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        “How miserably things seem to be arranged in this world.”
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      Andi Leland was determined to escape. She’d finally made it to one of the tunnel entryways, figured out how to work the concealed door so she could slide it open, and she peered out, taking in her first breath of freedom. But freedom was not to come, and Andi was shocked to find the door opened straight into a famous restaurant where, legend had it, pirates of yore shanghaied unsuspecting drunks into a lifetime of servitude.

      Inside the restaurant, a woman’s eyes locked on Andi’s. The woman waved a fried chicken leg in Andi’s direction and screeched, “Look! There’s a girl down there!”

      A slight hesitation on Andi’s part, and she was yanked back into the brick-lined tunnel by her long, black hair. The heavy door slid shut, and Andi knew the poor woman would be accused of inciting chaos, told her eyes were playing tricks on her, and on and on it would go. Maybe she’d be interviewed by media about what she’d seen. But not one single soul would investigate further. There would be no hint of a door. No way to move it and find the tunnel section—just one in a labyrinth that ran beneath the floors of the history-filled city of Savannah, Georgia.

      To most people in the area, including law enforcement and city workers, the tunnels had long ago been sealed off.

      Forgettable.

      Unusable.

      Irrelevant.

      A dark history better left in the past.

      Except some people knew that wasn’t true, including a close-knit group of teens, of which Andi was a part.

      “You shouldn’t have done that, Andi.” The man’s fetid, warm breath was close to her ear, and she shuddered. “Tsk. Tsk. I just don’t understand you. You’re one of my all-time favorites, and it’s clear we were meant to be together. You came to me yourself.”

      Came to him?

      He was crazy.

      Delusional.

      He shook her by the hair. “Why run away from me? Tell me!”

      “I-I don’t know. I’m sorry.” It wasn’t enough. She knew she had to come up with something better. “I was just, uh, curious. I wasn’t going anywhere.”

      He spun her around and shoved her forward, and they shuffled along the tunnel path by the beam of a small flashlight her captor waved back and forth, up and down.

      “One, two, three, four, five. One, two, three, four, five.” The big man chanted all the way, as if counting their steps, or counting the seconds … or whatever. He was always counting.

      Freaking psycho.

      When they reached the basement to the house, he flung the door open, shoving her yet again. “Up the stairs. Get back up there with the rest of them.”

      Andi did as she was told, dreading the idea of facing the others with her failure. She pulled herself up through the attic floor, and her dread became reality. Three sets of eyes peered at her with disappointment—and fear. Always the fear.

      The fourth set of eyes were closed, sleeping blissfully next to his young mother. Andi moved to her sad excuse for a bed, nothing more than a flimsy cot and pile of rags. The man secured her wrists with cuffs, which were attached to heavy-duty rope that led to the brackets in the wall. Then he left.

      “I’m sorry,” Andi whispered to the others. “Don’t give up hope.”

      Three heads bobbed.

      Andi tried to reassure them further, saying, “I’ll find another way out of here. I promise.”

      They didn’t seem convinced.

      Andi had done her best to keep track of the number of days she’d been trapped here. Since Friday night, and four days had passed. She cursed herself yet again, remembering the moment she’d realized her cell phone was no longer on her person. She’d dropped it somewhere along the way. It could have saved her, saved all of them. Another failed move on her part. The others had been here for varying amounts of time, all of them defeated, waiting for the nightmare to end. Or get worse.

      The man popped his head back through the hole and pointed at the girl holding the baby. “You! There’s someone who’d like to meet you.”

      His leering grin foretold of another violation to come. Andi knew it well. As did the other two girls in the room, and all the others who came before them.

      The man approached the girl to release her from her cuffs, and she whimpered.

      “Take me,” Andi pleaded. “Take me instead.”

      He chuckled, so wicked. “Not this time. I don’t share you with just anyone. She’ll do just fine. Besides, there are two more of you to come. A nice even five.”

      An even five? 

      The man was bonkers.

      Eyes brimming with tears, the poor, shivering girl glanced back at the baby and then at Andi. “Take care of Bram for me, okay? Make sure he—”

      The man lunged forward, slapping the girl across the face. “Enough! No more talking.”

      Defiant, Andi said to the girl, “Don’t worry. I will.”

      And with that, the man lowered the hatch, and they were gone.

      Over the next several minutes, the three teens sat in silence. And then a scream ripped through the stale air. A scream filled with all the horrors a young girl could imagine. A scream that called out for death, a welcome respite. And Andi knew she’d never see the girl again.

      She shuffled forward, her arms straining at the cuffs, until her feet reached the blanket where the baby slept. Using her toes, she tugged at the fabric, pulling it closer . . . inch by inch. When the boy was within reach, she nestled him in her arms, choking back tears as she thought about their plight. Her rescue attempt had failed—and now, a horrible, violent future was in store for them all.
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      I swung our rental car alongside the curb in front of the famous Marshall House, the oldest hotel in Savannah, Georgia. The house had a history that creeped me out. But Maddie was enthused with the idea of sleeping amongst the ghosts of dead soldiers and such … and who was I to argue?

      She pointed at the second story of the house. “Look at that balcony. Isn’t it gorgeous?”

      The balcony spanned the length of the building and was surrounded by ornate railing. It faced Broughton Avenue, where we were parked.

      “I can’t wait to crawl through the window and sit on those rocking chairs,” she said.

      Crawl through the … what?

      Either she’d misspoken, lost her mind, or there was something she hadn’t yet told me about this place.

      A valet appeared at the passenger side of the car and waved. He was a dead ringer for Don Knotts, a.k.a. Barney Fife from The Andy Griffith Show, and he wore a neat little cap as part of his uniform, though it was a bit askew.

      Maddie channeled her inner child, waved, and rolled down the window.

      “How you ladies doing on this fine Tuesday?” He pointed at his nametag. “Barney here, at your service.”

      Speechless, I did a double take on his name tag, thinking, What are the odds?

      “Sure thing, Barney,” Maddie said.

      “Let me grab a cart,” he said. “Be right back!”

      We stood beneath the balcony and waited for Barney to return and guide us to our room, where we planned to stay for at least a week. I looked around, feeling like a stranger in a strange land. People—and hair—of all colors and shapes and ages. A laidback aura all around. The smell of history, even. I stood a moment, glancing around, taking it all in.

      Driving into the city, we’d gaped in awe at the towering oaks dripping with Spanish moss, the perfectly spaced squares throughout the Historic District, the gorgeous architecture of homes that were hundreds of years old. We’d rolled down the windows, at Maddie’s behest, and breathed in a lungful of summer Savannah air. I’d thought Florida was “Southern.” I realized now that I’d had no idea what “Southern” was.

      Barney returned and packed up our belongings, leading us to our bedroom on the second floor. A full-sized mattress dolled up on an antique frame of mahogany wood was the first thing to catch my eye. It took up the bulk of the small room.

      “Oooh, a claw-foot tub,” Maddie squealed. “I can’t wait to soak in it.”

      I peered into the bathroom to see it for myself. “Quaint.”

      “Quaint? It’s fantastic!” She moved into the main room and let out another squeal. “Oh, isn’t this fireplace so cute?”

      Cute was one way to describe it. It was obvious the fireplace was no longer a working fixture, and wow, was it tiny, no more than three feet high and two feet wide. I’d always assumed fireplaces had been humungous back in the day. Another lesson learned.

      “Is there anything else I can do for you?” Barney asked, drawing our attention back to him.

      “You’ve been perfect, Barney. Thank you,” I said, handing him a token of our appreciation.

      “Car will be ready whenever you want it. Just ask. Anything you want to know about sights to see and whatnot … just ask. If you want a bottle of wine delivered or extra anything—”

      “Just ask,” I said with a smile. “Got it.”

      He took off his cap and wiped his brow. “Woo-wee. I get a little worked up trying to remember all the things they taught me to do and say.”

      “Are you new here?” Maddie asked.

      He puffed out his chest and placed his cap back on his head with a little snap of his wrist. “Sure am. Been here since six this morning. But I wasn’t supposed to start until six this evening. I asked them if they could just switch out my later shift with someone else, but they couldn’t. I didn’t want to waste time going all the way home when I’d have to just turn around and come back. So here I am, hanging out for twenty straight hours on my first day.”

      The guy was a Knotts doppelganger in more ways than one.

      “You’ll do great,” I assured him. “We appreciate everything you’ve done so far.”

      I led him to the door, and out he went with a wave.

      “Nervous guy,” I said.

      When Maddie didn’t respond, I turned to see her crawling through the window. “What are you doing?”

      She looked over her shoulder. “Checking out the balcony. What else would I be doing? Come on. Join me.”

      I didn’t have an answer, so I followed her through. And there we stood, a floor above ground level, sheltered within a sweet expanse of Southern charm. Ferns and fans fluttered above us. Big old wooden rockers beckoned us to take a load off.

      I took a seat on one of the rockers. “This isn’t what I expected. It isn’t even that hot up here.”

      Maddie joined me. “It’s fantastic. I’m glad we picked this place.”

      “You picked it.”

      She grinned, closed her eyes, and rested her head against the back of the rocker. “True. I have great taste, right?”

      She did.

      This was our second stop in our summer girls’ getaway, the first being Tarpon Springs, Florida. That visit had been nothing short of harrowing after we arrived and learned Maddie’s sister had been murdered. Of course, Maddie and I had been smack-dab in the middle of the investigation, leaving little time for fun and games. Since we’d left, I’d thought about Maddie’s orphaned nephew often. Sweet Louie was just six years old—way too young to lose his mother—but we knew we’d left him in good hands with Maddie’s other sister, Christine.

      With that traumatic experience behind us, we were anxious to ignite a spark into our vacation mojo.

      “It’s almost wine time,” Maddie said. “You wanna head down to the lobby for happy hour? It’s free.”

      “Free is always good,” I said as I rose from the chair.

      Crawling back inside the room wasn’t as easy as crawling out, but I managed to make the move.

      Maddie, on the other hand …

      “Ooof. Ow.” She rubbed her head, then her elbow, as she sat in an awkward position on the floor.

      I reached out my hand and pulled her up. “Next time, wait for me to help you, mmkay?”

      She waved a hand at me, dismissing my sarcasm. “I realize I’m getting old, but I’m not that old. Not yet.”

      As we changed clothes and fought for elbow room in the cozy space, I said, “Maybe we need to get you one of those gris-gris bags, to get rid of your awkwardness.”

      She snickered. “Yeah, and maybe we should get one for Barney too.”

      We changed clothes, pampered ourselves to a satisfactory level, and, feeling a renewed sense of vigor, we headed down for a glass or two of vino. And right there amid tourists and locals and cheery hotel staff, full wineglasses, and small talk, we were swept into the buzz of a heated discussion as we learned about the city’s missing girls.
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      “I hate when children go missing,” Maddie said.

      It was an understatement, but I knew what Maddie meant. It was a tragedy of huge proportions and often laced with so many avenues to investigate, the prospect seemed overwhelming, even to the best of law enforcement.

      Questions flooded my mind.

      Did they run away?

      Were they taken against their will?

      Were they simply lost, having veered too far away from their comfort zones, their homes?

      Next came the whodunit …

      Were they with friends?

      Were they alone and scared?

      Had they been taken by someone they trusted?

      Or hated?

      Were they to be bought and sold like property?

      The possibilities were endless.

      The two of us were lying in bed with the lights out, having been wined and dined to the max. Our activities of late had caught up to us, hitting us like a hammer to the skull. We were both wiped out.

      “They’ll find them,” I said without much enthusiasm.

      Maddie sighed. “It’s not our problem, Sloane. After what we just went through in Tarpon Springs, we need a break. We just can’t get involved with this one … you know?”

      I knew.

      And she was right.

      Switching my private investigator brain from suspicious mode to relaxing mode had never come easy.

      “I just wish one stinkin’ day could go by without some sort of bad news flying into my radar,” I said. “That’s why I’m here. That’s why we’re here. I’m trying to get a break from it all.”

      Maddie switched on the lamp and leaned up on her elbows. “You know something? This bed is way too small for the two of us.”

      It was. I just hadn’t wanted to be the one to say it. We’d requested the second-floor room because of the balcony, but at the time I didn’t know having a balcony would require crawling through a window to get to it. During happy hour we’d learned an interesting tidbit about that: when the hotel was remodeled, they’d decided to use windows instead of doors because it was cheaper. I was impressed by the craftiness of the idea.

      Still … the place was a lot smaller than expected.

      There’d been one room available when we booked the place, and we’d taken it, full-sized bed and all. We figured we wouldn’t be spending much time in the room anyway and decided we could soldier through the close-knit quarters. Now it seemed we both regretted our decision.

      I sat up and turned toward her. “Let’s see if we can grab another room before we go to sleep.”

      “I’m so tired though,” she whined. She puffed out her cheeks, taking her time as she released the air and glanced around the room. “You’re right. It’s going to be hard for the two of us to get ready at the same time in here.”

      I patted her leg and got out of bed. “You stay put. I’ll try to get something on the second floor. Be right back.”

      I headed downstairs, and by some miracle, another second-story room had opened up, and—double the luck—it did not have balcony access. Perfect. I booked it, and Maddie made the switch so she wouldn’t be tempted to climb onto the balcony unsupervised.

      Tomorrow was a new day, and we intended to make the most of it.
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      We woke in the morning feeling refreshed and ready to take on the city and its sights. Or at least the squares. We’d made arrangements to take the trolley through the Historic District and learn about all those neat squares of land, separated by tree-covered streets, a grid system designed by Savannah founder James Oglethorpe in 1733 and expanded over time. Each square had some sort of story to tell. The OCD part of me, in particular, could not wait.

      But first, breakfast.

      The atrium was bustling with early risers eager for their caffeine and food fixes. The space rose the full four stories of the building, topped with a glass covering that let the sunlight shine through. The air conditioning spat out intermittent cold blasts, and some patrons were wearing sweatshirts or light jackets. I shivered when we’d first stepped in, and now, I was even colder. Maddie, who’d dressed in a jeweled tank top, seemed fine. I wasn’t.

      I raced back to the room, returning a few minutes later wrapped in a thick, oversized sweater. A charming dark-skinned fellow with plenty of swagger stepped up to our table, pencil poised over paper. His eyes were large and a warm brown, his grin wide and playful. “My, my, my. Look what we have here—two fine young ladies is what! I’m Grady. Can I interest you in some juice, coffee, mimosa, bloody Mary … or something else?”

      We placed an order, and he shuffled away.

      Maddie leaned in. “Everyone’s so nice here.”

      “I think what you meant to say is everyone’s so cold here.”

      “Cold on the outside, but warm on the inside.”

      She winked, pleased with her corniness.

      I shook my head at her, and we both turned toward Grady, who’d addressed the morning crowd saying, “Yoo-hoo. Yoo-hoo. May I have everyone’s attention?”

      Two guests stood beside him, red-faced, like they loathed the fact all eyes were turned on them. Grady waved a hand between them and said, “This young man and woman just arrived from North Carolina, and I just learned they’re about to embark on a new adventure in their lives. They’re getting married, right here in Savannah. Let’s hear it for the wedding party!”

      Grady clapped, and we all followed suit.

      He turned toward the couple with a fond smile, then focused on the woman. “Oooo, I can just see it now. A form-fitting dress, mermaid tail, the works. You can wear it, girl!”

      “I love him so much,” Maddie hissed. “If he’s not an entertainer of some kind, he should be.”

      When I didn’t respond, she said, “Earth to Sloane. What are you looking at?”

      I held up the newspaper I’d grabbed at the front desk. The article splashed across the front page talked about the recent spate of missing children. To make things even worse, one of them had just been found—dead.

      “Oh, Maddie … look.” I showed her the article. “Missy Sullivan. Just fourteen years old, missing for only a few days. Last night, some tourists discovered her body tossed behind some bushes near River Street. Looks like the city’s rats got to her before she was found.”

      “Eww, Sloane! I don’t want to hear any more.”

      I shrugged. “I know. It’s gross. Sorry. You asked what I was looking at. Now you know.”

      From what I gathered from the article, there had been no real attempt to hide the body, just to get rid of it. Because of the rats, the chances of finding any worthwhile DNA on her person weren’t great. Perhaps the person responsible for her death knew that. Otherwise, the method of disposal would have been far more discreet. They would have cleaned her up and good.

      “I wonder what the cause of death is,” I said. “The news article doesn’t say.”

      I looked up at Maddie for some feedback and saw she’d pressed a hand to her chest, looking mortified.

      “Such a sad, sad, sad thing,” Grady said, delivering drinks, along with some fruit and toast.

      “It is,” Maddie replied.

      “The girl had a baby boy too,” he said. “Just a couple months old. Children having children, my word.”

      “Hang on … Missy had a baby?”

      “Yes ma’am. She sure did. Abraham’s the kid’s name. They call him Bram.”

      I scanned the article for information regarding a baby. “There’s no mention of a baby. Has the baby been found?”

      “Fraid not. I was listening to the news on the radio this morning on my way to work, and no one seems to know what happened to this poor child’s baby.”

      “I can’t believe it,” Maddie said. “She was so young.”

      He paused and blinked a few times as if trying to keep tears at bay. “Happens a lot around here, you know. Missing children. All ages and genders. It’s a port city with big gatherings and festivals all the time, parties, parties, parties. Not to mention we’re close to major highways, the interstate, waterways. Yeah, lots of opportunity for fun, but a good bit of danger too.”

      His large face was somber.

      I’d seen the same look on my clients’ faces many times over the years.

      “You’ve lost someone, haven’t you?” I asked.

      He nodded. “I have. My nephew, Thad.”

      “When?”

      “Disappeared about two months ago.”

      “Any idea why or what happened to him?”

      “My theory is he was a victim of human trafficking, though we could never be sure. Do you know there’s something like four hundred children sexually exploited per month in the state of Georgia alone?”

      I didn’t.

      The numbers were alarming, almost too high to believe.

      “Was your nephew ever found?” I asked.

      Grady shook his head.

      “Maybe there’s still hope,” I said.

      “Yeah, maybe.”

      I placed a hand on his arm, something that didn’t come naturally to me. Empathy was hard for me to express at times. He set his big, calloused hand on top of mine, staring down at me like he appreciated the gesture.

      In an effort to lighten the mood, Maddie switched topics. “I was just wondering … are you also an entertainer by chance?”

      His face lit up at the question.

      “The big E is what I’m all about, sister!” he said. “Electric! Elevating! Elegant! And for sure … entertaining! You need to drop on in at the club, see what we’re all about.”

      “The club?” I asked.

      “The Fascination Station, of course! You ladies busy tonight?”

      I looked at Maddie.

      She shook her head.

      “I don’t think so,” I said.

      “Excellent.” He gave us the address, and I typed it into my phone. “Give me your first names, and I’ll make sure you get right in. Be sure to arrive by ten o’clock, all right? See you there!”
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