn’t. You need this break.”

      She reached over and gave my hand a squeeze.

      She was right.

      I did need this break.

      But the truth was, my mind wasn’t here in the present moment. It was somewhere else … on a road headed straight back to New Orleans.
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