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Chapter 1


Running over to the resort's reception desk, I stopped just short of hurdling it in my excitement.

"I made it," I exclaimed. "I am here, and we're going to have the best conference ever!"

I didn't miss the look of concern on my business manager's face before she quickly hid it. In truth, Nettie had become a closer friend to me than a business manager in the last two months, even closer than most of the people I had known.

"Well, of course, we're going to have a great conference. This is the Coral Cove Hideaway Resort, and we always have great conferences. The guests will enjoy themselves, and you will get to see your resort at its best," Nettie said.

While she was projecting confidence, as usual, I wondered if she was trying to manifest a great conference through her words. But she didn't give me any time to think about why she might be worried, although I could guess.

"How was your trip?" she asked, changing the subject.

I had kept Nettie up to date with all things Collins & Dread. The bankruptcy, the investigation into the real estate firm's embezzled funds by the New York State Attorney General's office, and the disappearance of my ex-husband and ex-best friend. But I knew she would ask for more details as she was concerned not only about the business end of things, but for me.

"The Attorney General's Office understands Bob and Jane hoodwinked me. They believe the two of them are still gallivanting around the Caribbean Islands. Currently, they are not holding me accountable for the embezzling that led to bankruptcy now that they've met with all the lawyers, I have at my disposal through the Warrington family. But they warned me they may still have questions and show up whenever they want. So, we can look forward to that, I'm sure."

I shrugged. While I understood the ramifications of what my ex-husband had done to the family’s real estate brokerage, Collins and Dread, the fact that he and Jane had voted me out as a partner before he filed the bankruptcy gave me some legal standing. But morally, I felt guilty. I wish I could do more for our clients. That's why I would be happy to pass any information I get about Bob and Jane along to the authorities the minute I get it.

"Try not to worry," Nettie said. "You have the resort and other businesses to concern yourself with and the rest will take care of itself in its own time." Then she moved on to take care of a guest who wanted to know the best places to do some seashell hunting.

I strolled around the quiet lobby and took a seat on the same couch I had the first day I walked into the resort. I had been alone and flustered. I was supposed to meet with Bob for a relaxing trip designed to reinvigorate our marriage. While he went in an entirely different direction, I met Guy Warrington, the owner of this resort.

Not sure if that was a good thing, as it led to my short second marriage. When he ended up murdered, I was, of course, the number one suspect. Thank goodness everything worked out for me in the end.

Now, here we are. I own the resort and all of Guy's other holdings since he had no other family, and his murderer is behind bars. I hadn't yet met with the lawyers about the estate as they were too busy helping me deal with the mess Bob and Jane had left, so I truly had no idea the extent of it. Every time Nettie alludes to it, her eyes get as big as saucers.

Glancing around, I smiled, appreciating the serene beauty of the Keys reflected in the resort while I noticed more people coming in and milling about the lobby. As I continued to let the tropical atmosphere calm my nerves, I focused on manifesting positive vibes, despite the troubles of my old life lingering in the background.

The Coral Cove Hideaway Resort promised a refuge for me where I could start anew. That was what I was going to do!
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I looked back at Nettie and saw that the guest had moved on, and thought this would be a perfect time to pick her brain about the conference.

I walked over, leaned against the reception desk and asked, "How many suites will be left open after those we filled with the conference people staying with us?"

She did a couple of taps on her keyboard before answering. "Very few. We're eighty percent full this coming week, which is better than last year. The lull is to be expected as travelers like to go north in the fall and enjoy some leaf peeping. But I'm still against booking this particular conference next year."

I knew she was dealing with staff complaints from those who were not into this type of conference, but someone in the industry had to cater to those groups that were seen as being on the edge of society. A little kooky, but their money was as good as anyone else's. As long as a club or guild wasn't hurting anyone, they could have their conferences here.

My phone dinged. I looked down at my screen as I continued to make my point. "Nettie, it's good to be this full. If we could get a steady stream of conferences to come back year after year, it would be great for our bottom line."

"Well, I agree with the premise, but--" She sighed.

I looked up at her. "But what?"

"It's just, you know--" She stopped talking again. As she looked over my shoulder, her eyes got big, and her voice got shaky. "Snakes..."

"Oh, I know everyone is up in arms about the Snake Seekers Society coming here. I get it. No one really likes snakes and wants those who do to keep the slithering reptiles away from them. But maybe we have to take a few harder to deal with conferences to get our good name out there. I know I don't like snakes, either. But these are professionals with a job to do, too. This conference is how they network and share their skills with others."

I stopped trying to explain when I realized she wasn't listening.

Nettie, usually the picture of calm professionalism, was shaking and practically freaking out. I knew she didn't fully agree with my taking on this conference after the last resort who hosted them had ousted them, but I didn't think she suffered from a snake phobia until now.

"Annette, come on, it will not be that bad," I said, trying to calm her.

But then she pointed behind me and yelled, "Snake!"

Alarmed, I spun around and found myself face-to-face with a huge python.

The snake was wrapped around an older but comely woman who looked like she was getting ready to put on a vaudeville snake-charming show right here in our lobby. Her bright red lipstick, feathered headband, and sparkly sequined dress truly made her look as though she had stepped out of another era.

Behind her were three other women who were similarly dressed in a variety of colors, each with their own snake accessory wrapped around their bodies.

I tried to stifle my scream, but a little sound squeaked out of my mouth.

The woman looked surprised.

"Oh, I'm sorry. Is Clyde bothering you?" she asked, taking a step back. Her voice was rich and smooth, a stark contrast to the chaos she brought with her.

Nettie, who had finally gotten a hold of herself although her voice was still shaky, greeted our guests while I stood there stock-still with my mouth hanging open.

"Hello, are you Belinda Damajanti?"

The woman nodded, her flamboyant headpiece bobbing slightly. The others followed suit, nodding and petting their snakes.

"Yes, dear. Belinda Damajanti, president of the Snake Seekers Society. Great-great-granddaughter to the famous snake charmer, Nala Damajanti. And this is Clyde," she said, gesturing to the snake as if introducing an old friend.

"Well, welcome to the Coral Cove Hideaway Resort, Ms. Damajanti and Clyde," I said, trying to regain my composure. "I'm sure you'll find everything to your satisfaction."

As I spoke, I couldn't help but notice the curious glances from other guests. The sight of pythons in the middle of the lobby was not exactly what they had expected when they booked their stay at our tranquil resort, but I'm sure they'll come to see it as a quirky little twist to their Coral Cove Hideaway experience.
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Chapter 2


Nettie cleared her throat to get everyone's attention before saying, "I'm sorry, Ms. Damajanti, but I believe it is in the contract that you would have all snakes safely secured when in the common areas of the resort. I trust you understand they are to be caged if in the lobby or resort hallways."

I watched as my manager was rifling through some pages. "Yes, yes, it's right here," she said. "Along with not having any venomous snakes on the property at all. Simply put, the contract says snakes are to be kept within their habitats or cages during transport."

Belinda giggled, a sound that was oddly musical, given the circumstances. "Clyde isn't really a snake. He’s been my companion for over fifteen years. Why, we're closer than I am to my husband!"

She laughed even harder as her sequined dress glittered under the lobby lights. Her snake-lady friends followed suit.

I spent the time looking anywhere but at the snakes, trying to keep the picture she painted out of my thoughts.

When she noticed we weren't laughing along with them, she stopped. "Very well. I'll make sure he gets into his cage when we get up to our room, as long as my husband is here. He's the one who was transporting the cages. If you'll just check me in."

"Yes, I see you and Gavin Mercer are sharing a suite. Gavin is your husband?" Nettie asked, still maintaining her professional demeanor despite the unusual situation.

"Yes, I’ve kept my stage name for business recognition purposes."

Nettie and I both nodded knowingly, as if we totally understood the intricacies of having a stage name. I could not take my eyes off the snake wrapped around her, poised still and looking back at me with what I could only describe as reptilian curiosity... or maybe it was his hungry look. I wasn’t sure.

Finally, I broke the enchanting stare and spoke to Nettie. "I am going to head out to see if Carlos has everything ready for the reception tonight," I said, trying to sound casual.

I slid down along the reception desk to get past the snake and its handler, all the while keeping one eye on Clyde, who seemed content to watch me leave.

"OK," she said, apprehensively. "Please share our excitement with him when you get there."

"Oh, I will," I yelled back while hurrying out the door towards the Tiki bar.

I felt the ocean breeze on my face, and I took a deep breath, letting the familiar tropical scents calm my nerves. The Tiki bar, with its thatched roofs and bamboo accents, was just ahead, past the resort pool, and had a panoramic view of the beach. The walk to it felt like an oasis of normalcy after the surreal encounter in the lobby.

I rounded the corner from the pool area onto the beach and waved to my resort neighbor, Marco Santini. He was lounging in a chair under an umbrella, doing his best impersonation of a beach bum. Marco, with his ever-present straw hat and aviator sunglasses, waved back with an enormous smile, but never moved from his lounge chair. We had been doing this routine pretty much every time I came to the Tiki bar. I wondered if he ever went inside or if he camped out on the beach all night long. Well, to each his own.

Inside the bar, I noticed the tables to the right were full and the bar spanned around in a tight oval, ending in a small office area where my second husband used to hatch all of his dastardly plans, was two people deep. I spun around and took in the many groups of guests that were here.

Normally, we have a lot of tourists coming down to the Keys---older women with their wide-brimmed hats and gentlemen in their Hawaiian shirts enjoying the sun, sand, and pineapple drinks, but they don't get too rowdy. The bar area was usually filled with their laughter, and the clinking of glasses, a relaxed paradise vibe.

Today's crowd was different.

While each group had an individual air about them, most wore khaki, olive, or brown cargo pants and safari gear. They had an air of seriousness mixed with excitement, like explorers on the brink of a grand discovery. And they were all imbibing while chatting animatedly about their latest finds and adventures. As much as I tried, I couldn't tell if these were the snake hunters or the students. Probably a mix of both.

There were snake hooks leaning against the bar, and some guests had snake-themed patches on their shirts. The contrast between the typical sun-seeking tourists and this new crowd was stark. I couldn't help but feel a mix of curiosity and apprehension. I told myself the feeling is first conference jitters.

Looking up to the ceiling, I realized Nettie must have gotten to work quickly after I booked the conference, as there were streamers with a snake motif winding throughout the bar. I became amused when I saw Carlos behind the bar deftly mixing drinks and hanging a gummy worm out of each of them.

Sitting at my reserved seat at the end of the bar next to the cash register, I laughed, shaking my head at the whimsical cocktail.

"Don't knock it," he said, flashing a grin. "You're in the Keys. The theming works." He spread his hands out, gesturing for me to take in the beautiful beach that the Tiki bar opened out to. The golden sand and turquoise waves created a picture-perfect backdrop.

I nodded in agreement. "You're right, it does. So, how about you give me one of those fruity drinks, but skip the worm? I've already seen too many of those today, and one was way too close."

As he mixed the drink, he said, "Nettie called and wanted me to tell you the guests are in their rooms and secured. She said you both were ready to scramble out of the lobby. I told her to make sure they know not to bring those things in here," he said, pointing behind him to an old antique machete mounted on the wall. I had always thought it was for decoration, but obviously, it made him feel safer too. I had to admit, with its weathered handle and gleaming blade, it looked like it had a few stories to tell.

"Yeah, we're going to have to see how the rest of the week goes," I said, sighing. "She was trying to warn me about this conference, but I didn't think it would be that big of a deal. There aren't that many bookings this month, and we have to stay out of the red."

Carlos nodded, handing me the drink--brightly colored and festooned with a tiny umbrella instead of a candy worm. "Here's to hoping it all goes smoothly."

I barely got the drink to my lips when I was startled by an ear-piercing scream and I dropped it.
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Chapter 3


I turned to look at the outdoor tables where a woman was standing in the same position I had been in earlier, face to face with Clyde. The only difference between us was the volume of the noise she was making. Where I could only get a squeak out, she was producing a panicked wail.

I looked back over my shoulder at Carlos. "Get security here, now!"

Not thinking about the repercussions of grabbing a woman who was wearing a snake, I grasped onto Belinda's arm and dragged her away from the bar and back towards the resort pool.

Stopping before we got to the crowded area, I let go of her arm and was about to read her the riot act when I saw all the eyes on us. This included a man in a suit who was walking just behind us, carrying a large snake cage. He came to a stop behind Belinda.

"Before you begin your tirade, Ms. Dread, let me introduce our lawyer, Royce Barrett," she said smugly, as if to intimidate me.

I stuck out my hand towards him before he could open his mouth. "It is fortunate to make your acquaintance at this moment, Mr. Barrett, as this will be my last warning to your client and you should take notes."

As I finished my sentence, the resort's security team showed up and stood there for more instruction. Holding up my hand, letting them know to hold on for a moment, I allowed Belinda's lawyer to speak.

Mr. Barrett noted their presence. "Please," he said. "I am not here as the Serpent Seekers Society lawyer, but as the group's business manager."

He glared at Belinda. Then he placed the cage on the ground and opened it. "I told you, I will not allow you and the other ladies to get our group kicked out of another venue. Put him away in the cage and I will bring him back to your suite."

She batted her eyelashes at him and huffed. Then she started uncoiling the snake from around her body.

"Please let me know if you have any other issues with our members and other conference guests," he said to me. "I will speak to them directly to ensure we have no more issues."

This man's professionalism impressed me. I now knew who I needed to speak to should things continue to go awry, although I wasn’t convinced, he could keep this conference in line.

As Barrett latched Clyde into his cage, Belinda walked back towards the bar.

"She means nothing by it," he said, watching her leave. "She loves Clyde and wants everyone else to, as well."

She can love that snake from afar for the rest of this week, I thought, but had the good manners not to say. Instead, I smiled at him. "Thank you for your help, Mr. Barrett."

We turned and went our separate ways. He went back to the resort to take Clyde to his room, and I let security know I may need them again at some point, but for now they could leave.

Then I went directly to my seat at the bar to get another drink.
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Taking slow, deep breaths, I whispered a count of ten as I breathed each number out. It seemed to help my nerves calm down, as long as I continued to take a sip of the fresh drink Carlos gave me in between each breath.

My eyes flickered up to the wall where the machete had been. "Carlos!" I yelled across the bar to get his attention. When he looked over, I pointed to the missing knife.

He pointed under the bar where he had stashed it on a shelf, probably when he heard me scream earlier. "It needs to be accessible for this week."

I shrugged. He wasn't completely wrong, although I didn't think there would be any more issues. We have shown the conference organizers that the rules will be enforced. It was time I turned to more positive thoughts.

As I sat back and looked around, I thought about how much I was enjoying the resort. I found I really liked people watching. The ones in the here currently were all very interesting.

The first crew were manly men and spoke loudly, taking turns telling stories of snake hunting. It reminded me of when my grandfather used to talk about his fishing trips and the one that got away. One gentleman had a beard with a safari hat tilted on his head and spoke with an Australian accent. His deep, booming voice matched his rugged appearance, and he gestured animatedly as he spoke.

"I've come to the conference to get some tips from Florida, but there is no way the snakes here rival those in my home country. We know how to grow snakes in Australia!"

The second group of people I checked out had brought several types of gadgets into the bar with them. Two or three of them were stuck in notebooks, jotting down information as the others were showing off what their gadgets did or how they could be useful. I believed this was the nerd squad of the snake-hunting society. They dressed in practical clothing, and their eyes gleamed in wonder as they discussed the latest technological advancements in herpetology.

Last was the table where Belinda and her ladies sat. They were all dressed to the hilt. They had on heavy makeup, tons of jewelry, elaborate sequin dresses, and marvelous updos. I guessed they all must have been snake charmers at some time. They looked like they had stepped out of a vintage glamor magazine, each one as dazzling as the last.

I imagined the amazing stories they had to share, and I placed stopping by and striking up a conversation with at least one of them on my mental to-do list. I would, of course, have to wait for a day this week when they hadn't been admonished for taking their snakes out for a walk without the cages.

I was smiling to myself, thinking that perhaps I shouldn't wait, since that day may never come if Belinda's reaction to the rule was how they would continue to act. The thought flew out of my head when I heard a crash and watched everyone at the bar freeze.

I quickly made my way over to where I had heard the noise and saw a large man with a beard towering over a smaller man who I recognized as Mr. Barrett. One of the wait staff was picking up a tray of broken glasses and spilled drinks that I surmised were knocked out of their hands by the larger gentleman.

He continued to yell at Barrett, ignoring the mess he made. The business manager stood his ground but wasn't yelling back. Instead, he had his hands up in a defensive position and seemed to be trying to defuse the situation.

I was hard pressed to do anything but watch, for fear of making matters worse, until my security showed up.

The large man, dressed in a khaki button-down shirt and camo pants, his beard wild and unkempt, barked out, "You just make sure everyone who we paid to be there is. Let me worry about what happens during the presentation."

I wasn't sure what he was talking about, but I guessed he was a keynote speaker for the presentation during the conference. Off to the side, I saw Carlos moving quickly around the bar to calm these gentlemen down. He signaled to me that he had called security. Those guys were working hard for their salary today.

"Sir, I understand you want to converse with the audience and make a connection," Barrett said in a calm, measured tone. "But for the conference's purposes, we need to have a copy of what is going to happen so that we can inform the resort and ensure we are following their guidelines."

"Like I said," the large man retorted, his voice booming through the bar, "I'll take care of the presentation. You can write it up as I do it if you need to tell the resort anything."

He stormed out, passing by the two security men we had called as they came in.

After the man left, Carlos looked at Mr. Barrett, who apologized and introduced himself. Now visibly relieved, he ran a hand through his neatly combed hair and adjusted his glasses.

Barrett spotted me and walked over. Apologizing profusely, he said, "The jet lag and the beer must not be agreeing with my employer, Gavin Mercer. I am really very sorry for the outburst."

So, that was the head of the Snake Seekers Society. Great, I thought sarcastically. I accepted the apology and turned to go back to my seat when I caught Belinda staring. She smiled and winked at me before going back to the conversation at her table.

I shook my head. Nettie had been right, these people were not to be trusted. Later, I will let her know we would need more security to stay at the bar area for the rest of this conference, and to charge the overage fees to them.
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Chapter 4


"Quinn, Jack, I'm home!" I called as I opened the door to my suite.

Both cats got up from their perch on the couch and stretched. They walked over to me, rubbing up against my legs. I crouched down and petted them lovingly. We stayed that way a couple of moments, getting a real purr-fest going.

They wound around my feet as I walked through my rooms, taking in the inviting ambiance. The scent of fresh flowers from the balcony garden filled the air as I breathed it in and saw that someone had installed the screen door while I was away. This should keep the boys inside and safe.

The staff brought up my things when I returned from New York, and I was surprised to find that they had put everything away when I walked into the bedroom.

I understood that having money was one thing, being a Warrington was something else entirely. I didn't have to ask for a screen door which had been installed to keep my cats safely inside the suite. The task was thought through and completed for me. I didn't have to put away my intimate things. That task was done for me as well.

I was really unsure of how I felt about it.

It was weird and was going to take some time to get used to. While I did, I was going to enjoy the good things-like this room.

Although it wasn't the penthouse, I think I preferred this one. It was one floor down from the suite I had shared with Guy and took up a quarter of the entire floor. My room included its own gym, balcony, bar area, seating area, and a beautiful master bedroom and bath, complete with a sauna and Jacuzzi.

Life was looking up. All I needed now was reassurance from my attorneys that my first husband's antics and crimes would never come back to bite me.

I called Nettie and talked her into taking a break. She came up a few minutes later.

"I don't know how long I can stay," she said, her voice tinged with worry. "More of the conference guests are coming in and everyone is milling about. I may be needed down at the lobby, Parker."

"You're always needed down at the lobby or somewhere in this resort because you're an excellent resource. But you've delegated those tasks to the staff down there. I'm sure they can handle it. Take a breath. Let me make you a drink and tell you what happened at the bar," I said.

"Carlos called and said you had things in hand. Did he embellish?" she asked, sounding worried.

"No, he was right. What happened there was handled, and should stay that way as long as we place more security staff around to dissuade the conference heads from bending any more of the rules," I said, watching Nettie's eyebrow go up at my tone.

"I wanted to let you know the gloves are coming off. Call in extra security from the service, place them around the resort and keep reminding the conference heads of the contract."

"Will we be charging the conference for the extra security?" she asked.

"Yes, we will. Send the charges to Mr. Barrett. He seemed reasonable," I said.

She looked at me quizzically.

"What?" I asked.

"When did you meet him?" Then she waved her hand as if shooing away the question. "I only ask because I got the opposite impression of the man when I dealt with him earlier about the ladies with their snakes in the lobby."

I chuckled. "He must have changed his tune by the time he saw me hauling Belinda out of the Tiki bar. No matter. Let the new security guards handle him."

Jack and Quill came to visit Nettie and me on the couch.

Nettie rubbed under Jack's chin, and he was lapping up the attention. "I'm so glad you kept these two."

"So am I. Sometimes I think they might be the only thing that I have going for me," I said.

"Well, you have me, the resort, and Carlos, too. You're starting a new life," she said, reminding me.

I had a small shopping bag on the coffee table that caught her eye. She picked it up and peeked in. “What is all this?”

I smiled. “Open it. It is so igneous.”

Nettie pulled out the box for my new mini flip phone in teal and the packages for several holders. She looked like she didn’t know what to make of it, so she asked again. “What is this and why is it igneous?”

“Well, I went to see my therapist while I was in New York,” I said.

“This is the therapist who told you and Bob to come here to work on your marriage?” she interrupted.

“Yes. He apologized for not seeing the signs, and I trust him.”

“Okay, then I am glad you went. Still, what is all this?” Nettie asked.

“Please don’t think I’m paranoid, but it is a way for me to feel safe,” I said my voice cracking.

“Oh Parker,” she began, but I stopped her.

“Let me get this out. Ever since Guy did what he did and Philip abducted me, I’m having a hard time feeling safe, pretty much anywhere. This mini flip phone has all of these holsters to help hide it on my person. My therapist suggested I might feel safer with it on, and I am going to try it as I am tired of the slow burn anxiety I feel too often.”

Nettie’s face looked like she was struggling for a moment, obviously feeling my pain, then she steeled herself and said, “Good for you. If wearing that makes you feel safe, I’m all for it, even though I don’t think you will ever need it.”

I smiled. “I hope not!”

Changing subjects, Nettie asked, "Were you able to ask the estate managers to give you some funds to make improvements around here?"

Quinn looked at Jack with Nettie, then sauntered over to me, presumably to get the same treatment his brother was receiving. I didn't let him down.

"Well, we didn't have time to go into the resort issues, but they assured me we have the funding we need," I said. "I'm used to dealing with people who know me and are a little laid back. They were different."

I thought about the stark conference room where I had been seated at the one end of the table and five of the Warrington family lawyers sat at the other end. The room must have been in the middle of the offices as there were no windows to look out, not that there was much to see in the city. Although I only went to New York for a short time, I missed the view of Sunset Haven Key beach that I enjoyed from the resort's conference rooms.

"Why? What did they say?" Nettie asked.

"It wasn't so much of what they said, it was more their intimidation tactics. I was grateful they had kept me out of trouble with Bob's mess, so I felt I shouldn't push them. But they continually steered me away from estate matters. I know the funds are there, so do what needs to be done. And if we keep getting conferences like the Snake Seekers Society, we'll be able to get even more done."

She stared at me, her eyes wide with concern. "If we keep getting more conferences like the Snake Seekers Society, we might not have a resort to make an improvement on. We'll have an infestation of snakes and have to use all the money to get rid of them."

I shook my head and stood, much to Quinn's displeasure. I went to check the snack situation under the bar. Found some packs of mixed nuts. I offered one to Nettie before I sat back down and opened mine.

"The snakes are a valid concern, but let's not blow it out of proportion. We have the funds to keep this place running and maybe do some things to the lobby."

"Good to know. But I don't think you understand, we may be dealing with snakes until the end of time. You should have seen how many cages they tried to bring in." Nettie shuddered slightly, echoing my own discomfort.

"Didn't we have a cap on the number of snakes in the resort at any certain time? Then only for presentation purposes?" The mere thought of them slithering around made my skin crawl. I closed my eyes and took a calming breath.

"We do, but they said they didn't realize that they couldn't bring more in for the larger presentations," Nettie explained. "No worries, really. I sent them back out."

"Good, thank you. Let's talk about something nicer than snakes," I said, trying to put an end to the slithering talk before I end up taking those thoughts to bed with me and fueling some nightmares.

Quinn slinked over to Nettie to get some of the attention she was giving Jack, which made Jack come over to me.

"Oh, by the way," Nettie said, a mischievous glint in her eye, "the yummy detective came by. He'd like you to give him a call."

I wondered what he wanted.

"I'm sure it's something to do with the AG in New York City, the Warrington estate, or something else along those lines. Even if he was interested in me, I am not interested in any type of relationship right now. Not after what I've been through."

"When you have a man like that giving you attention, rip the bandage off quickly, I say!" Nettie laughed. "I mean, he is very handsome," she added, wiggling her eyebrows up and down.

She wasn't wrong. He was dreamy, and I should know, as I had daydreamed about being in his powerful arms all too often recently.

"Still not interested," I said firmly.
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Chapter 5


I woke up early, did some exercise, took a shower, and grabbed a cup of coffee. The morning sun was just beginning to filter through the sheer curtains of my suite as I caught up with the news online before heading down to scope out the conference.

Thinking I would grab some breakfast at the buffet as a cover, I was hoping to talk to the guests of the Snake Seekers Society that were staying at the resort. I wanted to see if these people really were crazy or just eccentric, as Nettie can be prone to exaggeration. Although, after dealing with Belinda and Gavin, she may be right.

Stepping into the conference hall, I was glad I had spent the morning with a little quiet time. The hall was a whirlwind of activity--Nettie's term "crazy" didn't cover what I was seeing. It was as if a frat party met up with a circus.

The room itself was the largest we had on the property, as it included an auditorium area with a stage and seating in front. But I was surprised to see as many people as I did. More must have come in last night, or they were staying at other hotels. I took out my phone and made a note to talk to Nettie about how we were currently enticing guests of a conference to stay with us instead of the other offerings in the area.

Looking around the room, I took in the bright banners and colorful decorations that hung from the ceiling. The air buzzed with excited chatter and laughter. People were rushing around, setting up displays and checking their equipment, creating a chaotic yet energetic atmosphere. Except, of course, for the four snake charmers who were standing in the corner eying everyone up. Dressed in elaborate, sparkling costumes, they handled their snakes with calm precision, their eyes scanning the room with a mix of curiosity and suspicion.

I knew this room wasn't considered public, so they could have their snakes out, but I had mistakenly thought it would be just when they were on stage. Belinda walked over to her lady friends with a chart, her face serious and focused. If I could place a bet, I would say Clyde, who was wrapped around her, was reading it for her.

Just down the aisle from them was her husband, Gavin Mercer. He was discussing something with their business manager, Mr. Barrett. He pointed toward the snake geeks with all their gear and then to the tech enthusiasts who huddled around a table cluttered with gadgets and notebooks.

Then, I saw the pink hair of my business manager across the way. The vibrant hue stood out like a beacon in the sea of conference attendees, who dressed in the drab colors of snake hunters.

Looking stern, Nettie clapped her hands. Her voice was authoritative, cutting through the noise with ease.

"Good morning, everyone! It's time to start breakfast. Please line up and hand your tickets to the attendant before going through the line. We will have no more demonstrations of equipment until later this afternoon. Please put all of your equipment and live animals away at this time."

She swept her eyes over the crowd and added, "Also, none of the snakes should be out of their cages during the conference unless you are on stage and showing them. If you wish to show off your snakes on stage during the open session, please sign the waver on the clipboard."

She handed it to a woman who had a small snake twisted around her forearm and hand. The woman, with a serene expression, gently stroked the snake as she took the clipboard, nodding in understanding.

The scene was a fascinating blend of chaos and control, with the charmers' calm presence contrasting sharply with the frantic energy of the hunters and the rest of the attendees. As I watched, I couldn't help but feel a mix of amusement, curiosity, and foreboding about what the day would bring.
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Chapter 6


"Good morning, Parker," Nettie said as I walked up to her. She was standing near the buffet table looking surprisingly chipper. "Did you sleep well?"

"Good morning, Nettie. I slept better than I expected to. How is everything going this morning?"

Nettie pursed her lips while scanning all the people grabbing their breakfast, and then up at the snakes on the stage. "Not terrible. I bumped into Belinda over there. She says half the work is done, but the setup isn't complete yet. Her husband has been elusive."

As I turned to look at the stage, I saw Mercer emerge, his tall frame easily visible above the crowd. "Oh, wait a second, there he is," I said. "Don’t worry. I'm sure Belinda can get Mr. Mercer to do what needs to be done, since he's up there."

"Yes, it looks like she sees him," Nettie agreed, glancing over at Belinda, who was waving frantically at her husband. She stomped up to the stage and began berating him.

"Well, I'm going to go to my office and have some breakfast there because this is nuts," I said, looking around at the chaos in the room. The sheer number of people made the room feel overwhelmed.

"I agree, and I will be along shortly. I just want to check a few things and see if Miguel can get us a count," Nettie said, her eyes scanning the room for the young helper.

Just as she said that, one of the snake charmers walked by, deftly handling three different snakes at a time. The snakes twisted and writhed, their scales gleaming under the conference hall lights.

"Looks to me like it would be hard for him to keep count of these. We might need to reconsider regulating the number and simply regulate the space the snakes are allowed to be," I said, watching the charmer with a mix of fascination and apprehension.

As I was walking out of the conference room, I heard a howl as the snake hunters were practicing a rallying cry out in the hallway. The sound echoed through the hall, drawing curious glances from other guests.

"Great," I thought sarcastically. I made a mental note to bring that up with Mr. Barrett. I wasn't sure if any of the other guests were being bothered, but maybe they can do that when they go out on their excursions, not inside.

A man stopped me before I could take another step. He was tall and rugged, with a weathered face that hinted at many days spent outdoors. "Hey, are you here for the snake convention?" he asked, noticeably giving me the once-over.

"No, not really," I said, keeping my tone neutral and not giving any more information.

"But you're here, so you're staying at the resort?" he pressed.

"Sort of," I said again, trying to be short and sweet as I took a step around him. As I did, more guests came down the hall, so I had to step back.

"That's a shame," he said, flashing a grin that revealed a row of perfectly white teeth. "Sorry, I'm John Howard, and I'm looking for a hunting partner."

While I didn't want to encourage this man's advances, I also didn't get it. What's up with snake hunters? I hadn't even thought about it when they were booking, except because they were bringing snakes. I mean, why would they go out and hunt them? Couldn't they just buy them at the store?

So, I asked the question. "Why do you hunt snakes?"

"Money," he said with a casual shrug. "It's financially lucrative. It's a great gig that gets you outdoors and lets you meet like-minded people, like we're meeting now." His enthusiasm was palpable.

"Money? How can you make money doing this?" I asked, genuinely curious now.

"Well, for instance, in the Everglades, there are so many snakes that they're eating all the local wildlife. So, the state of Florida pays hunters to go in and take care of them."

"Really? That's very interesting. Thanks for the information," I said. The crowd had moved into the conference room, leaving the hallway open.

As I walked out, he called after me, "Yeah, no problem. Maybe we can meet up later?"

"No, thank you."

"Hey, can I at least have your name?" he asked, his hopeful expression almost making me feel guilty.

"No, I don't really think so. Goodbye," I replied, firmly but politely, and continued on my way. While I wasn't sure if I ever wanted romantic entanglements again in my lifetime, I knew I wasn't interested in making friends with a snake-hunter.
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Chapter 7


I walked down the hallway, looking over my shoulder at the wooden doors as they closed with a resounding thud. John Howard had been watching me walk away, which gave me an uneasy feeling.

Unfortunately, I smacked directly into another gentleman in a three-piece suit holding a cigar that wasn’t lit. He definitely looked like he didn't belong at this conference. He had been typing something into his phone, his brow furrowed in concentration.

"Oh, excuse me," I said, stepping back quickly. "I wasn't paying attention to where I was going."

The short heavyset man looked a bit flustered and checked his phone screen, his eyes widening slightly. "You made me send that to the wrong person," he muttered.

"I am really sorry," I repeated, trying to catch his eye. "Are you here with the conference?"

"What? No, well, yes, but I am not particularly into snakes," he replied, a small smile tugging at the corner of his lips. He extended his hand, adding, "Mr. Claimsworthy."

I shook his hand, noting the firm grip and the calluses on his palm and that his arms were as hairy as his face. "And why are you here, Mr. Claimsworthy?"

"I'm from the insurance company that follows this conference," he explained, glancing around. "Every year they post so many claims that the company felt it was necessary to have someone attend, plus it was my understanding the resort required it.”

I was glad to hear the insurance company was checking up on the conference. Maybe that would keep the snakes in their cages.

"I am so glad you are here. I am Parker Dread, the owner of this establishment. I hope you enjoy your stay. Maybe try the Tiki bar when you have some time or have a swim and relax out by the pool."

He chuckled, his shoulders relaxing slightly. "Thank you, Ms. Dread. I will try to make some time for your excellent suggestions."

I said goodbye to Mr. Claimsworthy and walked through the lobby to the grand staircase going up to my office. As I passed my receptionist, who was busy on the phone, she called out.

"Ms. Dread," she said, covering the mouthpiece of the phone with her hand, "there's a message on your desk."

I nodded and continued into my office. The space was a mix of island charm and modern elegance, with large windows offering a stunning view of the ocean and a glass wall that looked down into the lobby.

I sat down at my desk, where my receptionist had placed a cup of steaming coffee. The aroma was rich and inviting, a slight comfort amidst the chaos of my workload. How she knew I was on my way, I didn't know. But I was grateful she did.

I unfolded the note and realized it was from my ex-husband, Bob. He had left a phone number, asking me to call him. The sight of his familiar handwriting stirred up a mixture of emotions - none of them good.

How had he left this note? Was he here?

I knew I should probably turn this over to the Attorney General immediately, but curiosity got the better of me. I wanted to hear what he had to say first. Taking a deep breath, I picked up my cell phone, dialed the number, and placed the call on speaker. As the phone rang, I started the recording app, ensuring that I had a record of the conversation that was about to unfold.

"Parker, I'm glad you called," he said, using the voice he reserved for his clients. There was a crowd in the background, the murmur of voices and clinking of glasses suggesting he was in a busy restaurant.

"Hello, Bob. You sound well," I replied, leaning back in my chair and glancing out the window at the serene ocean view.

"Yeah, thanks," he said. "Hold on a minute, let me get to someplace quieter." There was a brief silence, followed by the muffled sounds of him moving. His voice echoed slightly, suggesting he had stepped into a hallway or an empty room.

"We need to talk about our divorce," he said finally, his voice now clearer.

"It's happened. I'm not sure what you want to talk about," I replied, tapping my fingers on the desk.

"You see, that's just it. It didn't happen. The paperwork was faked. You know you didn't sign it."

"According to my lawyers, who contacted the law firm you used, it's filed and totally legal. Jane used my signature stamp. That is what the two of you wanted, right?"

"I heard about your lawyers," he said, chuckling, "and Jane will testify differently, as she is the one who placed the signature. She’ll simply come clean, then all of your new money goes away and you could end up in jail."

How could I have not seen the malice in this man during our long marriage? I thought. Did I really ignore it, or had he been that good at hiding it?

"What do you want, Bob?" I asked.

"Listen," he said, his tone changing. It became more urgent. "I'm looking for the safe deposit box key. I know you have it because the set of keys wasn't where I left it in our apartment."

"I don't know what you mean," I said, feigning ignorance. "What safe deposit box key? We never had a safe deposit box."

I knew exactly what he was talking about, but I wasn't about to let him know that. I was surprised to find the set of keys when I went back to close up our apartment last week, so I brought them back with me. They were currently in my delicates drawer up in my suite, where they would stay.

"Don't play coy with me, Parker. I know you have the keys and haven't given them to the authorities yet. Give them to me today," he demanded.

"How do you know I haven't given them to the authorities?" I asked, a suspicion forming. Then I realized my mistake, but it didn’t matter as I understood he must have someone following me. "And how do you know I was in New York?"

"I had someone looking for the keys," he admitted. "They saw you." He hesitated.

I could picture him, probably running a hand through his hair, a habit he had when he was nervous. I think, anyway. I've learned in the last two months that I wasn't good at figuring out if Bob was lying or not, and frankly, I was glad I didn't have the job anymore.

"Whatever, Bob. I don't have them, and I don't have time to keep telling you that."

He spoke as if I were a five-year-old. "Parker, I'm not playing around. There are some really dangerous men looking for what is in that box. If the New York Attorney General gets the to the box before I do, these men will kill me, and then they will come after you. You need to give me those keys so Jane and I can take care of it, then tell the New York AG there is no box and you haven’t heard from me."

I rolled my eyes as I spoke back to him in the same manner that he was using with me. "I don't know what you and Jane have gotten yourselves into, but it has nothing to do with me. I do not have any keys to give you. If you wish to contact me again, please do so through my lawyer."

He shouted colorful phrases as I hung up the phone, his voice rising in frustration. I stared at the phone for a moment, my mind racing as I wondered how could that man have changed so much since our wedding day? Or how could I have ignored it for so long?

I wasn't sure of the answer to those questions, but I knew what I was doing in this moment. I was moving on.

I picked up my phone and dialed the Attorney General of New York to give them his number. The agent in charge of my case was not there, so I left a message.

I told them about the contact and the keys. I also let them know the message I had received was in his handwriting, so he was no longer in the Caribbean.

He had come to Florida, and he had been in my resort.


[image: image-placeholder]






Chapter 8


My receptionist, Taylor, came in looking professional as usual in her crisp white shirt and tropical print skirt. Her chestnut-brown hair, neatly styled, complemented her warm hazel eyes and bright, genuine smile.

"Ms. Dread, would you like to order your lunch for here, or do you want to eat it in your cabana at the pool? Or will you be going to the Tiki Lounge?" she asked.

"As much as I would like to stay here and continue to dive into all of this paperwork, I'm tired, and the Tiki Lounge is probably very busy with the conference. Can you tell me where the cabana is?" I replied, feeling a bit overwhelmed by the stacks of documents in front of me.

"Oh, Mr. Warrington has his own cabana at the pool. It's in the far corner where there's some shade, and you can step right outside for lounging in the sun. There's a television, music, and a small refrigerator that I believe is still being stocked with drinks--water and soft drinks mostly, but you can order anything you wish, and they will bring it to you," Taylor explained, her eyes twinkling with enthusiasm.

"I feel like it's cheating to do something so decadent in the middle of a workday," I said, feeling guilty but tempted by the idea of relaxation.

"I'm a firm believer in getting rest and relaxation when you need it, and if you don't mind my saying, Ms. Dread, I believe you need it. It will help you make better decisions and keep you on task with anything that needs to be done. How could that not lead to your success?" she said with a reassuring smile, her sincerity clear.

"What a wonderful outlook, Taylor! I think I'm going to take your advice and get ready for the cabana. I'll take my phone in case you need to get in touch with me, but please don't tell anyone else to call me there," I instructed, feeling a sense of relief.

"Absolutely, Ms. Dread," she said with a nod, her professional demeanor never wavering.

"And please, call me Parker from now on. I plan on making the Coral Cove Hideaway Resort my home. Therefore, I want to be on a first-name basis with all of its employees," I added.

She smiled. "Of course, Ms.---I mean, Parker."

I smiled back and grabbed my things. As I walked out the door, I turned back and said, "If my husband, Mr. Collins, calls, give him the number for the Warrington family law firm and tell him I am no longer available to speak to him."

"Yes, ma'am," she said, her tone reflecting both respect and understanding.

I hummed as I walked away. I was looking forward to a relaxing lunch hour at the pool. The prospect of unwinding in a shaded cabana, away from the stress and noise, filled me with a sense of peace and anticipation.
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Wearing a bathing suit and sarong, I walked down to the pool area from my suite and scanned it through my dark sunglasses. The sun was bright and warm, reflecting off the crystal-clear water of the pool. Lush greenery surrounded the area, and vibrant flowers added splashes of color to the tropical paradise.

I called Taylor from my suite and asked her to have someone be sure the cabana was ready for me, and I saw two attendants doing just that as I walked past other resort guests toward the area.

The cabana was near the sandy edge where the pool met the beach. Tall palm trees provided ample shade, their fronds rustling softly in the gentle breeze. The cabana itself was a cozy yet luxurious setup, with white drapes that could be drawn for privacy and plush lounge chairs arranged invitingly inside.

"Hello, Ms. Dread," one of the attendants said. "We are ready for you. Please have a seat, and I will show you all the aspects of the cabana. First, there is this call button. If you need anything, all you need to do is press this, and we will come out to you. If you simply want to let us know what you want, you can call this number." He pointed to a card that was attached to the top of the button.

"That's very efficient. Thank you," I replied, admiring the thoughtful setup. It occurred to me I should do more of these things around the resort so I could get ideas for making them even better for our guests.

"Here you have a refrigerator with drinks, and as you can see, you can fit four to six people in here comfortably if you wish to have guests. If you should want more lounge chairs, we can always provide them," he continued, gesturing to the sleek mini-fridge stocked with water, soft drinks, and a few locally brewed beers.

"There's a small table here. Ms. Caldwell said that you wished to have lunch. Do you need a menu, or do you know what you want?" he asked.

I ordered one of my favorite foods, a BLT with chips and a dill pickle. This lunch reminded me of food from a New York deli. It felt like a piece of home, as comfort food often does.

The cabana felt like a private oasis, with its comfortable furnishings, thoughtful amenities, and the serene sound of waves gently lapping at the nearby shore. I took a deep breath, already feeling more relaxed.

It didn't take long for the food to arrive. As I lounged, I listened to songs of the '70s playing softly from a hidden speaker and looked through a local magazine. The cover featured a stunning sunset over the Keys, and I felt a wave of contentment wash over me. There was more information about the Keys here, and I wanted to acclimate myself to the area. So I picked up several of the brochures from the display stand in the lobby earlier. They were filled with colorful pictures and enticing descriptions of local attractions, restaurants, and tours. There was also a local publication that was put out monthly.

I noted this month that they dedicated the issue to Clara, a woman who had run the art gallery and was murdered when I first came to the area. I looked at her smiling face and was brought back to the time when she had told me about Sunset Haven Key. She had a passion for the local art scene and went on about the people and how much she loved living here. It was a good memory, one that made me smile.

I'm looking forward to having good memories here too, I thought to myself.

I heard a commotion and looked out of the cabana toward the doors leading into the lobby of the resort. I saw four gentlemen bringing large cages with what I believed were snakes through the back entrance. The sight of more cages made me very nervous. I couldn't understand why they didn't go in the front door. They must have had to finagle their way around the resort to get here.

Then, I wondered who they were avoiding. I grabbed my phone and called Nettie.

"Hey, you might want to notify security about what's happening at the back door. Someone's trying to bring more snakes in or something," I said, trying to keep my voice low and steady, cognizant of the guests who were lounging around me.

"Will do. Thanks for the heads up. Are you getting some rest out there?" Nettie asked, her concern evident.

"Well, I was," I laughed, trying to lighten the mood. "No, I am. Join me when you can."

"I'll try to come out after I take care of this. See you then," she replied.

I ended the call and took a deep breath, trying to shake off the unsettling sight. As I leaned back into the comfortable lounge chair, I focused on the soothing sounds of the waves and the familiar tunes, looking forward to the calm that the afternoon promised.
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Chapter 9


It wasn't long before Nettie showed up, with Miguel walking behind her, carrying the lunch tray. The sun cast dappled light through the palm fronds, creating a serene atmosphere in the cabana. Nettie set the tray up at a small table next to me in the cabana's shade.

"Thank you for the heads up again," she said, her brow furrowed with concern. "I found out these were not men who belong to the conference. They were an independent snake sales group."

"Didn't we make it clear to Gavin Mercer when they first called about booking the conference here that the independent snake sales were not allowed?" I asked, perplexed, glancing around at the tranquil pool area and the lounging guests. The contrast between the serene setting and the troubling situation was stark.

"We did! We made it very clear," Nettie replied, her tone exasperated. "So, I had security clarify that they needed to leave immediately. They walked them right out the front door to their vehicles and watched them leave."

"OK, let me understand what is going on here. Correct me if I am wrong," I said, trying to piece it together. "The Snake Seekers Society has had their conference kicked out of several venues. We allowed them to come here, but the rules we have in place are not being adhered to. Plus, there's a creepy insurance guy walking around but not caring enough to note the infractions, as far as I can tell." I leaned back in the plush lounge chair, trying to remain calm.

"What insurance guy?" Nettie's face showed concern, her usually composed demeanor faltering.

"Oh no, not our insurance--their insurance," I clarified, watching a couple of seagulls swoop down towards the beach.

"That doesn't matter," she said firmly, regaining her composure. "Whatever their insurance company thinks, they file a report, and it is read by other insurance companies. His report will impact our resort as well. Therefore, no one wants those snake people."

She gestured towards the pool area, now dotted with other guests lounging and enjoying the sunny afternoon. "These are the guests we want, Parker."

"Understood, Nettie. I am sorry," I said. I continued when she tried to wave my apology away, as if it wasn't needed. "I have to apologize. From now on I am giving you final say over what conferences to accept and which ones to reject."

She sighed heavily. "It's going to be okay. But we will need to talk to Mr. Mercer again." Her voice was steady, though her eyes betrayed a hint of worry.

"I'm not sure how much talking to them is going to work," I said doubtfully. "I don't believe his business manager, Mr. Barrett, has an authoritative presence at the conference. I think that's part of the problem. We can make as many rules as we want, and they can agree, but Gavin Mercer, who is bending or breaking those rules,doesn’t seem to be under Barrett’s control."

Nettie sighed, nodding in agreement. The gentle rustling of the palm trees provided a stark contrast to the tension of our conversation. Despite the beauty surrounding us, the situation with the conference was casting a shadow over what should have been a pleasant day.
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A look of shock came over Nettie's face. I followed her gaze to the doorway across the pool and saw someone trying to bring in the snake cages again, stacked up high on a wheeled cart which made it hard to get them through the door and keep hidden under a large tarp, but I knew what it was.

The security guys had left the area, so I asked Nettie to call them back while I watched.

This time I noticed it was Mr. Mercer himself, the head of the conference, who was bringing in the cages of snakes on a cart. His tall, imposing form looked a bit intimidating.

After getting off the phone, Nettie walked over. I stopped her and said, “Allow me.”

Walking around the pool in my cover-up and hat, I called out to him. He stopped, looked at me, and crossed his arms. I guess he knew enough that he needed to wait, but he wasn't happy about it.

As I walked up, I got a peek at the dark metallic cages on the cart under the tarp, and I could hear the distinctive slithering sound, which made me shudder at the thought of their contents.

"Mr. Mercer, may I ask why you are bringing these snakes into the conference?" I asked, trying to keep my tone neutral.

"It is a snake conference. We have snakes," he replied sarcastically, his eyes narrowing slightly.

"Hilarious," I said. "All the snakes that you could bring in legally were brought in yesterday afternoon, as per our contract. Coming in the back door with more snakes makes me believe that these are not on the list we had agreed upon. Is that right?"

He looked at Nettie, who was standing behind me, and then back at me, but said nothing for a full minute. Shaking his head, he said, "You don't know what you're talking about. We have permission to bring them in. These are part of our presentation. I don't know how we're supposed to teach about different types of snakes if we are not allowed to show what the snake even looks like."

"I believe that can be done without live snakes, but that's neither here nor there," I said firmly, keeping my voice authoritative. "You'll need to bring them somewhere else. They are not allowed in the building."

Mr. Mercer's face turned bright red, and he blew a gasket. "You can't tell me what I can and cannot do at my conference! We paid good money to be here!" His voice boomed, drawing the attention of nearby guests, who turned their heads in curiosity.

"Mr. Mercer, if you don't bring those snakes back where they came from, you will need to leave with them," I said, standing my ground. The weight of responsibility pressed on me as I continued, "Again, venomous snakes are not allowed in the building. How would you like it if someone got bitten and died? We will not be held accountable for your irresponsibility."

Tension hung in the air was palpable as I awaited his response. The laughter of children playing in the pool felt surreal against the gravity of our confrontation.

He said nothing as the resort security walked up behind him. He turned and left, pushing his cart of snakes in front of him.

Nettie came closer to me. "We need to keep an eye out for him. That wasn't the look of a man who is going to give up."

I nodded in agreement and crossed my fingers that nothing else was going to go wrong.
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Chapter 10


After refreshing myself with a quick shower and a change of clothing, I sought out my assistant, Taylor, to see if she could do a few things for me.

The resort was peaceful as I walked to my office, with the late afternoon sun casting a golden glow over the tropical plants and flowers.

"Hi, Taylor, how's everything going?" I asked as I walked up to her desk. The spacious area was decorated with vibrant artwork and cozy seating arrangements. It exuded a welcoming atmosphere, yet covered the doors to my office, forcing visitors to check in with her before knocking on my door.

"Any messages?"

"No, you'll be glad to know that your husband did not call back," she replied, her voice calm and professional.

"That's great," I said appreciatively. "I was wondering if you could do me a favor."

"Absolutely, anything you need," she said with a reassuring smile.

"I would like an updated schedule for the presentations at the snake conference. Now, I have the schedule that they gave Nettie, but I don't think they're following it. I think they have a different one that they gave to the participants. So, I was wondering if you could go down to the presentations and ask the participants for a schedule. I know that's a little--"

She stopped me with a smile. "If you ever need me to be discreet, I'm okay with that. This is your business, and I am here to help you."

With that, she took off her badge, walked over to the wall, and pushed on it. It opened up into a little coat closet, where she pulled out a hoodie and put it over her shirt. She switched out her shoes to a pair of slip-on sneakers. From her pocket, she grabbed a hair tie and threw her long brown locks into a ponytail. The transformation was quick, and she now looked like any other guest, ready to blend in and gather the needed information.

"Perfect, I hope it works," I said, crossing my fingers. "Let me know when you get it. I'll be in my office."

She nodded and left to go down to the conference room where the presentations were taking place. As she left, I was feeling a mix of gratitude and anticipation, hoping she could uncover the information we needed, with no one being the wiser.

Sitting at my desk, I opened my laptop and watched a video from my online hotel management course I had enrolled in. It was the first in a long list of them and not very interesting. I hoped the course would get more stimulating as I continued on.

It didn't take long, about twenty minutes, before Taylor was back. She knocked on the door and walked in, her ponytail swinging from side to side. Her cheeks were flushed with excitement as she shared what she had discovered.

"I grabbed this off the table and realized that it was the same as what Nettie had, so I went up to a group of young men. They gave me the four-one-one on the new presentations, which weren't on the original paper because there were too many people policing them, according to the guys. I wrote the changes down,” she said, handing me the piece of paper with a triumphant smile.

"Really? Oh my gosh, that's over and above, Taylor. Thank you so much for getting that done," I replied, genuinely grateful for her initiative.

"No problem, it was fun," she said.

Just then, we both heard someone clear their throat and looked out of the office door. There stood Detective Ryan. I think both Taylor and I sighed. He was incredibly handsome, with his strong jawline and confident stance.

She leaned over and whispered into my ear, "If I wasn't happily married, I would go after that." Then she turned and walked out of the office, leaving the door open. "Good afternoon, Detective."

"Good afternoon, Taylor. Is Mrs. Warrington available?" he asked, his voice deep and steady.

"You mean Ms. Dread? Yes, she's available."

"Oh, that's right. She still hasn't taken his name?" he asked her, not taking his eyes off of me.

"No, Detective, she hasn't. Hold on one moment." Taylor picked up the phone and called into the office. I giggled when I picked up the phone.

"You can send him in."

"She will see you now, Detective. Go right in."

He smiled from ear to ear as he walked through the open door and turned to shut it. The office felt cozier with him in it as he walked in.

"Hello, Detective. How can I help you today?" I gestured toward the other end of the couch as I got up from my desk and sat on one end, the plush cushions sinking slightly under me.

He was dressed in a polo shirt and linen slacks, wearing leather sandals. The casual attire was a stark contrast to his usual professional look. He didn't have his phone out to record our conversation like when he's in the middle of an investigation, so I didn't think this was a professional visit.

"I was wondering how everything went on your trip up north?" he said, his tone conversational.

"Well, I'm sure you got the report about Bob and Jane, and I've been cleared regarding that. As far as the Warrington family and the estate, I will keep the resort, and they've allowed me to control the funds it takes to keep it running. I don't know about the rest of it. Currently, it is being managed by them and that's just the way I want it until I feel more capable. Otherwise, the trip was inconsequential. A little heartbreaking as far as getting my stuff out of the apartment," I explained. It surprised me that my voice was tinged with lingering sadness.

"I would think it would be. I'm sorry you had to go through that, Parker," he said.

The way he said my name took me by surprise. "Thank you, Ryan. Was there anything else?"

"Yes," he said. "I was wondering if I could check out the snake conference."

"You've heard about the conference, huh?"

"Unfortunately, everyone at the station has heard about it. Not that I'm worried, but I called around, and I think it would be beneficial if your conference-goers saw the badge. Knowing that you are backed up by local law enforcement might keep them under control."

"Yes, yes, absolutely. That is a wonderful idea," I said, before adding, "as long as we don't have too many police officers milling about."

He shook his head. "It's just me, and I thought maybe you could come with me. We could present a unified front."

"Perfect timing, because I was just going to check out their presentation. They've changed the schedule without our knowledge," I said.

I glanced down at the paper Taylor had given me. It was filled with handwritten notes, clearly indicating a different plan from what the resort had been given by the conference organizers.

I handed the paper over to the detective, and he nodded in agreement. He stood, and taking out his badge, he clipped it to the front of his shirt. Then, he offered me a hand.

"Let's check it out."
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Chapter 11


We walked into the large conference center just as their break was ending. The room was filled with the chatter of attendees. The next activity was supposed to be a video on the Florida Everglades and tales about the previous year's snake hunting event. It would be followed by the presenters explaining to the snake hunters how to sign up for this year.

But there was no video screen set-up, and I didn't see Belinda or any of the other conference heads, except for Gavin Mercer. His hulking figure was standing in the middle of the stage, requesting everyone take their seats.

As he waited, he smiled and waved at different participants. Then he looked over the crowd and saw me standing next to a man with a badge. He looked taken aback, but quickly recovered as he smiled at a young woman who had called up to him.

I seethed as the cages I had kept from coming in the back door were rolled onto the stage. There they stood on either side of him, covered with tarps. I realized he must have gotten the cages in through the stage doors that lead outside, I grumbled, "I cannot believe the audacity of that man. He is as slithery as his snakes."

The detective crossed his arms and continued to watch, his face taking on the stern-cop look. I had thought we would take a seat and watch the presentation, but now that I was already seeing a major violation, we remained standing.

The conference room lights dimmed, casting an ominous shadow over the murmuring crowd. I couldn't help but feel a subtle tension as Ryan and I stood close together.

"What do you think he's doing?" Ryan asked, his voice low and close to my ear.

"Well, according to the schedule Taylor found, he wanted to explain firsthand the difference between two types of snakes, the venomous and the non-venomous king and coral. We've been stopping him from bringing venomous snakes into the building, but it seems we didn't succeed, considering he's up there with live snakes in cages instead of showing a video of them in the Everglades," I replied.

The detective's face took on a look of sudden understanding as he realized what I was saying. "Do you want me to stop him?"

"I can't really ask you to do that because I can't prove it, although those look exactly like the cages he was trying to bring in earlier, when Nettie and I turned him away. And I don't think I want to scare the crowd," I said.

"Understood. Let's continue to watch. Maybe we'll have something on him after the presentation. Then you can kick him out," he suggested, his tone professional.

I agreed and listened while Mr. Mercer talked about all of his accolades and experiences in the wild with venomous snakes and how he was the number one expert at distinguishing between these two types, which are often found by hunters in the Everglades because of irresponsible pet owners who let them go in the wild. I couldn't tell if he really was an expert, or if he was boasting.

If I wasn't so angry that their conference was being deceitful, I would have to admit Mercer's presentation was interesting. As it was, I didn't really care. I had no plans to deal with slithering reptiles anytime soon, and I decided after this presentation, I would have Mercer escorted from the premises.
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The detective leaned over and whispered, "I'm going to scope out the group of men up front." He pointed to some men I had seen at the bar last night. "Be right back."

I nodded, and he walked off. I glanced over to the other side of the auditorium and saw the insurance guy, Mr. Claimsworthy, still holding his unlit cigar. He was sitting in the center of a row of chairs with no one around him, still typing on his phone. I wondered if he was a heavy gambler, always checking the odds, or a Type A person who was good at his job.

Then, I saw the guy who tried to pick me up earlier, John Howard, emerging from the staging area and make a beeline for Paul Claimsworthy. He leaned down to the sitting man and said something. The insurance man seemed to think about what Howard said and offered him the adjacent chair. John sat down and continued their conversation.

That's a weird combination, I thought.

"What's wrong?" Ryan asked, noticing my distraction as he came back from his quick surveillance.

"Nothing, really." I pointed to the two men. "I met them earlier, but they weren't together. The one guy, with the bald spot and the Grizzly Adams beard, is from the insurance agency for the conference. His name is Paul Claimsworthy. The other was hitting on me, I think."

Ryan's expression grew serious as he looked over at the men. "What did he say?"

"He told me why snake hunting was so lucrative and wanted to know if I wanted to pair up with him for some hunt. I said no and walked away." I replied, shrugging.

Ryan didn't take his eyes off the guy. "Good. Let me know if he bothers you again."

We both turned our attention back to the stage when we heard the cages rattling. Mr. Mercer had opened one cage, and the door slammed down with a metallic thud. The sudden noise echoed through the auditorium, startling the audience as much as the snakes.

"Sorry about that, folks," he said, attempting to maintain his composure. "I'm excited to show you all these little darlings!" He placed his hand in the cage. "They are the nonvenomous variety, scarlet king snake, although they are often mistaken for a coral snake..." He picked up one of the striped snakes, a sleek, sinuous creature, and it promptly bit him on the hand.

"Ha ha ha, little guy, I can say that the bite hurt--" He stopped mid-sentence and fell forward, collapsing onto the stage.

A murmur of shock rippled through the crowd. People rushed to the stage, their faces etched with concern and whispers of alarm filling the air. The handlers who had been managing the cages sprang into action, putting on gloves and securing the snake Gavin had been holding. They placed it back inside the cage and closed it, to the visible relief of the audience.

Another man, the one I had seen try to bring the cages in the back door by the pool the first time, ran up to Mercer. "Gavin! Gavin, come on, this isn't funny!" he shouted, his voice rising in panic.

He shook him, then he knelt beside Mercer and checked for a pulse, his face going ashen. He looked up, eyes wide with horror, and screamed, "Oh my God, he's dead!"

Ryan and I exchanged a look, the gravity of the situation sinking in. Then he spoke up as he made his way up front. "Folks, please take your seats. I am with the Sunset Haven Keys Police Department. I need everyone to stay where you are."

Detective Ryan hopped up on the stage and took charge of the situation. "Back away, sir," he commanded. He bent over Mr. Mercer and checked his pulse. He looked at me across the room and shook his head--the man was dead.

Ryan's face was grim as he took out his phone and called it in, his voice low and urgent. "Send a forensics team. We have a deceased male, snake bite."

He put his phone down and addressed the crowd, his tone brooking no argument, "No one is to leave this room."

I scanned the room to see if any of my security people were present, and they were. I sent two of the men to either side of the door and instructed, "Make sure everyone stays."

"Again, everyone, please have a seat. We'll try to get this done as orderly as possible. There is no danger, as the snake was placed back into the cage," the detective announced, trying to calm the crowd. He then turned his attention to the cage, taking out his phone and snapping pictures of the scene.

"I need you to sit over here," he said to the guy who had brought the cages up on stage and tried to revive Gavin Mercer. "Stay there. Don't move."

I returned to the spot where Ryan and I had been standing, my mind racing. I glanced over to the area where Claimsworthy and Howard had been, only to find that they were gone. The empty seats where they had been sitting seemed to loom ominously, adding another layer of mystery to the already chaotic scene.

Looking around the room, I didn't see them anywhere. I wasn’t sure what more I could do, so I took a seat on the end of an empty row of chairs. As I sat there, the police came in and did what they do in these types of situations. Although the detective's presence and the quick police response should have reassured me, it didn't.

I couldn't shake the feeling this was the beginning of a much larger problem, which threatened to blow up my new life, or at least show I was no good at my new job.
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Chapter 12


An hour flew by as I sat there watching the goings-on up on stage. Officers were interviewing guests, then allowing them to go back to their rooms.

The police asked that all guests remain at the resort until the end of the week, which was when the conference would have ended, anyway. But it took away the control I had over the organizers since I could no longer throw them out.

So I sat there with my arms crossed, stewing. What could happen next?

"Parker? Are you okay?"

I waved off the detective’s concern. "I'm fine. Have you found anything out?"

"Yes, there are a couple of things I'd like to ask you about." He looked around the room. "Can we go up to your office?"

"Sure," I said.

Leading the way to my second-floor office, I closed the fishbowl curtains so that we couldn't be observed by the guests and staff in the resort lobby after asking Taylor that we not be disturbed.

I sat in my desk chair as the detective had sat in the one in front of it, showing this was a business meeting, not a sharing session. "The forensics team will take both snake cages to a lab in Jacksonville. There is evidence someone tampered with the snakes before the presentation."

I thought about what he was trying to tell me. "You can't possibly believe that someone killed him," I snapped in a harsh whisper, feeling the weight of the situation pressing down on me.

"According to the two guys up on the stage, the snakes were all supposed to be non-venomous in the one cage. Yet, forensics says all of them are venomous in both cages," Ryan said.

"So he knew he was bringing in some venomous snakes when I had stopped him earlier. But why didn't Mercer know they were venomous? I mean, he was literally doing a speech on the differences between venomous and non-venomous snakes found in Florida," I said, baffled.

He referred to his notes on his phone. "I talked to his wife, Belinda, who said he was a fraud. She said she had told him he was going too far with it and that he should just hire an expert, but Mercer shot that idea down." He continued to read his notes silently, then added, "Actually, I think the expert she was trying to hire is the guy who made a pass at you."

He is trying hard not to sound jealous, I thought. "Interesting. Do you think it is possible he killed Mercer so he could get the job?"

"Could be. I'll need to talk to him."

"Good luck finding him," I said. "Both he and the insurance guy disappeared. I noticed their chairs were empty when you went up to the stage."

He tapped the information into his notes. "Did you see where they went?"

"No. So let me get this straight. Gavin Mercer died because he wanted to be the man of men when it comes to snakes, but he never even cracked open a book. I mean, if you're going to stick your hand into a cage of snakes, you should know if they really are non-venomous," I said, trying to wrap my mind around the absurdity of the situation.

"Ego may be the simplest explanation for Mercer's demise," Detective Ryan added, his eyes narrowing slightly. "On a side note, it's my understanding you were arguing with the victim earlier today and you spoke about people dying from snake bites?" His tone was controlled, though it carried an undercurrent of accusation.

"It sounds to me like you're accusing me of something, Detective," I responded.

"I'm not accusing you of anything, Parker. I'm simply stating that you spoke to the victim today about snakebites and people dying. Is that correct?" he asked.

"Yes," I said. "I did."

Ryan blew out a breath. "Please, Parker, answer fully, so I don't have to keep asking these questions and making us both uncomfortable."

He sounded tired, and I don't know why I was giving him a hard time. I was frustrated at the situation, but there was no reason to take it out on him.

"I'm sorry. I'll tell you everything," I said, softening my tone. "Mercer and his men had been trying to get cages of snakes inside the resort. He sent two men in, and my security walked them back out to the parking lot. He tried to get in himself with a cage of snakes. I stopped him because I was there, and I saw what he was doing. He was not happy with me and stormed off with the snakes."

"Did you notice if it was the venomous snakes?" Ryan asked, leaning in slightly.

"I have no idea what snakes they were as their cages were covered. All I know is they were not the snakes that were on our list of approved snakes in the resort. Those snakes came yesterday through the front door under Nettie’s watchful eye. No one had to sneak them in," I explained.

"I see," he said thoughtfully. "They really were not paying attention to any of the rules you had laid out."

"Correct. And if he wasn't lying dead up on my stage, I would be packing up the entire conference and marching them out the door," I said, my frustration clear.

"All right, I'll just write it up as an altercation about the rules. Since you were with me before the presentation and standing next to me when he died, there's no way you could've pulled it off. Do you have any other ideas of who might be responsible?" Ryan asked.

"That expert that you said Belinda was trying to hire, does he know Claimsworthy besides being in the audience together? Maybe the two of them...?" I suggested, my mind racing with possibilities.

"Interesting theory. The insurance guy looked a little shady to me too, but aren't all insurance agents shady?" Ryan said with a slight smirk. "Okay, I've got to get back in there. Do you want me to stop in and give you an update before I go? It might be late."

"Yeah, that would be wonderful. I'll be up in my suite. I will get nothing more done today. I want to check on Nettie--she is probably worried sick," I replied.

"Let her know that I'm going to talk to her tomorrow sometime."

That struck me as odd. "Why would you need to talk to Nettie?"

"She's observant. She knows what's going on around here. She may know something that she doesn't even realize she knows," Ryan explained.

Nodding, I agreed. “I'll let her know."

As I walked him out to the hallway, the contrast between the earlier chaos and the now silent, empty corridor struck me.

“You think this was an accidental death, right?” I asked him.

“I’m not sure, but I’ll find out,” he said as he left to go back to the scene.

Descending into the lobby, I couldn't help but notice the deceptive serenity of the space. The chandeliers cast sparkling reflections on the marble floors, and the tropical plants added a touch of lush green to the space. It looked like paradise, but now a cloud hung over the resort. The vibrant atmosphere that usually defined the Coral Cove Hideaway felt subdued, the earlier excitement of the first full day of a conference replaced by a tense unease.

I noticed odd things as I walked through the lobby. The front desk staff whispered among themselves, casting worried glances my way. Guests lingered, their expressions a mix of curiosity and concern. The beautiful decor and serene setting seemed almost mocking in the face of the grim events that had unfolded.

I took a deep breath, trying to shake off the heavy feeling. This place, usually so full of life and relaxation, felt shadowed by the weight of uncertainty, the death darkening the resort's usual vibrancy. As I made my way to the suite, I couldn't help but think about how this incident would affect the resort's reputation. But for now, the priority was figuring out exactly what had happened and who was responsible if it had been something other than an accident, as it was my responsibility to ensure the safety of everyone staying at the resort.
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Chapter 13


After sending Nettie home with a promise that I would fill her in on everything tomorrow morning, I let the staff know to be gracious with the police and to call up for me if there was anything needed--not to bother my manager at home. I felt she was doing double duty while I was away, and I didn't want her to take responsibility for everything right now, mostly because I didn't want to lose her.

Sinking into the comfortable couch in my suite felt like being enveloped in a soft cloud. I took one sip of the wine, put the glass down on the coffee table, and laid back. I was down for the count.

With a jolt, I woke up to a loud knocking. "Are you in there? Parker!"

"Hold on, I'm here, hold on," I said out loud to no one as I tried to claw my way back to reality.

It took me a second to remember where I was and why I was asleep in my clothes on the couch.

I stumbled over to the door and opened it, squinting against the hallway's brighter light. Detective Ryan stood there, looking concerned.

"Oh, I woke you," he said, his expression softening.

Running my hand through my hair, I turned and walked back over to the couch. Reaching up, I turned on a soft light so we weren't sitting in total darkness.

"I must look terrible," I muttered. My hair was probably a mess, and I could feel the wrinkles in my clothes.

He chuckled, his eyes crinkling at the corners. "I don't think you could ever look terrible."

"You know what I was wondering just before I fell asleep? I was wondering--are any of those venomous snakes out of their cage? We know that they all stayed in there, correct?" I shivered. "I'm surprised I didn't have any nightmares."

"As far as the information I have, none of the snakes left the cage except for the one that Mercer took out during the show," Ryan replied, his expression concerned. "If it matters at all, I believe your guests are safe. All the venomous snakes have been moved out of the resort and, according to the timeline, they weren't here for more than an hour."

My mind was racing with the possibilities that surround Mercer's death. I must have been thinking about it while I was sleeping. "I have to wonder why none of the other snake enthusiasts in the crowd said anything when he went to handle that snake. I mean, wouldn't they have known?"

"I thought the same thing too, but with the lights dimmed and all the excitement, I don't think anybody was paying attention," Ryan said.

"I know I wasn't. I was trying to look down at my feet. I can't stand the sight of snakes," I admitted.

"Then why did you allow the conference to be here?" he asked, raising an eyebrow.

"Well, I didn't really think about it. They called and asked, and I said yes as long as they followed the rules we put in place to keep all our guests safe and happy. We drew up some paperwork and gave them a quote. They said they would pay and do anything because they were out of a venue. So I talked to Nettie. While she wasn't happy with the idea of the conference, she didn't put a stop to it. She even helped me draft the contract. I think she wanted to be helpful and not negative. Anyway, it was my first conference and my first week as the owner of the resort. I guess I have a lot to learn," I admitted.

Ryan chuckled. "I'm sure you'll be very good at it quickly."

"So tell me what you found out," I prompted, shifting the focus back to the reason he was in my suite.

"Well, there are several people who have motives, including his wife, the insurance guy, the expert who wanted to work for Belinda's group, the Snake Seekers Society manager, Royce Barrett, and probably any other enthusiast in the crowd. But no one saw anyone near the cages before they were on stage except Mercer." He shook his head. "Death by idiocy--it almost sounds like the perfect murder, if it were intentional. I may call this an accidental death, but I will wait to hear from forensics," he said.

"That would be good because then I could throw them all out. I am tired of the Snake Seekers Society, or maybe I'm just tired."

"Yeah, so am I," he said. "Everyone's cleared out as far as the investigation is concerned, and I think all of your conference people have gone to bed. I know you want to kick them out the door, but I would appreciate it if you let them finish the rest of the conference so we could be sure of our findings."

I thought about it. It would probably be a big fuss to kick them out. "OK," I said to him, "but you owe me one."

He smiled a big, dreamy smile that made my heart flutter.

"Good night, Detective Ryan. Just pull the door shut on your way out," I said, walking into my bedroom. The room was dimly lit, and the soft glow of the bedside lamp cast a warm, intimate light. I heard my suite door close, and I couldn't help but smile, knowing that I had a capable and handsome ally on my side.
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Chapter 14


Taylor placed a cup of coffee on my right while I continued to pore over some paperwork I had received. I got up this morning, followed my morning routine, and was at my office taking care of some business from the Warrington estate as my lawyers had given it the once over and placed tabs where I needed to initial and sign. I wasn't convinced they were graciously giving me everything I wanted here, but as a whole, it seemed like everything was legitimate.

I picked up the mug and breathed in, closing my eyes to enjoy the aroma fully. Taking a sip, I felt like I was in heaven. Until I opened my eyes again and saw all the scattered papers on my desk.

I will be thrilled to get all of this off my plate, for the time being, anyway. I had been told by the law firm that Guy Warrington had not been a hands-on type of person. He allowed his lawyers to oversee most of his businesses. That was fine. I needed time to get up to speed before I looked into any of the other businesses in the Warrington Family estate portfolio.

Taking another sip of my coffee, I turned to look through the glass wall into the resort lobby. I liked people-watching, especially when those people were laughing and having a good time. I really enjoyed owning the business that gave them that happiness.

I chuckled at the sight of the many men in the lobby who wore loud shirts. I think it's a Gen-X thing. I remembered all the tropical loud prints we wore in college and these men were still wearing them. Their bright colors and bold patterns seemed almost to challenge the serene blues and greens of the resort's decor.

Oddly enough, I became focused on a man walking away from me. He had a hat on his head, an overly big print shirt, and khaki shorts. He moved with a casual ease. I didn't know why, out of all the men in the area, he caught my attention, but I felt like I knew him.

Sitting up quickly, I shook my head. "Is that Bob?" I asked myself.

Realizing that there were a lot of men in this world who looked alike when they were walking away from you, I told myself to stop feeling like I recognized my ex-husband in a crowd.

"Bob is not here," I said aloud.

Taylor buzzed in. "Parker, Nettie and Detective Ryan are here to see you. Shall I send them in?"

"Yes, please," I replied, turning back to my desk and straightening up the papers as they walked in.

Nettie entered first, her bright pink hair a fun contrast to her impeccably professional attire. She always looked both quirky and polished at the same time. Detective Ryan followed, his expression stern, dressed in jeans and an untucked oxford shirt with its sleeves rolled up.

"Sorry to bother you...," she stopped and cocked her head, looking at me. "Wait, what's wrong? You look like you've seen a ghost."

I pointed out the glass wall to the lobby below. "I thought I just saw Bob."

"Bob? What would he be doing here?" she asked.

The detective moved over to the wall and looked out. "Do you still see him?"

"No, he left. It probably wasn't him and I don't want to make a fuss," I said.

"What are you not telling us?" Nettie asked.

I was always amazed at how astute Nettie was with her read on other people. When she was reading me, however, it was a little more annoying.

"Nothing really," I started. "Bob called and made some veiled threats."

"When was the call? Did you report it?" Detective Ryan asked.

"The call was yesterday and no, I did not report to the police department here, but I called the AG in New York and left a message," I said.

He shook his head, took out his phone, then asked me a bunch of questions about the call. He got more and more frustrated with me as I continued to explain about the keys and threats.

After I was done explaining, Ryan typed more into his phone, then put it down. "I filed a report here with the Sunset Haven Key police. Nettie will make sure the security at the resort is also aware of the threat."

"Thank you," I said, smiling. "Now, can you both tell me why you came to see me in the first place?"

"Oh, yes. Detective Ryan and I are having a bit of a disagreement, and I thought I would come here and let you weigh in," Nettie said, her voice tinged with frustration.

She crossed her arms. "The detective seems to think it's a good idea to allow a murderer and the rest of these snake people to stay at the resort, even though they have broken the contract, which explicitly states that they leave when asked."

I nodded as Nettie was talking, understanding where she was coming from, as I felt very much the same way. She had pushed me not to take this conference, and she was right. I would be listening to her much more closely from now on. But I also agreed with the detective. If this wasn't an accident, we needed to help find the murderer.

"I believe that a compromise is in order," I said, thinking aloud. "I was pondering this when I got up this morning. I wasn't ready to make this decision earlier, but I think I am ready to make it now."

Nettie's tense posture relaxed slightly, and she leaned forward, listening intently. Detective Ryan's stern expression softened a bit as he awaited my decision. The weight of the situation hung in the air, but I felt a renewed sense of clarity and determination.

"Detective, I understand this might stand in your way of investigating Mr. Mercer's death, but I cannot allow all of my guests to deal with this out-of-control conference," I said, trying to keep my voice steady. "While I will not kick them out, I am kicking out all the snakes. Nettie, you will inform Belinda that by this evening, they need to find another place for their reptilian friends."

The detective, with a hint of stubble shadowing his jaw, replied, "That sounds reasonable except that none of them are here today."

I looked at Nettie, puzzled. “What does he mean?"

"Today is their day to be out in the Everglades hunting snakes. The group left about half an hour ago. They are not due back until dinnertime. Our kitchen provided box lunches for their excursion," Nettie explained, her expression tired but resolute. The sun streaming through the window highlighted the worry lines on her face.

"Oh, okay. Well, when do you think we should let them know?" I asked, feeling a bit overwhelmed by the situation. The room felt smaller as the weight of the decision settled on my shoulders.

Nettie raised her hands in exasperation, her bracelets jangling. "I don't know," she said. "They are due to check out after a full day of presentations tomorrow." She let out a heavy sigh. "They'll be gone soon enough, and we won't have to deal with them again."

I blew out a breath, my frustration matching Nettie's. "Yes, that's what we'll have to do."

"So, is there anything else we can help you with, Detective?" I asked, trying to regain some composure.

"No, thank you," he replied. "I realize that this puts you and your resort between a rock and a hard place, ladies. I know you're not doing this just to please me, but I will do my best to find out exactly what happened to Mr. Mercer and keep the rest of your guests safe."

"We're counting on that," Nettie said. She turned to me and added, "Can we touch base at lunch?"

"That is a good idea. Have a spread sent up to my suite, so we won't be disturbed. Detective?" I asked.

"I'll be there," he replied, nodding his agreement. The decision made, a slight relief washed over me, but the undercurrent of unease remained. I was going to do some of my own investigating, and I knew right where I wanted to start.
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Chapter 15


Before I took a walk around Sunset Haven Key, I wanted to take one more crack at the pile of paperwork I needed to get done. Unfortunately, I started feeling the walls closing in on me and didn't get as much done as I had hoped.

Oh well, it wasn't like it was going anywhere without my signature. The room felt stuffy despite the tropical decor, so I set off.

Walking towards the lobby's front door, I came face to face with Belinda and her lady friends, minus their snakes, as they were coming in. They were dressed down today, with no sequins or feathers, but still in skirts and decorative hats.

Looks like I won't have to go far to get some questions answered, I thought as an idea occurred to me.

"Hello, Belinda. I was going to stop in sometime today. I wanted to express my sympathy about your husband," I said. "Please allow me to get you all a coffee and a donut at the eatery."

"You are a sweet woman, even if you don't like Clyde. Thank you. I think we can sit for a moment or two." She looked around at the other ladies, who all nodded along with her.

The resort eatery off of the lobby was a simple spot with cafe food for breakfast, lunch, and dinner. It was also a place where guests could get specialty coffees and teas. I had spent no time in here, but Taylor told me about it, and I was glad to have the opportunity now.

We took the large booth that rounded the corner area and ordered our drinks and some sweet treats. When the waitress went off to get our order, I reached over to Belinda and squeezed her hand.

"Have you spoken to the police today? Do they know anything more?" I asked.

She shook her head. "No, the ladies went with me to the funeral home down the street. I needed to make some arrangements for that blowhard's body. They're going to send his body home when the police are done with it. Stupid fool!"

It took everything for me not to drop my jaw on the floor. I was so surprised. The reaction of the ladies around the table went from rolling their eyes to one lady saying, "Amen!"

"I'm sorry. I don't understand."

Belinda looked at me like she was going to part the most important advice any woman ever gave another. "Are you married?"

"I was married. Twice," I said.

"Then you already know you can't tell them anything. When Gavin cashed in on my line of work, he became an 'expert'"--she made air quotes--"overnight. Not that he ever put the work in, but for a short time, he would ask Royce or me if he had a question and listen to us. But then he stopped." She took a sip of her tea.

One lady added, "Because he got in with those hunters."

"Hunters?" I asked.

"Some of those snake hunting guys are shady," Belinda said, and the ladies agreed. "But I don't think they had anything to do with it. I think he made a mistake and put the wrong snake in the wrong cage and didn't think he needed to check it out with anyone," she huffed. "Royce and I told him not to stray from the presentation, but he didn't listen. Anyway, I'll be talking to the detective this afternoon."

We talked for a bit more, mostly about their snakes, then I finished my coffee.

"Thank you for spending some time with me, ladies. I've got to run. Belinda, please let us know if there is anything we can do."

I waved goodbye as I walked out of the eatery. Taking out my phone, I took some notes as I continued out of the resort. I wanted to remember everything at lunch with Nettie and Ryan.

I decided to walk over to the Sunset Haven Maritime Museum, where they have on display a coastal gallery that focuses on local artists as many of the pieces were for sale. I hoped, since the museum director's passing, they hadn't changed this area because I wanted to pick out a few things for my office that I had seen previously and to get rid of everything that made me think of Guy Warrington.

It was a short walk to the museum from the resort. I needed to remember to get a schedule of their showings, as I loved perusing artwork. I strolled down the charming street with potted plants and palm trees dotting the area between the sidewalk and the road. The vibrant colors of bougainvillea and hibiscus flowers added to the picturesque scene. You could smell the sea, and every once in a while, a chicken walked by, strutting confidently. The Keys were a wondrous place to live, and I was so happy I found myself here.

As I continued to think about how beautiful everything was and how I was looking forward to purchasing a piece or two of art for my office, I walked in the museum's door and nearly slammed directly into Paul Claimsworthy.

"Oh, excuse me," I said, stepping back too quickly and almost tripping. "How clumsy of me."

He caught a hold of my elbow with a firm grip, which was a good thing, or I may have been on my rear on the floor.

"Again, Ms. Dread," he said, waiting until I was steady before letting go. "Are you okay?"

Mr. Claimsworthy was dressed in a neatly pressed suit that contrasted with the casual island vibe, and his very hairy face.

"I'm good. So sorry to keep bumping into you like this," I replied. "I was out enjoying this beautiful day and not pay attention to what was in front of me.”

He waved away my apology.

I looked up at the skylight in the museum's lobby before asking, "Are you an art fan, Mr. Claimsworthy?"

"No, no, well, I mean it's beautiful here, but I'm simply meeting with the businesses in the area and leaving my card. With everything going on at the conference," he said, "I'm not sure how long I will have the Snake Seekers Society as a client. So, I'm going to need to add a few more."

At that moment, a curator from the museum came out and addressed the insurance man. “Mr. Bowden,” he said to the man I knew of as Paul Claimsworthy, “I am so glad I caught you before you left. Can you tell me which address you want the piece delivered to?”

He glanced at me before answering the man. “I’ll send you the information.”

The curator nodded. “I’ll await your email. Thank you, Mr. Bowden.”

“Mr. Bowden? You’ve decided to purchase something?” I asked, knowing it is none of my business.

He looked confused for a second, then smiled. “Sometimes my clients have me do business as them, to help keep their anonymity. I just bought a piece for Mr. Bowden. I know you don’t know my client, but please keep this between us.”

“Certainly,” I said. “As long as it has nothing to do with the investigation into Mr. Mercer’s death.”

“Heaven forbid, certainly not,” he exclaimed.

“Then, of course,” I said.

“Enjoy the rest of your day, Ms. Dread."

I left the odd man standing on the sidewalk and entered the museum. I looked around for a bit and found some pieces that I had seen before and even purchased a new one. While I noted the lobby had changed little since Clara Vance's death, the rest of the museum had been updated. I wondered who they were getting to take over her position and asked the perky staff woman who was helping me.

She said she hadn't heard yet, but there was someone being considered for the director's position with the Committee for the Betterment of Sunset Haven Keys.

"But you should know all about that, right? You are on the committee," she said, smiling as she wrapped one of my purchases.

"Not that I am aware of," I said.

"Oh, you are a resort owner. You have a seat, no question. Ask your staff about it."

"Thank you, I will," I assured her.

She handed me a bag with my purchase. "I'll have the rest taken over to your office tomorrow. Have a nice day, Ms. Dread."

Walking back to the resort, I saw Mr. Claimsworthy again, coming out of the restaurant across the street from where I stood. He looked weary but determined.

"He must be cold-calling all the businesses in Sunset Haven Key," I thought. "Good for him. If he picks up a client or two here, they would be better than the sneaky snakes client he has to deal with now."

The street was lined with charming boutiques and cafes, their colorful awnings fluttering in the gentle breeze. Something struck me as weird as I watched him walking down the street, but it wasn't him. I looked back at the restaurant he came out of, a quaint little place with outdoor seating and flower boxes brimming with blooms. In the window, I saw a woman with an enormous hat and sunglasses sitting at a table near the glass. The hat was oversized, with a floppy brim that almost obscured her face, and the sunglasses were large and dark, making it impossible to see her eyes.

Why would anyone wear sunglasses while eating lunch inside? I wondered, my curiosity piqued. The interior of the restaurant looked dimly lit, with soft, ambient lighting that made the sunglasses even more conspicuous.

I crossed the road, my sandals clicking against the pavement, wanting to get a better look at her. The smell of the sea mixed with the scent of food from the cafe, creating a uniquely coastal aroma. As I reached the other side of the road, she got up and left her table, her movements quick and purposeful.

I took a quick picture of her with my phone and sent it to Nettie.

"I know with everything my husband and business partner did, I'm paranoid," I texted, trying to shake off the uneasy feeling. The memories of betrayal still lingered, like a dark cloud over my thoughts. "But I could almost swear this is Jane."

The woman disappeared into the crowd, leaving me with a lingering sense of unease.

Nettie texted back. Well, if it is, get back here right away. She can't harm you here.

I took a deep breath and collected myself before taking Nettie's sage advice and heading back to the resort with the weight of uncertainty pressing down on me.


[image: image-placeholder]






Chapter 16


Knowing I had little time until lunch with Nettie and Detective Ryan, I went to the conference auditorium where the presentation had taken place the day before. I wanted to take a quick peek around. The room had an eerie vibe, with the faint smell of disinfectant lingering in the air. The stage and podium areas were taped off, creating a stark contrast to the otherwise pristine space.

I was surprised to find Belinda in the room, with Clyde out of his cage again. He was wrapped around her shoulders like an unsettling scarf and her lady friends were not with her.

Most of the cages for the snakes had been removed along with the information booth type areas, leaving an empty feeling in the room. I didn't know if that meant any of the snakes were no longer in the building, except for Clyde, of course, so I asked.

"Hello, Belinda and Clyde," I said, keeping some distance between them and me.

"Hello, Ms. Dread," she replied, immediately placing her hand under Clyde's chin. "I'm sorry. I know you don't like him out of his cage, but I needed the comfort." Her voice cracked at the end, a slight tremor of grief.

"I understand, but I would like this to be the last reminder," I offered, trying to be stern but comforting.

"We'll stay in our room until it's time to go," she said, nodding.

"Was there something you were looking for in this room? My staff gave much of the area a good cleaning after the police cleared it. Perhaps they have it?" I asked.

"No," she said, looking up at the stage as if she were back in time. "I was letting his last moments unfold in my mind and I thought I might understand why he did what he did if I was looking at the place where he took his last breath."

"Again, I am very sorry for your loss. Will you be able to keep the Snake Seekers Society going now that he is gone?" I prodded.

She scoffed. "Front men are a dime a dozen in our line of work. We have bigger problems than that."

"Does anyone else know that he was a fraud?" I asked, my curiosity piqued.

She gave me a sharp look. "I can call him a fraud, but lady, you can't."

"I'm sorry. I didn't mean it like that. But did anyone else know that you were the one who was the expert?" I asked, trying to soften my blunder.

That compliment seemed to soothe her a bit, and she smiled faintly, looking back at the stage. "Pretty much anybody in the management of the Snake Seekers Society knew. Maybe not the newer people, but those who were with us from the beginning would remember his antics. He was a performer. You always had to stroke his ego to get anywhere."

Another thought occurred to me when Belinda brought up others in the society. "Do you know who put the snakes in the cages?" I asked.

"I think that's done somewhere else, probably out at the truck. It wasn't so much that he took the wrong snake out of the cage as the snakes were supposed to be in the cage. He just wasn't supposed to go in the one cage at all. I think someone put the cages on the wrong side of him. So when he went to get a snake, he had his hand in the wrong cage," she explained, shaking her head in frustration.

"Interesting theory," I said. "Are you going to share that with the detective later?"

Clyde hissed and Belinda rubbed under his chin again, which quieted him.

She shrugged. "If he asks, I will."

I looked down at my phone and realized time was getting away from me. Nettie was probably already in my suite, so I excused myself, repeating my condolences before rushing out.

I was surprised to see I was the only one at my suite when I got there. The spacious room, usually a sanctuary of calm with its ocean-inspired decor, felt unusually empty. I had thought I was running late, so I texted both Nettie and the detective. Each texted back, letting me know they were also a few minutes behind and would be here shortly.

I opened the doors to the balcony to let in some fresh air, since the weather was mild. I loved this space. The balcony overlooked the resort's lush gardens, where palm trees swayed gently in the breeze. Then I heard a knock on the door.

"Come in," I said.

The luncheon service was here, and the young man bringing in the cart smiled as he asked where I wanted to set up. The cart was laden with covered dishes, and the aroma of freshly prepared food wafted through the room. Since the outdoors had some shade where the table was, I asked him to bring our lunch out and set up there. The table was a cozy nook with a view of the sea, perfect for a private lunch. When he was finished, I signed the receipt, and he let both the detective and Nettie in as he was leaving.

"I'm out on the balcony," I called out.

"Oh, look at the setup. Isn't that lovely?" Nettie said, joining me outside. Her eyes sparkled momentarily, but I could see the tension in her shoulders.

"The food looks good," said the detective, following behind her. His usual stern expression was softened by a hint of concern.

They were both looking at me strangely. They each had a smile on their face that didn't reach their eyes.

"What's happened?" I asked. "You both look like you're keeping secrets."

Nettie deflated, glancing at the detective before turning her attention to me. "We'd hoped to get through lunch and save you a stomachache before having to tell you something."

"Tell me something now," I prompted, feeling the knot form in my stomach.

The detective sat down after pulling out a chair for Nettie. "Mr. Collins has been seen in the area."

"Well, now that makes sense," I said, processing the information.

"What makes sense?" the detective asked.

"I thought I saw Jane sitting in a restaurant. She was heavily made up, and her hair was pulled back. She had an enormous hat on, but when I went to walk across the street, she must've seen me coming because she took off in the other direction. I texted a photo to Nettie," I explained, the pieces slowly coming together in my mind.

"She was probably making her way to her suite here at the resort," Nettie said, her voice tinged with worry.

"Excuse me?" I asked.

"We believe Mr. Collins and Miss Stewart both checked into the resort yesterday," the detective added, his tone grave.

"So when I called him, I was calling him here at the resort. I mean, I knew he was here because he left a note with Taylor, but I never dreamed they were staying here. Wonderful," I said, sarcasm dripping from my voice as the realization sank in.

I looked around at the food, and my stomach growled.

"Let's have some lunch and relax for a few minutes. I need to take all of this in before we discuss it anymore," I said, my voice shaky.

I took one bite and realized putting the subject aside, even for a few minutes, would not work. As much as I had thought I moved forward from the one-two punch I had experienced in the last two months, I was not healed from the trauma.
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After we finished eating, I checked my phone to see if there were any messages from the Attorney General in New York. Then I dialed Taylor and asked if there were any messages for me. There wasn’t

"What did Bob want again? Was it anything in particular, or was he trying to scare you?" Nettie asked.

"He said he wanted the safe deposit key, but I told him I didn't have it."

"Do you have it?" Ryan asked.

"I don't really know, maybe. I have a set of keys. One of them is probably the key he is looking for," I said, crossing my arms defiantly. "But he didn't need to know that."

I took another bite of my dessert, not really wanting it anymore. I sighed heavily, the weight of my past pressing down on me.

Nettie patted my shoulder and poured a bit more iced tea into my glass. The ice clinked softly against the glass.

"There's no reason to worry about them. We'll call the New York Attorney General's office again and let them know. In the meantime, we'll wait for Bob and Jane to go back to their room, and the good detective can have them picked up."

I nodded and said, "Sounds like a plan." Taking a sip of my cool, minty iced tea, I felt my frayed nerves calm.

I allowed my thoughts to get lost in the serene setting off the balcony while we finished. The gentle sound of the ocean waves in the distance and the warm sun filtering through the shade of the palm trees. It was hard to reconcile this peaceful scene with the turmoil inside me.

"I need to excuse myself for a moment. I'll be right back," I said, standing up. I wanted to splash some water on my face and use the facilities, hoping a few minutes alone would help me calm myself. The thought of Bob and Jane so close was making me anxious.

I walked through the suite to my bedroom and opened the door.

The bedroom was a stark contrast to the airy balcony. The drapes were drawn, casting the room in dim light. The soft carpet muffled my footsteps as I moved towards the bathroom. When I neared the dresser, I noticed the top drawer was cracked open.

Then I saw him. I gasped and screamed, the sound piercing the quiet rooms. There, on the floor in front of my dresser on the other side of the bed, was Bob. His eyes were open as if he were looking at me, but they were lifeless. His body was twisted unnaturally, and a chill ran down my spine. I caught the familiar scent of his cologne lingering in the air. The scene was surreal, a nightmarish contrast to the comfort of my bedroom.

I screamed. The last thing I heard before the world went black was Ryan yelling my name.
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Chapter 17


Nettie and I sat on the couch, the soft cushions doing little to comfort us as we watched the detectives and forensic team moving back and forth between my bedroom and the balcony. The usually serene space we had just been enjoying at lunch was now a flurry of activity, filled with murmurs of conversation and the occasional flash of cameras.

Detective Ryan was talking on his phone, his brow furrowed with concentration. When he got off, he came over to us.

"I want to get this on the record. Please answer yes or no," he said. I realized someone was listening to my answers on the other end.

"Did you know Bob Collins was in the resort?"

"No, I did not. Well, not until you told me at lunch. I knew he dropped off a note for me and that I had called him back as I told you before. But I had not seen him. Actually, I wasn't sure if I did, but I told you about that too," I replied, my voice trembling slightly.

"Were you here when your ex-husband came into your room?"

"No, I was not. I got here a couple of minutes before Nettie came, and you came for lunch to discuss the snake conference and Mr. Mercer."

"Thank you," he said, his tone brisk and professional. He started talking on the phone again. After saying goodbye to whoever it was, he turned to me.

"That was the Attorney General's office in New York. They're sending an agent down to look for Jane. But they think she's probably long gone."

One tech from the forensic team came over and started talking to Ryan. The tech's face was pale and serious as he delivered the news. "It appears to have been some type of poison. Actually, it looks a lot like the snake poison that the other guy downstairs died of as well."

"How do you know?" the detective asked.

"There was a bite in his hand and we caught the snake," the tech answered, then looked over at me. "It was still in her top drawer."

I saw Ryan's eyes get big and heard Nettie say, "Oh my word!"

I couldn't take any more. I put my face in my hands and cried. It was all too much. The once cozy and comforting suite now felt like a prison of grief and confusion. Life really needed to let up some. I was just getting used to being on my own because I was divorced. Now, I'm widowed--twice!

The room seemed to close in around me, the walls heavy with the weight of my sorrow. Nettie sat beside me, her hand resting gently on my back, offering silent support.
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"My goodness, this place is the replica of my suite, just backwards," I said, marveling at the uncanny similarity. The room was a mirror image of the one I’d just left, down to placing the furniture and the art on the walls. Except there was no dead bodies.

"There is one suite on each corner of this floor," Nettie explained. “They all have the same layout.”

"It was good of them to allow you to take some of your belongings," Nettie said, her voice soothing. She glanced around, ensuring everything was in order. "But if you need anything, anything at all, we can send someone out for it. You don't have to ask them to get back into your suite."

Jack and Quill tumbled around in front of Nettie. She bent down and rubbed their bellies in turn. “I’ll get someone to come up with supplies for these boys too.”

"Okay," I said, nodding.

Although the suite was comfortable, the air was thick with the lingering scent of cleaning products. "I'm used to traveling, so I know pretty much what I need when I pack up quickly, but there may be a couple of things I'm missing."

"I'm going to send a steward up to stock the bar with your favorites and bring snacks. Is there anything you want to eat that is more substantive?" Nettie asked, her concern clear in her eyes.

"Not really," I said, shaking my head as exhaustion from the day's events settled in. Or maybe I was in shock. Heck, maybe I needed a vacation. Imagine needing a vacation from a place like this. I mean, that is why I came here, on a vacation with the man I thought I would spend the rest of my life. I chuckled, but it came out as a hollow sound.

"You know, Parker," Nettie said, placing her hands on her hips and giving me a stern look. "I'm worried about you. Maybe you should let the doctor come and see you. As a matter of fact, I am going to go get him."

I started to argue, but she put her hands up, silencing me as if she wasn't listening to a word I was saying.

"No, absolutely not. I will not listen to this," she insisted, her tone firm. "This was a shock--a major shock. I am feeling like maybe I should speak to the doctor as well, or at least I need a shot."

She marched over to the bar, got out a shot glass, and poured herself a strong one, downing it quickly.

"Wow, haven't done that in a while," she said, her eyes fluttering as the alcohol hit her system.

"Okay, I'll be back shortly with the doctor."

"I'm just going to lie here and rest on the chaise until you get back," I said, sinking into the soft cushions of the lounge chair, feeling the tension released from my body.

"Alright then, do not open the door for anyone. I'll have them come up with the food after I return," Nettie replied, her voice fading as she headed out the door.
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Chapter 18


I woke in the morning grateful to Nettie for getting the doctor to check me over and for whatever it was he gave me. Otherwise, I don't think I would have slept at all, let alone until ten in the morning. Coming out of the shower, I felt rested but in need of something to do to keep my mind from spinning.

After Nettie got back, I woke up and called my children, letting them know about their father's unfortunate demise. I had little information to give them, but I felt it was necessary to let them know. They were as shocked as I was and are waiting for me to call back when I have more information, which could be awhile.

At the moment, I was looking for anything I could do that would take my mind off of the mess in my former personal life. It didn't take me long to realize I had just the distraction. Find Gavin Mercer's murderer and get these members of the Snake Seeking Society out of my resort.

While I would like to do the second task first, I knew finding the murderer was the only way to show them the door and be sure they took all of their snakes with them--never to come back.

I didn't know if the snake that had killed Bob was a plant or had wound its way into my room by accident yet, but I was done with the slithering creatures either way. And until they were gone, I was determined to police the Snake Seeking Society.

Walking into the dimly lit presentation room with rows of chairs facing a stage where a large screen displayed images of exotic snakes, I saw John Howard sitting alone in the back. His tall frame was slouched in a chair.

I walked over and sat down next to him, wanting to know if he had anything to do with switching the snakes in their cages when Gavin Mercer was on stage. Currently, he was my number one suspect because I had seen him just before Mercer started his presentation. He had emerged from behind the curtain and blended into the audience to sit with the insurance guy, Paul Claimsworthy. Then, they both disappeared, if I remember correctly.

"Before you say anything, Ms. Dread," Howard began, his voice low and steady, "we will have the rest of the snakes out of the building by the end of today. There are no more presentations after dinner, and most of the snake charmers will go home. The only one you may have to contend with is Clyde, because I have not talked Belinda into leaving him in her vehicle overnight."

"Funny you should mention that," I replied, raising an eyebrow. "I didn't know you got the job."

"Yes, Belinda hired me yesterday after... everything," he said, his expression unreadable.

"And why didn't Gavin hire you?" I asked.

His brow furrowed as he muddled his way into a plausible explanation. "Well, he said he was going to hire me. It's not like he didn't want me here. It took him forever to formalize the employment paperwork."

"Is that right? Or did he catch you and Belinda playing with Clyde together?" I asked.

I expected him to argue or look embarrassed, but he just gave a broad grin. "Do you think I'm having an affair with Belinda? She's like 15 years older than me."

I took offense to the ageism. "You're both adults," I said, my tone firm. "So why not? And I'm not saying you are having an affair with her. I'm just saying you're not opposed to flirting to get a job."

"OK, that's valid," he admitted, nodding. "But no, I'm not having an affair with her. Or should I say, I'm not the one having an affair with her."

"Who is Belinda having an affair with?" I asked.

"I’m not positive, so I don’t know if I want to say. I saw you walking around with the hunky detective," he said, his voice tinged with curiosity. "Are you trying to get information for him? Because I've got to tell you, I have a motive, but I had nothing to do with Gavin's murder."

I let my eyes wander around the room while I thought through my answer. The stage still had police tape dangling off the curtain and the back doors that led to the parking lot. The presentation tables were backed by partitions which were adorned with colorful posters of exotic snakes, and the stage was set with a large screen displaying various snake habitats.

"This is my resort, and that man died here. I'd like to know who is involved. Obviously, I'm not working with the police. As far as I know, I'm a suspect. But I'm not opposed to letting them know who's hiding information," I said, my tone steady and firm.

"Whoa, I'm not hiding anything! I just went up to see Belinda in her suite to see if she could push Gavin along. The business manager was in there, and they weren't dressed like they were having a business meeting." His eyes widened as he leaned in, emphasizing his point. "If you catch my drift."

"Did you tell the police?" I asked, raising an eyebrow.

"No, I said nothing. They didn't ask, and I didn't really think about it." He hesitated, then added, "I'll tell them, though, no problem. See you around."

He got up and started walking away. I watched as he turned and walked up to the presentation room backstage, his figure disappearing behind the curtain.

I looked around the room, watching the snake hunters as they were coming in, and took their seats for the upcoming presentation. The room was a mix of excitement and disappointment, the air alive with animated conversations.

As I sat still and listened, the conversations were all about the outing the day before. Most were about the fact that it wasn't as fun as they thought it would be, and they blamed it on Mr. Mercer's absence.

"If they don't have anybody who's going to hunt down a snake, why do the outing anyway? This is the last time I'm coming to this conference," I heard one person say, their frustration clear.

I sighed, looking out at the bustling room. The resort's reputation was on the line, and it was up to me to ensure that every event we hosted left guests wanting more and maybe not afraid for their own lives.
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Chapter 19


I saw Nettie come into the conference room and look around, her tailored blazer and pencil skirt pristine and professional. Once she saw me, she came over to sit down.

"Carlos mentioned a couple of conference-goers tried to get their snakes back into the resort. Most of the Snake Seeking Society staff had already left, except for this group and the organizers, who stayed because the police asked them to remain until the end."

"That's good to know. Thank you, Nettie," I said.

Glancing at her tired face, I sighed and ran a hand through my hair. "Thank you for everything you've tried to do for me with this conference, Nettie. You gave me some sage advice, and I should not have ignored it."

Nettie's eyes softened as she patted my hand. "Don't let it bother you too much, Parker. Even I couldn't foresee everything that's happened here--especially not the accidental deaths of Gavin and Bob."

"But could you have foreseen it being a murder?" I asked, my voice barely above a whisper.

"Do you think the detective is leaning towards murder? For both, or just one?" Nettie's voice rose slightly in concern. "I mean, that will not go over well at all with the other conferences we have booked. Considering the owner was murdered just over a month ago," she said.

"Keep your voice down," I whispered, leaning in closer to ensure no one else could hear us. I could see a few heads turning in our direction, curious about our hushed conversation.

"I think Detective Ryan believes both deaths were homicides. When I think it through, I agree--it's the best scenario, considering the alternative is poisonous snakes are loose in the resort," I said.

Nettie sucked in a breath, and nodded. "I agree. That is the less frightening of the two explanations. But I will have the maids keeping an eye out, just in case."

The lights dimmed, casting a shadow over the audience, and John came out on stage. He wore a crisp, white shirt and khaki pants, looking every bit the professional snake hunter. He began his presentation on the snakes in the Everglades, showcasing the vibrant pictures he had taken the day before. The large screen behind him lit up with images of various snakes, each more exotic than the last, as he explained the reasoning behind the Florida snake hunts and what the current payment schedule was for each type of snake.

I noticed the business manager, Royce, slip away from the staging area and head back out into the resort. His navy suit stood out against the resort's tropical decor. I turned to Nettie and pointed to the door.

"Let's go," I whispered.

"Aren't we supposed to be watching the presentation? I thought you wanted to make sure everything was on the up and up," she whispered back, her brow furrowed in confusion.

I glanced back up at the stage where John was talking about snake behavior. "Right now, I want to see what the business manager is up to."

Nettie nodded and followed me out of the presentation room. The lobby was bustling with activity, people going out to the pool or the beach, others coming back in from their excursions.

I spotted Royce across the lobby, making his way towards the elevators. His movements were deliberate, as if he had somewhere important to be.

By the time we caught up with him, he was already in the first elevator. We hurried to the next available one, the polished metal doors reflecting our anxious faces.

As the elevator ascended, Nettie asked, "What are we going to ask him?"

"Well, I think we're going to ask him about his affair with Belinda," I said, pondering the best approach. "But I'm not sure I'm going to start with that."

Nettie pulled out her phone and began texting frantically. "Who are you texting?" I asked, curious.

"Carlos. If we're going to be asking questions that'll get us killed, I would prefer Carlos was with us."

I raised an eyebrow. "So, Carlos can get killed with us?"

"Very funny," she said, not looking up from her phone.

The elevator dinged, signaling our arrival, and we stepped out into the quiet hallway, ready to confront Royce and his affair with Gavin's wife.

We knocked on Royce's door, but there wasn't an answer. The hallway was quiet.

"Well, I saw him get into the elevator. Where could he be if he's not here?" I muttered.

"Maybe he's indisposed," Nettie said. "Or perhaps he doesn't want to answer the door. He has that choice."

I knocked harder, the sound echoing through the corridor. "Excuse me, Mr. Barrett? It's Parker Dread. I'm hoping to speak to you about the conference. Hello?"

I turned to Nettie, her expression a mix of curiosity and concern. "I don't suppose you would open the door?"

"Absolutely not," she said firmly, crossing her arms over her tailored blazer.

"That's OK, I just got an idea. Let's go to Belinda's suite. Do you know what room she's in?" I asked, looking down the hall.

"Yes, she's in the adjoining suite, right there," Nettie said, nodding towards the adjacent door.

"Well, that's convenient," I said, masking my growing tension with a grin.
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We walked over to the next room where Belinda was staying, just in time to hear two people--a man and a woman--arguing. We approached the door, where the voices grew louder.

"I don't care how much money you're bringing in with all of that. They killed Gavin!" Belinda said. At least I believed it was Belinda, because this was her room, and it sounded like her. Her voice was filled with a mix of anger and desperation.

Nettie raised her fist to knock, but I stopped her.

"Of course it matters how much they're paying! The money helps considering how many people are asking for their money back for this conference. We have no other funding. Who even knows if we're going to pull together another conference for next year? This resort has already told us not to come back!" the man replied, his voice clearly frustrated.

"That definitely sounds like Royce Barrett," whispered Nettie, her eyes wide with realization.

"I think so too. It makes sense," I whispered back, glancing at Nettie. Her pink hair and professional attire looked slightly out of place in this moment of clandestine eavesdropping.

"What do you think they're talking about?" Nettie asked, but we got the answer before I had a chance to even ponder the question.

"If you didn't try the side hustle of selling illegal snakes, there wouldn't have been anything in any of the cages Gavin used. His death might've been an accident, but we're responsible," Belinda said, her voice shaky with emotion. I could imagine her pacing back and forth, her usually composed demeanor now fraught with guilt and fear.

"Lower your voice," Royce hissed. "We are not responsible for Gavin's death. He didn't listen, and he didn't deserve you."

The room grew quiet, and I couldn't tell what they were doing, but I had a good idea.

Deciding to interrupt, I knocked on the door. "Hello, Ms. Damajanti? Belinda?" I called out, my voice firm and clear.

There was a sudden shuffle inside. "Oh my goodness," Nettie said, rolling her eyes. "You certainly know how to be a buzz-kill." Her exasperation was obvious, but she stayed next to me as we waited for a response.

"Belinda?" I repeated, raising my voice slightly.

The door opened slowly, revealing a spacious suite decorated in coastal hues of blue and white. The first thing I saw was Clyde, the snake, his head swaying back and forth above Belinda's shoulder. Then I looked at Belinda, who stood there with her stage smile on her face.

"Hello, ladies. How can I help you?" she asked, her tone unnervingly cheerful.

"Actually, we were looking for Mr. Royce. Is he here?" Nettie asked, stepping forward.

"Certainly, come on in." Belinda took a couple of steps back, allowing us to enter the room. The suite was elegantly furnished, with plush sofas and a large window offering a view of the ocean. But I didn't take my eyes off the snake, and he didn't take his eyes off me.

"Mr. Royce, I was hoping to speak to you about the deposit you made for next year," I began, turning to face him. He was seated on the sofa, his expression stern. "I'm afraid we won't be able to accept the check. I wanted to let you know it hasn't been deposited. Do you want it returned to you, or can we dispose of it?"

"Dispose of it," he said curtly. "Is that all, ladies?"

I feigned surprise at his rudeness.

"I'm sorry, Mr. Barrett. I didn't mean to insult you. I wanted to let you know firsthand that we will work with the conference, but we simply cannot allow potential harm to come to our guests."

Barrett interrupted. "Yes, we heard about your husband. I hope you aren't pinning that on the conference as it couldn't possibly be true. It's the second husband you've had killed here, correct?"

"I don't like what you are insinuating. He was killed by a snake thought to be of the same type that killed Gavin Mercer. Do you have an explanation for that?" I asked.

He shrugged. "No, because we had nothing to do with it."

"I'll let the police decide. I've just come up from the presentation where your new expert is showing pictures of the outing. I'm sorry to see that many of your conference goers are no longer present. I hope there isn't any animosity," I said, trying to keep my voice steady.

"No animosity?" Mr. Royce repeated. "Of course there is. You're kicking the snakes out of the resort and didn't allow our vendors. I will let everyone I deal with know not to use this resort for their conferences."

I was about ready to tell him to pound sand when Nettie spoke up. "Very well. Thank you, Mr. Royce. Again, I'm sorry, but we remain clear on the rules and I believe anyone who wants to hold their conference here will see that. Either you will remain professional or you can clear out now. Understood?"

"Yes, yes, of course," he said, waving a hand. "Whatever. Now, ladies, if you don't mind, we have other things to do rather than stand here and listen to you drone on and on about how sorry you are."

Belinda was looking down at the floor, her cheeks flushed with embarrassment. While she may or may not have agreed with Royce Barrett, it was clear she was uncomfortable with his behavior.

As we left the room and walked down the hall, Nettie turned to me. "If you are a business manager, professional integrity is of the utmost importance. Obviously, he's running the show for the Snake Seeking Society, and he doesn't have any integrity at all. Something is not right. What money were they arguing about when we were listening outside?"

"I don’t know. Do you think he is behind both deaths? Why would he want to kill Bob?" I asked.

"I don't know if he killed Mercer or not, but I don't think he would have wanted to kill Bob. But, he may have wanted to kill you," she said.

I stopped in my tracks. I hadn't thought about it that way. It was likely someone had been trying to kill me!
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Chapter 20


Nettie prodded me on and told me I had nothing to worry about. Now that we were aware of the danger, she informed security and they were taking measures to keep me safe. We stood in front of the elevator doors and as they opened, we saw Carlos.

"Great timing," Nettie said sarcastically.

"I was in the middle of a rush. If you needed me to come right away, you should have said it was an emergency," he said, as he held the elevator doors open for us.

Carlos, Nettie, and I went down the elevator, the soft hum of the machinery a stark contrast to the tension buzzing between us. We filled him in on what we had found out from listening outside of Belinda's suite door.

The elevator doors opened when we got to the first floor and while I saw nothing out of the ordinary, we turned the corner past the glass dispenser of fruit-infused water on a side table with a framed board of today's events, and Carlos suddenly tensed.

"There," he whispered, his eyes narrowing. He caught sight of Royce just as he was slipping out the doors by the pool, going towards the parking lot area.

"How did he get down here so fast?" I asked.

"He must have taken the stairs," Nettie answered.

"Come on, let's go," Carlos urged.

Nettie and I exchanged a quick glance before we hurried after Carlos, our pace quickening as we rounded the corner where Royce had been. Outside, we could just make out Royce's figure in the distance, moving purposefully towards the back of the property where a large tractor-trailer loomed, its massive frame obscuring whatever lay beyond it.

Royce broke into a jog. The low murmur of voices reached our ears, and we could see a line of people dressed in khaki snaking around the front of the truck's trailer, heading towards the other side where our view became blocked by the trailer bed.

Royce stopped at the end of the line, and although I couldn't make out his words, his gesturing hands toward the people made it clear he was directing the crowd to the other side of the trailer, away from the resort security's prying eyes.

As we came closer to the truck, I could hear the crowd oohing and aahing, their voices a mixture of awe and excitement. A cold knot of dread tightened in my stomach as I imagined what on earth could happen on resort property without our knowledge? Carlos tapped my shoulder, his face set in a determined frown, then pointed to the back end of the truck, signaling for us to sneak around.

We moved cautiously. As we rounded the corner of the truck, the scene that met my eyes was surreal. Two men stood on a makeshift platform of stacked boxes - the same two who had been on stage with Gavin the day he died - their figures outlined against the truck's dull, metallic side. One of them was holding up a large, coiled snake, its scales glistening in the fading light, while another man, his voice booming over the crowd, was auctioning it off. The spectators were enraptured, their eyes fixed on the snake as they called out bids, their faces lit with a mixture of greed and excitement.

I quickly ducked back out of sight, my heart pounding in my chest. I couldn't risk being seen by the crowd, the men on stage, or worse, Royce Barrett! My hands shook slightly as I fumbled for my phone and dialed the detective.
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"It's clear Royce Barrett was trying to use the society as a front for illegal snake sales," the Detective Ryan said, his voice low and measured. "Although I'm not sure how Belinda fits into all the illegal activities, she definitely knew what was going on toward the end, as you and Nettie overheard."

Carlos shook his head, his expression grim. "It's unfortunate that he could get away. He must have seen us following him. I had no idea he was in a car until he passed by us right before you got here, Detective."

The detective nodded, his eyes narrowing as he considered Carlos's words. "At least we could pick up the gentlemen who were in charge of the sales. There were at least fifty types of snakes back there."

Then, his voice took on a slightly incredulous tone. "Sweet operation, if you can get away with it. You send a bunch of snake hunters into the Everglades to kill a few snakes, and they bring out some of the higher-priced types to sell at these conventions."

I shuddered, picturing the writhing mass of snakes we had just seen. "I wonder how much Belinda has to do with all of this. I can't see her putting Clyde in jeopardy for illegal snake sales. While I think her priorities are warped for so many other reasons, she wouldn't do that."

Ryan nodded in agreement. "We'll find out."

Carlos pointed toward the door. "I'm going to go back to the bar. I'll call you if I find out anything."

With that, he turned and left. Nettie followed and the detective suggested that I go to the police station to give an official statement.
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Chapter 21


As I walked into the station, I understood why it was a good idea to do this here--tying up loose ends, providing clarity--but a nagging sense of unease gnawed at me.

I hoped it wasn't a trick. Not that I thought the detective believes I killed Bob, or that I was involved with whatever was in the safe deposit boxes, but I couldn't shake the feeling that he had more questions. Questions that might catch me off guard, making me feel vulnerable by being here.

The air inside the station was cool and sterile, and the walls were a dull shade of gray that seemed to absorb any light which tried to filter in. A police officer with a no-nonsense expression led me down a narrow hallway to an interview room. The room itself was small and uninviting. I had been here before, after Guy had been found dead in his home office. I sat down behind a small metal table, the chair creaking slightly under me, and waited for the detective to show up.

Minutes passed, each one feeling longer than the last. I focused on the scuffed linoleum floor, trying to ignore the growing knot in my stomach. Finally, the door opened, but instead of Ryan, a different detective entered.

She was tall and composed, her dark hair pulled back into a neat ponytail. The badge clipped to her belt gleamed under the fluorescent lights, and I quickly noticed the name engraved on it, Mika Chase.

Her presence filled the room, commanding but not overtly intimidating. She gave a brief, professional smile as she sat across from me, her eyes a mix of curiosity and caution.

"So, Detective Ryan isn't coming in?" I asked, trying to keep myself on a level playing field. I had done nothing wrong, I reminded myself.

"No, I'm sorry," she replied, her voice calm but direct. "I'm Mika Chase." She extended her hand, and I shook it, noting the firm grip and the way her dark eyes studied me carefully. "Detective Ryan asked for some help with this case since it now involves two major crimes--the murders of Mr. Gavin Mercer and Mr. Bob Collins, your husband?"

"Actually, he was my ex-husband," I corrected her, feeling the familiar pang of bitterness. "We divorced about a month and a half ago. He was... I don't know, away on some island with my ex-best friend." I added, the words dripping with disdain.

She rolled her eyes in solidarity. "Men," she muttered, a slight smirk tugging at her lips.

I didn't respond, mostly because I didn't entirely share the sentiment. "Yes, I've had two terrible examples of men for husbands. One took me much of my life to figure out, and the other... well, I didn't even have time to know him before he was murdered," I said.

Detective Chase placed her phone on the table, the small device looking out of place in the otherwise barren room. "Do you mind if I record this?" she asked, her tone still professional.

"No, not at all," I said, leaning back. The cold metal of the table felt unfriendly against my arms, so I crossed them in front of me.

"Can you tell me why your husband was here in Sunset Haven Key?" she asked, her pen poised over a clipboard, ready to capture every detail.

"I'm not positive, but I think he might've been here to get a key from me. He called two days ago and asked where it was. I told him I didn't know what he was talking about and hung up." My voice was steady, but inside, I felt a knot of anxiety twisting tighter.

"Did he tell you where he was calling from?" she asked.

"No, he didn't, and I really didn't care. Our conversation was just what I told you."

She stared at me for a moment, her gaze piercing, as if trying to see through my words. Then she stuck out her bottom lip, bobbed her head slightly, and jotted something on her clipboard.

"Did you see him at any other time? Or did he call you back?" she continued with her questions.

"Well, it was strange, I'll admit," I said, my mind replaying the events. "After I got off the phone with him, I saw a man in the lobby wearing a hat, dark glasses, and a Hawaiian shirt. He walked out toward the pool area. At first, I told myself I was seeing things, but now that he's been found in my room, I have to wonder if it wasn't him."

"Where were you when you thought you saw him?" she asked, leaning in slightly.

"I was up in my office," I replied, picturing the space in my mind. "My second-floor office overlooks the lobby with a glass wall, so I can see everything that's going on from up there."

"Like a fishbowl? Sounds like a friendly design," she said thoughtfully. "A little strange, maybe, but..."

"Guy Warrington, who owned the resort before me--" I started.

"And was also your husband," she interjected, her tone neutral but accusing.

"Yes, he was also my husband," I said. "I'm not sure if he had the office designed that way or if it was there previously when he bought the place. It's actually very nice. I enjoy being able to see resort guests as they come in and admire our lobby."

She nodded and continued to grill me for the next thirty minutes and her questions became sharper and more probing as time went on. With each question, it became clearer that she was steering the conversation in a direction I didn't want to go in, as if she had already decided on my guilt and was just waiting for me to confirm it.

"Detective," I said, my voice edged with frustration, "I know it's going to be hard to convince you, but I don't collect husbands, and I certainly would never want to see any harm come to anyone." My hands were clenched in my lap, my knuckles white. "If you could ask some questions that I can actually help you with, I would appreciate that. If not, and this is going to continue, I'd prefer to call my lawyer, as I'm feeling like this is harassment."

"Well, I'm sorry you feel it's harassment," she replied, her tone now cold and almost dismissive. Her eyes narrowed as she leaned slightly forward. "But why do you feel you need a lawyer? I would think someone who wants to help with the investigation would be more willing to answer questions."

Before I could respond, the door opened, and Detective Ryan stepped in, his presence immediately filling the room with a sense of authority. "That's enough, Detective Chase. I'll take it from here."

"I only have a few more questions." Her frustration was obvious as she tightened her grip on her clipboard.

Detective Ryan cocked his head slightly, his gaze unyielding. "Leave them on the desk. I'll ask them if they're appropriate."

Detective Chase hesitated for a moment, clearly annoyed, but then snapped her mouth shut. She got up, her movements stiff with irritation, and left the room.

As soon as she was gone, I let out a breath I hadn't realized I was holding. The tension in the room eased slightly, but I still felt on edge. "I remembered something that I wanted to tell you and would have told her, but I don't think she was interested in anything I actually wanted to say."

"Oh? What's that?" Ryan asked, his tone more relaxed now as he took the seat Detective Chase had vacated.

"I believe I saw Jane in town when I went to the art museum," I began. "I was coming back, and she was in the restaurant's window across the way, except she had a hat and sunglasses on." I could picture her clearly, the oversized hat casting a shadow over her face, but the shape of her jawline and the way she held herself gave her away.

Ryan's eyes narrowed slightly in thought. "You thought you saw Bob too, in the lobby, right?"

"Yes, as a matter of fact," I replied. "I'm thinking the key was more important than Bob led me to believe. Have you called the New York attorney about it? I wonder if there's anything they could do?"

Ryan nodded, his expression serious as he considered my words. The flicker of understanding in his eyes told me we were on the same page, and for the first time in that bleak room, I felt a glimmer of hope. "I'll call them again, and let you know."

"Thank you, detective."
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Chapter 22


I called Nettie before heading back to the resort and asked her to meet me at the restaurant across from the art museum.

"Oh, Chops of the Sea? Perfect! It's getting late, and I haven't had dinner," she said.

The drive across town was quick, the streetlights reflecting off the pavement as dusk settled in. After making a quick stop at a pharmacy to use their photo printer, I arrived at Chops of the Sea to see that my business manager had beaten me there.

The restaurant's neon sign cast a soft glow over the entrance as we stepped inside. The hostess led us to a cozy table by the window, where we could see the ocean waves lapping against the shore under the moonlight. I was told by the young woman we were fortunate that it wasn't a busy night, so there was no wait for a table. Nettie's eyebrow went up, showing she wasn't sure she believed that.

The restaurant's modern decor contrasted beautifully with the natural view outside. The sleek lines of the furniture and the warm, ambient lighting created an inviting atmosphere. The menu was full of enticing options, perfect for my seafood craving. I ordered the crab Alfredo, its creamy sauce tempting me even before it arrived, while Nettie opted for scallops in a delicate wine sauce.

"So tell me, why are we here? What couldn't you say at the resort?" Nettie asked as she sipped her wine. "You have piqued my curiosity."

"It's not that I couldn't have said this conversation at the resort, but it wouldn't have done any good," I explained. The soft chatter of other diners and the clinking of silverware created a comfortable background hum. "This is the restaurant where I thought I saw Jane. I wanted to ask our waiter if he had seen her or could show her picture to other staff to find out if she was actually here."

I reached into my purse and pulled out the picture of Jane.

Nettie leaned in, inspecting the photo. "Oh, she's very pretty," she said, her voice laced with sarcasm. "The witch."

"Yeah, she had me fooled. I'm guessing if she's the one who killed Bob, she had him fooled too," I said, shaking my head in disbelief. "I still can't believe I married such a weak man. I mean, I thought I knew who he was, and he wasn’t perfect, but he was mine, and I loved him at one time, you know? I made a vow, so I didn't even think about leaving. Oh well, c'est la vie."

Nettie reached across the table and patted my hand gently. Her touch was warm and comforting. "Just look at everything you have to look forward to. Soon, this will all be over and you will move on."

"You said that last month," I laughed, the tension in my shoulders easing slightly.

"And I was right. Now, this too will be over soon," she replied confidently.

"And something else will take its place," I sighed.

"Oh goodness, I hope not," she said, shaking her head with a worried smile.

The waiter returned with a basket of warm, crusty bread and our drinks. The scent of fresh bread was intoxicating, and I almost forgot why I was there. Before he could leave, I held up the picture of Jane to stop him.

"Excuse me," I said, catching his attention. "Have you seen this woman here?"

He studied the photo for a moment, his brow furrowing in concentration. "I'm not sure," he drawled, still looking at the picture. "But let me ask my friend downstairs who's running the bar. He may know."

"Thank you, I really appreciate it," I said with a hopeful smile, my heart racing slightly at the possibility of a lead.

It wasn't long before our waiter returned with our food, the enticing aromas of seafood and fresh ingredients wafting from the plates. He carried a message from the bartender as well. "He said he recognized the woman, and she was with a man," the waiter explained, his voice low enough to maintain privacy. "He'll come up and talk to you when he gets a break in about half an hour. His name is Lou."

"Thank you so much for that," I said, genuinely appreciative of the lead. "And your name is...?"

"My name is Mario," he replied with a warm smile. His dark eyes sparkled with pride. "I've worked here a long time--my family owns the place. My grandparents started it, and now my parents run it."

Nettie, ever the connoisseur, made a big show of sniffing her scallops in wine sauce, savoring the rich aroma. She delicately tasted a bite, her expression transforming into one of pure delight. "You tell your parents that they're doing a marvelous job," she said.

"Thank you, thank you very much! I will tell them, and I'll send Lou up as soon as he can take a break," Mario said. He beamed with pride as he left us to enjoy our meal.

As we settled into our food, the sounds of clinking glasses and chatter from the other diners filled the air, blending with the light music playing in the background. The warm, ambient lighting of the restaurant created a cozy atmosphere, perfect for our quiet conversation.

Nettie leaned in closer, her curiosity piqued. "So, what is this about? You know Jane was here, so why are you looking for someone else who may have seen her?"

"I feel like I have to prove she was here with Bob," I admitted. "I don't want Detective Ryan to look like he's doing me a favor by not arresting me for the murder of my ex-husband."

Nettie put down her fork. "Why would you say that?"

"Because I feel like he's being watched by other detectives," I explained, glancing around as if the walls might have ears. "The one who questioned me, Mika Chase, acted like I was definitely guilty of the murder and that the only reason I'm walking around free is because Detective Ryan has a crush on me. It's ridiculous, considering the only times we've ever really spoken have been about one or the other of my husband's deaths."

Nettie laughed heartily, her voice carrying across the room, earning a few glances from nearby tables. "That's true," she said, grinning as she leaned back in her chair. "But I think he has a crush. How could he not? You're beautiful and you've got a good heart."

"The first time we met, I looked like a tramp," I replied, rolling my eyes at the memory.

"Speaking of that," she said, "have you decided what you're doing with your artwork?"

I sighed, thinking about the tattoo that had become an unexpected part of my life--a "tramp stamp" that still felt surreal. The intricate design of the Celtic knot was permanently inked on my lower back, a reminder of a night I didn’t remember. "Not yet. Still thinking about it," I admitted. "It's not like I can see it, so it doesn't bother me too much."

Nettie nodded, understanding, as we continued our meal, and I told her about the questioning at the police station.

"Good thing Detective Ryan came in and saved the day," Nettie said. "And I agree. It would be best if we could find at least one other person who saw Jane. If this doesn’t work, we can ask our housekeeping staff. Maybe they saw her?"

At that moment, Mario brought Lou, the bartender, up to our table. Lou was a stout man with a friendly face, his dark hair peppered with gray, and he wore a slightly wrinkled white oxford shirt, and an apron tied around his waist. He approached our table with a warm smile, but his eyes were sharp, as if he understood the importance of what he was about to say.

"Hello, Miss," Lou began, his voice carrying a subtle Italian accent. "Yes, I saw this lady," he continued, glancing at the picture in my hand. "She was with her boyfriend, Robert. She was yelling at him, telling him he had to man up." His eyes flicked to me as he spoke, watching my reaction closely. "They just stayed for a couple of drinks and then he left. The lady stayed and was looking out the front window for a bit, but then she went out the back quickly. I didn't see anyone coming in for her. But the whole time, they were acting strangely."

The words hit me like a ton of bricks. It really was them! I had suspected, but hearing it confirmed brought a new level of fear and anger.

Nettie must have noticed the look on my face, because she quickly intervened. "Thank you so much for helping us with this," she said warmly. Her voice helped steadied me at the moment.

"Yes, thank you," I added, my voice quieter, still trying to process the information. Lou gave a polite nod, and they turned to leave.

Once they were gone, Nettie, ever the optimist, turned her attention to the dessert menu. She flagged down a server.

"I'm not sure if I want dessert," I said to Nettie, my thoughts still swirling around what Lou had told us. The rich smells of chocolate and fruit from the dessert tray nearby should have been tempting.

She fixed me with a stern look, her eyes firm but kind. "Yes, you do--because life is too short. If there is one lesson to learn in all of this, it is that one," she said with a decisive nod.

Her words hung in the air, a reminder to seize the small pleasures even when life felt overwhelming. I sighed, giving in to her wisdom and ordering a slice of chocolate cake.
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Chapter 23


The moment I stepped into my suite, I called the detective, my voice trembling slightly as I relayed what Nettie and I had discovered about Jane and Bob being at the restaurant the day I thought I saw her in the window.

"You can talk to the restaurant staff to confirm the information," I said, glancing at the mirrored wall that reflected my tense expression.

"And be sure to let Detective Chase know as well," I added, trying to sound more composed than I felt.

He laughed at that but quickly caught himself, which was good because I wasn't kidding around. The way Detective Chase came after me earlier today told me she had another agenda, which only deepened my distrust in this police department's ability to handle the murders at my resort.

“Listen, Parker, I’m sorry about that. I let her grill you for so long so no one would be able to question whether I was allowing you to get away with murder,” he said. “But she went too far.”

“I understand, but I don’t have to like it. Please don’t put me in a position like that again,” I said.

“Deal. Goodnight.” He hung up.

Sitting alone with my thoughts was making matters worse. I've realized that Jane is still out there, and if she's willing to kill Bob, she's willing to hurt me as well. It wasn't a pleasant thought, but it was accurate.

I settled in early, hoping to shake off the day's events and recharge for tomorrow, which promised to be another busy day. The en-suite bathroom was a sanctuary of marble and glass, with a deep soaking tub I'd have to try later. But tonight, I opted for a quick, hot shower to wash away the tension.

Afterward, I slipped into a pair of soft, silk lounge pants and a matching top, their pale lavender hue soothing to the eye as the fabric was to the skin. The suite had a small kitchenette, where I found some cheese and crackers. I poured myself a glass of red wine, savoring the rich, fruity notes as I curled up on the oversized chaise lounge by the window.

I reached for a romance novel that was sitting on the coffee table. One of the staff had recommended it and I found a copy in the resort gift shop. The cover, with its dreamy illustration of a sunset over a tropical beach, seemed like the perfect escape. It didn't take long before Jack and Quill, my two mischievous cats, found their way onto the chaise with me.

I've decided I really like being a cat owner--their rhythmic purring was a balm for my frazzled nerves, making my heart hum with contentment. When I stopped scratching Quill behind the ears to give Jack a turn, Quill let out a disgruntled meow and leaped off the couch, stalking across the room with his tail held high.

"You aren't the only kitty here," I admonished him, my voice light despite the lingering anxiety in my chest.

About ten seconds later, Quill reappeared, but instead of purring or meowing, he was jingling. It took me a moment to register that jingling wasn't a sound a cat normally makes. I looked up from my book and over to him. There he stood in the middle of the plush, cream-colored rug, his bright eyes sparkling with mischief. In his mouth was a ring of keys, the metal catching the light.

"Oh, you little Dickens, you! How on earth did you get those here?" I exclaimed, getting up quickly and walking over to him. The soft carpet muffled my footsteps as I bent down. Quill dropped the keys at my feet and stared up at me expectantly. I couldn't help but laugh, scratching him behind the ears again.

"You certainly know how to get my attention," I said, a smile tugging at my lips as I pocketed the keys, thinking I should call detective Ryan first, then he could call the attorney general in New York.

I went to grab my phone when a voice I'd thought I would never hear again stopped me.

"Looks like I came just in time." Jane slithered through the doorway, her voice as smooth as silk but with an edge sharp enough to cut glass.

"Jane!" I exclaimed. My heart skipped a beat. How did she get in here? I couldn't believe my eyes.

Jane hadn't changed. She looked like she had stepped straight out of a Cosmopolitan magazine, her designer outfit clinging perfectly to her slim frame, not a single hair out of place. Her crimson lips curled into a smile that didn't reach her eyes. There was no way she scaled the building to reach this room. She didn't even have a hair out of place.

"You really need to discuss security with the young girls at the reception desk," she said. "They're so afraid of insulting your guests that they'll believe any story you give them. And they should probably know your suite number changed before handing out a key."

"I'll have to have a word with my business manager when you leave," I replied, trying to sound confident that I was going to live through this as I leaned casually against the dresser. The room felt smaller with her in it and the walls were closing in. "You're here just in time for what? Are you planning to kill me like you killed Bob?" My voice wavered slightly, despite my best efforts to keep it steady.

Jane's eyes flickered with something--was it grief?--before she let out a soft, almost pitying laugh. "What's the matter, Parker? Do you need to pin Bob's murder on someone else? Is that detective figuring out what you did?"

"What are you talking about? I didn't kill Bob!"

"Don't lie to me," she screeched. "If he would only see you for the sniveling little..." She stopped and took a deep breath. Letting it go, she smiled again, and I saw the woman I had been friends with for so long. The transformation was terrifying.

Jane was crazy, and I think she had thought she was in love with Bob. "I kept telling him he was better off with me, but he wasn't sure when we got to the resort, and he saw you again. Men! You can't trust them."

She threw her head back and laughed, the sound echoing in the room, cold and maniacal, as if the very idea of trusting a man was funny.

I could relate.

"Nevertheless," she continued, "I'm not a murderer yet. I'll need those keys you have in your pocket. Bob may be gone, but there is no reason I can't live a happy and rich life without him."

"Rich? How? What's in the box?" I asked.

She shook her head and sneered. "It's where we hide all the bearer bonds, evidence for bribes, and such. Only, he got smug and pushed the one mark too hard, then lost the key and left the spare in your apartment. Idiot!" she yelled. "Well, none of that matters now, does it? Just hand over the keys and I'll be off."

I didn't think there was anything I could do but give her the keys. The only other choice I saw was to get shot, and then she would still get the keys. The thought sent a shiver down my spine. Plus, what did I care? I didn't care about what was in the security box, so I handed them over.

"Thank you, Parker. I am so glad I don't have to shoot my friend. It was a pleasure doing business with you," she said sarcastically, her lips curling into a sneer. The way she said it made my skin crawl. She looked around the room with a cold, calculating gaze, as if she were already planning her next move.

With deliberate slowness, she opened her designer bag and pulled out a pair of fuzzy pink handcuffs, their soft appearance at odds with the menace in her eyes. "Now, we're going to have to get you settled because I can't have you telling people where I am until I've had a good amount of time to get away."

I must have looked confused, my brow furrowed as I tried to make sense of the situation.

"Where do you want to be handcuffed? I suppose it should be someplace comfortable?" she asked.

She tossed the handcuffs to me, the metal clinking ominously as they landed in my hands. Without waiting for a response, she walked across the room, grabbed my arm, and guided me with a firm grip into my bedroom.

"Secure yourself to that bedpost right there. That'll do the trick," she said.

I blew out my breath as I clicked the handcuffs into place. Jane placed the key to the cuffs out of my reach on the bureau across the room.

"Goodbyes are so final," she mused. "How about we end with I'll see you around." She winked and walked out the door.

Not if I see you first, I thought.

I knew someone would find me in the morning, irate that I had already taken off my mini flip phone. I wasn't afraid for my life, and I didn't think anyone was on this floor, so I didn't bother calling out.

But I wasn't happy about it--especially the fact that she was getting away. The realization gnawed at me, leaving a bitter taste in my mouth.

The only solace was realizing she didn't kill Bob. I knew she wasn't lying to me because she had no reason to. But if she didn't, who did and why?

Then I gave in to my irrational fear that was niggling in the back of my brain and checked under the bed to be sure Clyde hadn't come to visit.

After reassuring myself that I was safe, I lay there thinking about it for what felt like ages, as my arm remained awkwardly attached to the bedpost.

Whoever was using the snakes as a murder weapon had to be part of this conference. Mr. Mercer was taken out by someone who put the poisonous snake in the cage, probably Royce Barrett, but why would he kill Bob or want to kill me? It doesn't make any sense.

I reminded myself there were no snakes in the room at the moment and someone would be here to free me soon. I closed my eyes and willed myself to think of anything pleasant, steering clear of thoughts about snakes.

The room was dim and quiet. Before long, the sheer exhaustion of the day took over, and I drifted off into a restless sleep.
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Chapter 24


The next thing I knew, I was jolted awake by the sound of someone calling my name, their voice cutting through the haze of my dreams.

"Parker? Are you here?" Nettie's voice echoed from inside the suite, filled with concern.

"I'm right here," I called out. My voice was groggy as she walked in the room, and I held up my hand, the ridiculous pink cuffs still dangling from my wrist.

Her eyes widened in shock. "Oh!" she gasped. "What happened?"

"Jane happened," I said. "She put the key over there on the bureau. Can you please unlock these?"

"Of course, of course," Nettie said, her face a mix of concern and determination. She hurried over, getting the small key and quickly unlocked the handcuffs. As soon as I was free, I jumped up, my arm tingling as the blood rushed back into it. I took care of some necessary business--let's just say being handcuffed for hours does a number on your bladder.

When I walked back into the room, Nettie had already dialed the detective. I overheard the last part of the conversation, "...come straight to her suite."

She got off the phone, her brow furrowed. "Are you okay?"

"Yes. She didn't hurt me," I assured her. "Let's wait for the detective and I'll tell you both everything at the same time."

"Sounds good. How are you feeling? Should I call in the doctor, again?"

"No, don't worry. I could use a cup of tea and maybe a scone?" I asked.

Nettie nodded and got on the phone to room service, giving out orders. When she was done, she sat beside me and held my hand. The tea and scone arrived a few minutes later.

It didn't take long for Detective Gilmore to show, but he wasn't alone. Detective Chase was also present. I was beginning to think that Ryan's superiors were worried about everything happening at my resort. But that was a worry for another time.

Everyone took a seat, and I recounted what happened.

"I came in last night, and everything was fine at first. I was playing with the cats, then got ready for bed, and Quill got upset with me--who knows why. Cats are a mystery. He went into my bedroom for a bit while Jack and I stayed on the couch. Then, out of nowhere, Quill comes back out with the key set we've been trying to find the last couple of days."

"Really?" Nettie said without thinking.

Detective Chase looked over at Nettie, appearing to agree with her. "That sounds implausible."

"Well, that is how it happened." I gave Nettie the side-eye, and she mimed zipping her mouth.

"I couldn't believe it either. I thought Jane had taken them the night Bob was killed. So, I went to grab them from him, thinking this was my lucky break. But as soon as I did, Jane was walking into my suite, like some kind of ghost, telling me to hand them over. She started going on about Bob, how he drove her crazy, but she accused me of killing him. Then, after I gave her the key, she locked me up and left. She said she would see me again."

I rolled my eyes, the foolishness of it all hitting me anew.

"Oh, I hope not," Nettie said.

"Me too," I agreed with a weary sigh.

"She won't be able to once we catch her, although I think she is probably on her way to New York by now," Ryan said.

Detective Chase stood and walked off, saying, "I'll call it in."

"And, by the way," I added, remembering Jane's parting words, "she let me know that the girls at the reception desk hand out keys to anybody who looks rich and might lodge a complaint if told 'no'."

Nettie looked surprised, her mouth opening and closing as she processed this new information. "I'll have a talk with them right now. We may need to put a different system into place, unless you need anything else, detective?"

Ryan shook his head and continued tapping out a note on his phone. When he was finished, he looked around the room as if trying to imagine Jane here. "Did she touch anything?"

"No, I don't think so. She had me lock the cuffs on myself."

"Where are they?" he asked.

I walked him into my bedroom and pointed to the pink furry cuffs still locked to the side of the bed. I heard a chuckle behind me. I turned to Ryan and crossed my arms. "You have something to say, detective?"

Suddenly looking mortified, he shook his head. "No, sorry."

"It's okay. I admit I could even see the humor in being locked to my bed with those after I got out of them," I said.

He walked over and enveloped me in his strong arms. "She's gone, and she is not coming back. We are going to post her photo so the staff knows who to look for and give them a plan of what to do if they see her. But I think they'll pick her up in New York. There is really no reason for her to come back."

As I lay my head down on Ryan's chest, I closed my eyes and agreed with what he was saying. I pulled back and started to thank him when Detective Chase came in and cleared her throat.

I turned toward her just in time to see the daggers she was aiming at me with her eyes, making my earlier suspicions of her feelings for Ryan confirmed.

"We need to bag up the handcuff for evidence," Ryan said.

"I can do that, and I'll call the team in to do a sweep," Detective Chase said.

"No need," Ryan answered. "The perp touched nothing and we know who it was."

She shrugged and went to bag the handcuffs. After she was done, she left without a word.

Ryan continued to tap on his phone for a few more minutes. Then he followed her out after letting me know he would be in touch.

Alone with my thoughts whirling around in my head like a cyclone, I started my morning routine while Jack and Quill weaved themselves around my feet. I couldn't blame them. They wanted to be fed, which usually comes before this time.

Doing the small chore helped me center my thoughts. With a clearer head, I took a shower and got ready for the day ahead. Whatever happens, it couldn't be any more stressful than yesterday.
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Chapter 25


A strong sense of purpose fell over me while I worked in my office, which was strange after the night I had experienced. But it meant I was getting things done, and that was much better than curling up into a ball.

I sat in my office at my desk, perusing the internet for useful sites. I'd been thinking about taking a class in hotel management. While I had many of the skills, and Nettie pretty much could run the entire operation with her eyes closed, I wanted to understand the business I now owned. The idea of immersing myself in something new was comforting.

I paused and looked out the window, where the palm trees swayed gently in the breeze. I needed something to focus on, some new skill to learn, something to help me escape the shadows of the past that kept interrupting my forward movement.

Nettie called and said she would meet me at the Tiki bar to grab a late lunch while we sussed out all the clues we had about Mr. Mercer and Bob's murders. The midday sun was dipping, casting long shadows across the resort's pathways, making everything look like a scene from a noir film--with bathing suits and sun visors instead of trench coats and fedoras.

As I walked, my mind wandered, full of heavy thoughts. I couldn't help but notice how much energy I was putting into solving Mr. Mercer's murder rather than dealing with Bob's death. Maybe diving into the snake man's case was my way of avoiding the harsh reality that Bob was truly gone. Or maybe, just like our marriage, I'd realized there was no fixing it, so I did what I always did when something was beyond repair--I ignored it.

When I finally reached the Tiki bar, its thatched roof rustling softly in the breeze, I slid onto a barstool next to Nettie. Carlos, ever the charming bartender, greeted us with a wide grin. He pulled out menus and slid them in front of us.

"We've added a few new things," he said, his accent thick and warm. "You should try them and let me know what you think."

"No snake dishes, I hope."

He laughed. "No, Ms. Parker. The machete is still under the bar where I left it that day. I have not had to use it--yet."

I chuckled and regarded the menu. The resort's bar and grill had always been a temptation I could hardly resist from the very first day I visited, and the recent additions were no exception. After scanning the options, I settled on the seared tuna BLT, my mouth already watering at the thought of the crisp bacon and tender tuna mingling together. Nettie went for the fresh catch on a bun, which today was snapper, probably caught just that morning--one perk of resort living.

Carlos busied himself making us iced teas, the sound of clinking ice a soothing backdrop as I tried to clear my mind. He slipped our order to Miguel, who would take it to the kitchen, then wandered back over, clearly in the mood to chat.

"You two beautiful ladies look like you have something heavy on your minds," he said, leaning in with that signature Carlos' smile. "With these goings on, don't make me guess what it is."

Nettie rolled her eyes in that way only she could, and I couldn't help but laugh. She was always the first to dismiss compliments, but deep down, I knew she liked them just as much as I did. Then, Nettie told him.

"Oh, it's just as I thought," Carlos said, his voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper. "You two are poking into how that man got killed up on stage. You'd think after the last time we tried to figure out who the murderer was, and Ms. Parker got taken, we would've learned our lesson."

"I agree," Nettie said, her voice firm, but laced with the determination I admired in her. "But we need to solve this as soon as possible."

I nodded, feeling the weight of it all pressing down. "To keep the resort running, we must honestly state that those responsible for this are not associated with us and that the situation is under control."

Carlos leaned back, his expression shifting from playful to serious. "And how are we going to do that with another one of your husbands being dead at our resort?" he asked, throwing his hands up in mock exasperation.

"I'm not blaming you or anything, Ms. Parker," he added quickly, his tone softening. "I know you didn't do it, but please tell me you don't have more husbands."

He looked at me with exaggerated concern. His ability to bring a little levity to a dark situation was exactly why Carlos made such a good friend to have.

"Very funny," I said, rolling my eyes.

Carlos raised his hands in mock surrender, his expression half-serious. "Now, let's be serious. Trouble is, following you around at this resort. Maybe the whole place needs a good spiritual cleansing. You're starting fresh--maybe that is what the resort needs to start fresh too. I mean, if you think about it, Guy Warrington used to own it, so there's got to be some bad mojo lingering around here. I think I'm going to call my Nona. She could wrestle those evil spirits out."

"Well, you do that," Nettie said with a hint of sarcasm, but her focus was unwavering. "We're going to figure out who killed Mr. Mercer."

"It could've been anyone," I said, my thoughts spiraling. "Whoever had access to the snakes?"

Carlos leaned closer to us. "This was the guy that has the snakes out in the parking lot, right?"

"Yes, but they should not have had all those snakes here at all." I explained as the memory of the scene came back to me. "If the insurance guy had found out, they would've lost the ability to have their conference ever again."

Carlos furrowed his brow, lost in thought for a moment. "Huh," he muttered, then fell silent.

Nettie, always quick to pick up on a shift in the conversation, asked, "What is it, Carlos?"

"That insurance man," Carlos began slowly, "he's the one with the big cigar, right? The one who walks back and forth outside, puffing away before putting it out just as he walks in the door?"

"Still makes the resort smell horrible," Nettie said. "But yes, he puts it out."

"Yeah, okay," Carlos continued, "but if he's the insurance man, and he shouldn’t know about the snake truck, then why was he with the dead guy at the snake-truck?"

I could feel the gears turning in my own head now. "You saw the insurance man, Paul Claimsworthy, and Mr. Mercer out by the truck that was full of snakes?" I asked, trying to connect the dots.

"Yes," Carlos confirmed, his eyes narrowing as he recalled the scene. "They were both up on the snake truck's platform. I know because the insurance guy kept Mr. Mercer from falling down the steps of the platform by grabbing his arm. I was watching from the back door. I thought he was lucky because he didn't fall. He would have gotten seriously hurt. Then he died a couple of hours later, so I guess not so lucky."

Intrigued, I walked around the bar to the back door. The late afternoon sun cast long shadows across the resort grounds, but from this vantage point, Carlos could indeed see everything. The truck had been parked just in sight, with the platform clearly visible from this spot.

"The bartenders were all taking turns watching the gigantic snakes they were pulling out of that truck," Carlos said, shaking his head as if he still couldn't believe what he'd seen. "I can't believe some of those were actually brought into the resort."

He gave me a sidelong glance, one that held a mix of concern and amusement. I sighed. "I know, I know. Never again."
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Our food arrived, and the conversation naturally shifted from murder mysteries to the equally complex world of running a resort. The Tiki bar buzzed with the late afternoon crowd, the warm breeze carrying the scent of the ocean mixed with the mouthwatering aroma of grilled seafood. As we dug into our meals, we started hashing out a plan of action for updating the resort and catching the eye of the right kind of conferences for winter. The resort had potential if we could just steer it in the right direction.

Nettie, ever the organized one, pulled out her phone and began jotting down ideas in her planner app, her fingers flying over the screen as we tossed around suggestions. The seared tuna BLT I'd ordered was delectable, but as I finished the last bite, my thoughts started drifting.

I couldn't help but wonder about Belinda and Mercer. How had they found a new insurance guy so quickly after losing their last one when they had to change resorts and come here?

I posed the question to Nettie and Carlos.

Nettie paused, fork halfway to her mouth, as she considered it. "That's a good point," she intoned. "I mean, they found him and got the contract within forty-eight hours of my telling Mr. Barrett it was necessary before I would confirm their booking."

She shrugged. "That doesn't seem doable, even for me, especially since they had been turned down by their previous insurer for having issues. Why didn’t I think of that at the time? It was a con all along."

"Exactly," I said, the pieces of the puzzle not quite fitting together.

“There is something else I wanted to talk to you about, Nettie,” I said.

“What is it?” she asked.

“I want to move back into the penthouse. Its security system, and the panoramic views of the ocean, are calling to me. Sure, Guy was killed there, but it was by people he let in. What do you think?”

She picked up her phone. “I love the idea of you being safe, considering we still do not know who tried to kill you. You’ll be in tonight.”

“I don’t think someone tried to kill me, but tonight sounds good,” I said. Thinking the sooner the better in case Nettie was right.

Nettie made some quick arrangements on her phone, then we stood up to leave, saying our goodbyes to Carlos, who gave us a knowing nod and a wave.
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Chapter 26


After getting myself settled in the penthouse, Jack, Quill and I had a restful night. I got up early and was downstairs picking up some coffee and a blueberry muffin before Nettie even came in the door,

The resort was waking up, and with it, my determination to sort out these mysteries. While I understood Royce was most likely the man who killed Gavin Mercer, I didn't understand what he had to do with Jane. Was he the mark that Bob had pushed too hard that Jane talked about?

Royce Barrett didn’t seem like he had deep enough pockets to interest Jane and my ex-husband. It didn’t fit.

Did she use him to buy a snake so she could get rid of Bob and take me down at the same time? Killing Bob in my suite might have worked had I not been with Nettie and Detective Ryan around the time of his death.

She had said she didn't do it, but she lied to me every day when she was having an affair with my husband. I was gullible then, was I still?

And the relationship between John Howard and Claimsworthy? That puzzled me even more. What could link them? I would think John Howard would be avoiding the insurance guy, but no--that's not what I witnessed. Before Mercer picked up the venomous snake, the two had been sitting in the audience, chatting like they were best pals.

The elevator doors opened with a soft ding, and I stepped out into the hallway. I walked down the hall and rounded the corner to my office. My assistant, Taylor, was at her desk, her voice calm and professional as she spoke on the phone.

"Hold, please," she said, putting the call on hold before looking up at me with a warm, concerned smile. "Good morning, Parker."

"Good morning, Taylor," I replied

I walked into my office, feeling a sense of relief as I crossed the threshold. The space was bathed in soft, natural light, with the back wall of glass offering an unobstructed view of the bustling lobby below. The vibrant energy of the resort filtered through the glass. But here in my office, it felt like a sanctuary.

I smiled, feeling a rare moment of contentment. This was my space, where I could think clearly and strategize, even when the world outside seemed chaotic.

Taylor walked in. "There was a man named Mr. Howard who stopped by," she said, her tone revealing a hint of curiosity. "He was hoping to make an appointment for today. I told him I would call him if you were available."

"That's wonderful," I said, a smile tugging at the corners of my mouth. "I was just thinking about trying to track him down. I'm glad he wants to talk to me as well. Can you ask him to come by as soon as possible?"

Taylor nodded, already turning on her heel. "I'll go schedule him in for this morning." As she walked out, she stopped and turned back towards me. "He's here."

"That was quick,” I laughed. “Send him in." I shuffled a few things on my desk to make it look a bit more used, as if I had been working already this morning.

Mr. Howard walked in behind my assistant, his eyes sweeping the room like he was sizing it up. His gaze lingered on the art pieces I recently acquired hanging on the walls.

"Hello, Mr. Howard. How are you today?" I asked. He looked up, his eyes locking onto mine, and a slow smile spread across his face. This man was really a charmer. He reminded me a bit of Guy.

"Actually, my day is looking up. I'm in a room with two beautiful women--what could be better?" His tone was light, almost too casual, as if he were trying to charm his way through the conversation.

My eyebrows shot up in disbelief. "Pick up lines in my office, really?"

He chuckled, holding up his hands in mock surrender. "Okay, I apologize, but I've always been a sucker for good-looking women. It's a crutch."

"I can tell," I replied dryly. I nodded to Taylor that she could leave and close the door.

"My assistant said you were looking to speak with me. Can you tell me what you wanted to talk about?"

"Yes." He cleared his throat as if he was considering his words carefully, having an internal debate.

"I was wondering if you wouldn't mind if I looked around the suite that Belinda and Gavin had before he passed. I'm pretty sure the police are finished with it, and I just wanted to see if he had left any of our paperwork behind. Unless, of course, it's already been cleaned out?"

The way he phrased it, so casually, set off alarm bells in my head. I leaned back in my chair, studying him. "You know, I have no idea if they're done. Did you talk to my resort manager?"

He hesitated, just for a fraction of a second, but it was enough. "No, actually, I didn't. I thought you could give me the go-ahead. I didn't want to bother any of your employees."

There it was again--that little niggle in back of my brain, warning me that something wasn't adding up. I narrowed my eyes, watching him closely. "Do you know Nettie?" I asked, my voice deceptively calm.

He laughed, the sound a bit too forced. "No, should I?" he asked, attempting to sound nonchalant, but his tone didn't quite match his casualness. His voice, his manner--none of it felt genuine.

"I don't know if you should or not," I said, "but I know I caught the two of you looking at each other in a way that says, 'I know you, but I don't want anyone else to know that I know you.' And she's a friend along with being my business manager, so I will ask you again, try to be truthful this time?"

The room fell into an uneasy silence, the air thick with unspoken tension. I watched him carefully, waiting for his next move, every instinct on high alert.

"I might as well level with you, considering you've gotten in with the detective," he started, his voice low and serious as he leaned back in his chair. "I'm not just an expert on snakes."

"Nooo, I never would've guessed," I replied. Sarcasm hadn't been my go-to before I came to Florida, but I think I'm getting good at it.

He leaned in slightly. "Well, you'll need to keep this to yourself," he said. "I'm an FBI agent, and I was assigned to watch the snake conference because of the illegal sales of reptiles and other things being moved by a criminal ring we have our eye on. Of course, you all blew the snake case out of the water. But we're still not sure who killed Mr. Mercer, and I'm almost certain it ties back to this criminal ring."

Of all the explanations I could have come up with, that one was not on the list. The revelation hung in the air between us.

"I agree," I said.

He looked at me, a flicker of surprise crossing his face. "You do? You've been thinking about Mr. Mercer's death with everything else that's been going on around you? I mean, your ex-husband being found dead in your suite and all."

"Good point," I admitted. "I'm finding evidence that it's all linked together. I just wonder if you could answer one question for me?"

"I'm not sure if I can, but I'll try it," he said, his voice tinged with curiosity.

"Do you think Royce is the mastermind of all this, or is someone else involved?" I asked.

He paused, his gaze distant as he considered the question. "That's a great question," he finally replied, nodding slowly, as if turning the possibilities over in his mind. "I've been wondering the same thing myself. On the one hand, Royce had the chops to pull something like this off. But on the other hand, I don't think he had the skills or the money to disappear as well as he has without a bit of help."

"Good point," I said. "Also, what's your connection to Nettie?"

"There isn't one," he replied. This time, his expression was unreadable. But then he broke into a laugh. "That's my story, and I'm sticking to it."

I studied him for a moment, trying to decide if he was being playful or evasive. "Fine, I'll call the detective and see if he can come in to bring you through the room."

I leaned over and pressed the intercom button. I summoned Taylor, and she entered the room promptly. "Can you show Mr. Howard into the conference room and offer him something to nibble on while he waits? I would love another muffin and more coffee, as I'll be joining him there with the detective."

Taylor nodded, her sharp eyes flicking between us before she gestured for Mr. Howard to follow her. As they left, the room felt quieter, tension lingering in the air. I watched them disappear down the hallway, then turned back to my phone, quickly dialing Ryan.

"Hey, I have John Howard here," I said as soon as he picked up. "And you will not believe the story he's telling."

"What did he say?" Ryan asked, the background noise of the station faint but noticeable.

"You have to hear it from him," I insisted. "Where are you?"

"On my way out of the station," he said, his tone shifting to something more serious.

"Okay, meet us at the conference room by my office," I said. "You really are not going to believe this."

I stood up, straightened my jacket and readjusted my mini flip phone, which I wore today in a thigh holder under my dress. As I made my way to the conference room, I continued to wonder about the background between John and Nettie. How could they have known each other?
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Chapter 27


The conference room was directly across from my office, a private space reserved for small groups of people who came to do business with me or one of the other resort managers, like Nettie. It wasn't meant for guest rental, but the room exuded a level of sophistication that set it apart from the sterile, impersonal feel of most conference rooms. The Coral Cove Hideaway Resort wouldn't settle for anything boring. The walls were adorned with tasteful art, and the large windows let in plenty of natural light, offering a view of the lush tropical gardens outside. It was a far cry from the cold, corporate vibe of my real estate office in New York City.

The detective walked in two minutes behind me, his presence filling the room as we took our seats. The soft leather chairs creaked slightly as we settled in, just before Taylor entered with a tray. She moved quickly and placed the coffee cups in front of us.

Then she set a platter of pastries and muffins in the center of the polished wood table. The scent of fresh baked goods filled the room, a comforting contrast to the topic we were about to discuss.

"Please help yourselves, gentlemen. I'm going to make this muffin disappear, I love them so much," I said, snatching a blueberry muffin and popping a piece into my mouth.

The detective nodded in thanks and selected a long pastry, carefully placing it on a plate. John Howard, still trying to keep the mood light, chuckled. "I would've thought you'd go for a doughnut," he quipped.

I glanced at him, raising an eyebrow. "Do all FBI agents want to be comedians, or is that just you?" I asked. My tone was teasing, but I was sort of curious.

"Oh, definitely me," he replied with a grin, leaning back in his chair. "Most want to go private in the security business, but humor helps with keeping my cover. Not so much with dates," he added, shrugging his shoulders as if to brush off the seriousness of his work with yet another joke.

After taking a long gulp of his coffee and a deliberate bite of his pastry, Ryan leaned back in his chair, his expression shifting to one of focused determination.

He turned to John, “So you are with the FBI?”

John Howard nodded. “That’s right.”

"Okay. Right now, Belinda is in a different room, since the murder. We can go through the suite she had with Gavin," Ryan began, his voice steady and matter-of-fact. "The only other person still here from the conference, besides you and Belinda, is the insurance guy, Mr. Claimsworthy, and Royce's room is his, but he is still missing."

The mention of Royce sent a ripple of unease through me, but I stayed focused. "The two men who were selling snakes--where are they?" I asked, my tone was sharper than I intended.

"They're currently in the clink, waiting for someone to bail them out," Ryan replied, his eyes flicking to mine briefly before returning to his screen.

"And I don't know how Jane is involved in all of this," he said, a note of frustration creeping into his voice. "But I believe she's in New York City, looking for a safe deposit box."

"Yeah, she's a real piece of work," Agent Howard said. His casual demeanor was now replaced by a look of genuine concern.

"I agree. She took off with my husband, bankrupted my business, came back here to grab her spoils, killed my husband, and then stole a deposit key from me. But how do you know her?"

Agent Howard raised an eyebrow, his expression shifting from casual interest to something resembling concern. "Sounds like you've had it rough for a while," he said, his tone softer, more careful than before.

"Yes, that's an understatement," I replied.

He glanced at me, trying to read my mood, then offered a small, almost hesitant smile. "Looks like you're handling it well, if you don't mind my saying."

"Thank you," I said, my voice polite.

"Right. Parker is a real champ," Detective Ryan said, looking back and forth between Agent Howard and me. "Can we get back to how you might know Jane?"

"I know of her, but I’ve never met her. She's a con-artist, mostly the long con. She also has her hands in other affairs, but she is good at staying off our radar," the agent explained. "Can you tell me what is happening with Royce? Do you think he's your guy for the Mercer murder?"

"The police department is focusing on finding Royce. He is who we think killed Gavin Mercer. I've left finding Jane up to the Attorney General in New York. It's my understanding they have people on the lookout for her at a couple of the banks where she might have security deposit boxes."

"How do they know where the safety deposit boxes are?" I asked.

"Probably the information they found in your offices when they cleared out your files," Ryan suggested, as if this was just another piece of the puzzle falling into place.

"That makes sense," I said.

We continued to discuss the possibility of Royce running an illegal snake-trafficking ring. The idea alone was overwhelming, and from what I knew about Royce, I didn't think he had the guts to pull it off. The thought of him orchestrating something so complex, I could see because he was smart, but pretty much a wimp. What did I know? Maybe I was underestimating him.

"I'm going to take John up to look around. I'll be back after we're done," Detective Ryan said.

"Thanks for putting me in touch with the detective," Agent Howard waved goodbye and walked out of the door, following the detective.

"Glad I could help," I replied.
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Chapter 28


I walked back over to my office, and Nettie came in right behind me. "What did they want?" she asked.

"You tell me how you know him and I will tell you what he wanted," I said, my eyes narrowing in suspicion.

She straightened her back and put her nose a bit in the air. "Know who?"

We stood there having a staring contest, which I have never been very good at, so I gave up after about thirty seconds. "Fine! But I will find out one day. Mark my words."

She shrugged. "Did the detective find Royce?"

"Not yet," came the answer from the doorway.

"That was quick," I said to the detective as he walked into my office.

"There's nothing left in the room, so it didn't take long," he said.

"Well, I'll be off," Nettie said as she walked out of my office and closed the door.

"Can we talk?" he asked, his voice steady but tinged with something I couldn't quite place. Nervousness, maybe?

"Sure," I replied, showing we sit on the couch with my hand.

"What is it you want to talk about?" I asked, curiosity creeping into my voice as I studied him. The detective was usually so direct, so this hesitation was unusual.

"I know this is probably not the way to go about this, but..." He trailed off, looking down at his hands, which were clasped together on the table.

I leaned forward slightly, trying to encourage him to continue. "If you mean it's not the way to talk because you're not actually talking, then yeah, sure," I teased.

He chuckled and shook his head. "No, I mean... never mind. I just going to come out and say it." He took a deep breath and met my gaze. "How about you and I go to dinner next Wednesday?"

I raised an eyebrow, surprised by the sudden change in topic. "Is there something special about next Wednesday, or...?"

"No, I'm just want to give it plenty of time so that we can get through all of this," he explained, his voice earnest. "I'm thinking that by next Wednesday, we should be able to have a decent meal without any of our conversation being about murder."

I couldn't help but be impressed by how much he had thought this through. Although I wasn't ready to date, I was open to new friendships. "As friends, I'm okay with that. I'm not ready for anything else," I said, making my boundaries clear.

"That's perfect," he said, nodding in agreement. "Let's go out to dinner and get to know each other as friends."

He stood up, smoothing down his shirt. "Have a good night, Parker."

I found myself suddenly tongue-tied, the reality of what had just happened sinking in. All I could do was nod in response. He gave me a small, reassuring smile before turning and walking out the door.
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Chapter 29


Feeling like our conversation about John Howard was unfinished, I sought out my business manager and found her in her office.

"Nettie?" I called as I knocked gently on her door.

"Yes, Parker, come on in," she answered, her voice warm and welcoming.

Nettie's office reflected her meticulous nature. The walls were painted a soothing shade of seafoam green, adorned with tasteful artwork and bright prints of beach sunsets. The beach was the theme for the entire resort, and Nettie loved being here.

Nettie herself was seated behind her desk, a large, antique piece made of dark mahogany, its surface neatly organized with color-coded folders, a few potted plants, and a sleek laptop. As usual, she was busy, this time organizing the resort's schedule.

I admired how she managed everything with such ease. "Hey," I began as I closed the door behind me, "I was wondering if you had a few minutes. I wanted to go check out the stage."

Nettie looked up from her computer, her eyes thoughtful as she processed my request. "Oh, I think they still have the crime scene tape up," she said, her tone concerned. "I could call them and see if we could take it down."

"I don't think it would be an issue. John Howard had a presentation there yesterday. They seem to be done. Let me text the detective," I said. Once the text was sent, I moved on to what I was dying to know. "So, how do you know John Howard? Did you date?"

Nettie chuckled, a melodic sound that filled the room. "What a funny thing to ask! Me?" she pressed her hand on her chest. "Date an FBI agent? He's way too mysterious for me."

"Well, I just thought you might like them mysterious," I replied, smiling at her humor.

I looked down at my phone to see that the detective texted me back. "He says we're clear to go in if we want to."

"Wonderful, give me a few minutes to finish up, and I'll be right with you," Nettie replied.

As I waited, I took the opportunity to look around Nettie's office more closely. The space was filled with personal touches that spoke to her dedication to the resort. Shelves lined the back wall, displaying books on management, hospitality, and even a few well-worn novels that hinted at her taste in literature. On the far wall, a large window offered a view of the lush gardens outside.

I noticed, however, that there weren't any personal pictures--no family photos or mementos. Instead, her master's degree and a few certificates were proudly displayed behind her desk.

A question formed in my mind, one that I hesitated to ask because I didn't want to be rude to my new friend, but curiosity got the better of me. "You know, Nettie," I began, "I don't see any family photos. Does your family live around here? I mean, I know you have your niece and Miguel, but are your parents still alive?"

Nettie paused her typing, her expression carried a hint of melancholy. "No, unfortunately, I don't have any family around here," she said. "I adopted Miguel's mom as my niece when she moved in next door to me with little Miguel. She doesn't have any family close by either. I was an only child, and my parents died when I was in my twenties."

"Oh, I'm so sorry," I said.

"It's okay," Nettie replied. "It was a long time ago. I've had a great life, and I really enjoy being here at the Coral Cove Hideaway. I'm ecstatic that you'll be running it, and Warrington won't be able to ruin it. I was a little worried there for a while."

Her words piqued my curiosity further, hinting at a story I wasn't privy to. But I decided to hold off on asking for more details. We had enough to deal with right now without digging into the resort's old history.

"Well, I'm glad you're here, Nettie," I said sincerely, meeting her eyes. "Because without you, I don't know if I could even think about running this place."

------------

We walked into the small auditorium, flicking on the lights. It was eerie to look up at the stage, now an unsettling scene of yellow police tape crisscrossing over a hastily abandoned setup. The presentation equipment sat idle, and some cages--empty, but still in place. They cast long, ominous shadows on the wall.

As we made our way down the side aisle toward the backstage doorway, our footsteps echoed in the silence. I couldn't help but notice the fine layer of fingerprint powder that coated the door handles and walls, a stark reminder of the forensic team's meticulous work.

"Why would they fingerprint all the way out here?" I said. "I mean, with so many people around, wouldn't it stop mattering at a certain point?"

"True," Nettie replied. "Maybe they were trying to track down one particular person?"

We both ascended the creaking wooden steps to the backstage area, where the air felt even more stifling. The space was cluttered with snake-hunting tools, including long metal hooks, tongs, and empty sacks strewn about haphazardly. In one corner, draped over a chair, was a very long snakeskin, its texture rough and almost brittle. I reached out, touching it gently with my index finger. "Yep, that's real."

"I bet it belongs to Clyde," Nettie said, glancing around nervously.

"Where is Clyde? I mean, Belinda's up in the room, but Clyde's not still here, is he?"

When I didn't get an answer, I turned and looked at Nettie. She stood there, her brow furrowed in concern, and finally shrugged her shoulders. "I really don't know. She was told no more snakes in the resort, but you know how she feels about Clyde. After everything that happened to that poor woman, I didn't have the heart to send someone up to check."

"That's a fair point," I said.

I let the matter drop and slowly walked to the middle of the stage. I stood behind the table between the two snake cages, feeling an odd mix of unease and curiosity. This was where Mr. Mercer had stood, right in this spot, with all the confidence of a man who thought he had the situation under control. When he reached into the cage to grab the snake, he'd wanted to impress the audience and show them something they wouldn't forget. And boy, did he ever.

The snake must have given him every sign that it didn't want to be handled, I thought. But he had the confidence of a man who didn't know better, according to Belinda. Maybe he was too focused on the crowd, too caught up in the moment to pay attention to the creature right in front of him.

"I know he was bitten several times in the hand," I murmured. "How could he have not known which snake he was grabbing?"

Nettie looked up, her expression a mix of concern and disbelief. "Yes, there's even a cute little saying to tell the difference between a king and coral snake," she said, her voice tinged with irony. "'Red on yellow, kill a fellow; red on black, a friend of Jack.' It's pretty straightforward, if you ask me."

I kept looking around, my eyes drawn back to the cages. They looked identical at first, just simple enclosures meant to contain something far more complex. But then I noticed the one Mercer had reached into. It had doors on both sides, designed to open and close without much effort.

My mind started piecing together a scenario: someone could have opened the door from behind, slipping the venomous snake into the cage without anyone noticing. It would look like Mercer was reaching for the same non-venomous snake he'd started with, but the switch had already been made.

"Huh," I said, my thoughts taking shape. "I think we need to focus on whoever was on stage at the time of the murder, or maybe just before. Someone who's not afraid to handle snakes."

"Well, if Belinda is to be believed, Royce was with her. They are each other's alibi, but with his disappearance, that no longer held water. And if our snake expert is a FBI agent, and had no motive, and Royce is not here, that only leaves Belinda!"

I turned to see Nettie kneeling on the floor, her brow furrowed in concentration as she swept something into a plastic bag with an index card.

"What's that you got there?" I asked, curiosity piqued as I walked over.

"Looks like ashes to me," she replied, holding the bag up to the light for a better look. "But I'm not sure. What I do know is that nobody should have been burning anything back here."

"That's a good observation," I thought, distracted as my phone buzzed in my pocket. I pulled it out, the screen lighting up with an incoming call. "It's the detective again," I muttered. Without thinking, I said out loud, "I bet he's calling to cancel our friend-date."

"That doesn't make sense," Nettie said.

"I guess the best way to find out is to answer," I said.

"Hey, Parker. I wanted to let you know Mercer didn't die from the snakebite."

I blinked, thrown off by the statement. "He didn't die of snake poisoning?" I asked, trying to wrap my head around it. "That's strange--we all saw the snake bite him." I could still picture it, Mercer standing there, the crowd gasping, everything slowing down in that awful moment.

"That's the interesting part," Detective Ryan continued, his voice steady, though I could sense the weight of what he was about to say. "He died of snake poisoning, but it was a different type of snake. It was one that wasn't on your stage, a black mamba. Somebody must've injected him with the venom a couple of hours before the show, there is a needle mark on his arm and then it was a coincidence that he was bitten by another snake before he went down."

My mind reeled at the thought. "So, anybody could've done it? That's crazy!" The idea that someone had planned this out so meticulously made my skin crawl.

"Yeah, I guess we're back at square one," he said, a hint of frustration in his voice. "I'll talk to you later. I just thought you'd like to know."

"Thanks for the information, Detective. I appreciate it," I replied, though my thoughts were already racing ahead as I ended the call.

I turned to Nettie, her eyes wide as I filled her in. "So, it wasn't someone just trying to teach him a lesson by getting him bitten on stage. It was someone who really wanted him dead and wanted to cover it up. I think that means we're dealing with a psychopath."
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Chapter 30


One question was answered when Belinda's door creaked open, and the first set of eyes I saw were a pair of cold, unblinking snake eyes. There were snakes still in the resort--at least Clyde was still here. His head hovered just above hers to the right, his tongue flicking out as if tasting the air.

"Hello, Belinda," Nettie said, her voice calm and measured despite the unsettling scene. "Ms. Dread and I were wondering if we could have a word with you?"

Belinda nodded weakly, her movements slow and deliberate. She dabbed her eyes with a crumpled tissue, one she'd clearly been using for a while. The skin around her eyes was swollen and red, her cheeks streaked with the remnants of tears that had dried on her pale face. She had been crying long before we arrived, her uneven breathing a testament to the sobs she'd barely contained.

We stepped into the suite, a space filled with elegant yet understated décor. Soft pastels, plush furniture, and curtains drawn to dim the light. The room had an air of melancholy, as if the very walls had absorbed the sorrow. We took a seat on the overstuffed couch, sinking slightly into the cushions, while Belinda and Clyde remained standing, their presence looming over us.

"Are you sure this is a good time?" I asked, my voice wavering as my eyes remained glued to the snake. Clyde's muscular form shifted slightly, his dark scales gleaming in the soft light.

"Yes, it's fine," Belinda replied, her voice strained. She sniffled, the sound echoing in the otherwise silent room. "You won't find me any better than this. I'm just so upset, everything's falling apart."

Her words hung in the air like a dark cloud, the weight of her despair was palpable.

"And by everything, you mean not being able to find Royce? Or the death of your husband?" Nettie asked pointedly, her tone cutting through the tension like a knife.

I shot a quick glance at Nettie, surprised by the sharpness in her voice. Where had her usual empathy gone? Trying to soften the moment, I added, "Obviously, you're upset, and we understand," I said gently. "But with the murder and the disappearance, we have a few questions. I hope that's okay."

"Sure," she said, her voice tinged with exhaustion. "Maybe it'll just get my mind off the sadness of it all."

As she spoke, I couldn't help but notice how fragile she looked, like a porcelain doll teetering on the edge of a shelf, ready to shatter at the slightest touch. The dim light in the room cast long shadows, giving the space a somber, almost eerie atmosphere.

"I was wondering," Nettie began, her tone smooth but inquisitive, "how exactly did you find our resort?"

"Oh, I didn't handle any of that. Royce did," Belinda answered, her voice cracking slightly. She seemed lost in thought for a moment, as if recalling a distant memory. "I figured it out after the resort called and canceled on us. He was very upset. There were only two weeks to go, and suddenly, we didn't have any place to stay. But he was a real trooper, got on the phone, and called around."

As she spoke, her eyes darted around the room, never quite meeting ours. There was something in her demeanor, a subtle shift, like a leaf caught in a sudden gust of wind.

"So, he looked for the resort before he looked for more insurance?" Nettie asked, her voice taking on a sharper edge, slicing through the delicate tension hanging in the air.

Belinda's eyes widened for just a second, a flicker of surprise, or perhaps something else entirely. Without a word, she turned on her heel and walked toward the snake cage, the soft rustle of her clothing the only sound in the room. She uncoiled Clyde, her hands moving with practiced ease, before carefully placing him inside the cage. The snake's eyes, dark and inscrutable, seemed to follow her every move.

"Well, I'm not sure how he worked all of that out," she said, her back still to us, her voice now barely above a whisper.

"Please, Belinda," I interjected gently, sensing the unease thickening like fog. "We need to figure out who the murderer is here, and when the snake trafficking began."

Belinda closed the cage with a soft click and turned around slowly, her face a mask of conflicting emotions. "I want you to know I had nothing to do with that awful business. Mercer and Royce got involved when it started during our conferences, but it was run by others. Mercer decided that if it was going to happen, he might as well make money off it. I didn't agree, told them to keep it away from the main presentations."

She looked at us, almost pleading for our understanding. "I didn't really have any way of stopping him beyond reporting it. And I couldn't do that, because then there would be no conference!"

Her voice was raw, filled with a kind of bitterness that made my skin prickle. I couldn't help but wonder if there was more to her story. After all, she knew how to handle snakes, both the reptile and the human variety. And Mercer, he had always been so demanding, so full of himself, never mind putting their conference in jeopardy for a quick buck.

"I thought you didn't approve of the snake hunting part of this conference," I said, my curiosity piqued. "Isn't that mostly what it is?"

"Well, yes," she admitted, her shoulders sagging as if the weight of the truth was finally too much to bear. "I mean, charming snakes is done by such a small group of people in the world. We have to latch onto other groups' conferences. There are so few of them these days."

Of course there are so few, I thought, exchanging a glance with Nettie, knowing she was thinking the same thing. Look at all the problems they cause.

"Okay, let me get this straight," I said, leaning forward slightly, my gaze locked on Belinda's tear-streaked face. The room seemed to close in around us, the shadows from the dim light playing tricks on my eyes. "You knew about the illegal activity but were willing to put up with it as long as they kept it outside of the venue?"

"Yes, that's right," Belinda replied, her voice surprisingly steady, given the storm of emotions brewing beneath the surface. Her hands were clasped tightly in her lap, knuckles white as she tried to maintain her composure. "They had to keep it outside so that it wouldn't be attached to our conference."

"And then you lied to the insurance company about that part of your business?" I pressed, the sharpness in my voice cutting through the thick air like a knife.

"Like I said, I didn't set up the insurance," she said, her tone defensive now. Her eyes flickered with a mix of frustration and regret. "I don't have any dealings with the business end of things. I simply deal with the snake charmers. Royce found the guy when you asked for a copy of the contract. He went out and found the insurance company."

"Do you mean to say you never had insurance before now?" Nettie asked, her voice tinged with disbelief, as if she couldn't quite wrap her head around the situation.

"I don't think so," Belinda responded, her shoulders slumping slightly, as if the weight of the conversation was pressing down on her. "But you'd have to ask him."

She shrugged as if she didn't care, but her bravado was betrayed by the single tear that rolled down her cheek. "And he's not available right now. I just wish he would come back."

The tear traced a slow path down her face, catching the light before it disappeared into the fabric of her blouse. There was something heartbreaking about the way she said it, a quiet desperation that made me want to reach out, but I didn’t.

Nettie and I said our goodbyes and left, thankful to be away from Clyde.

To cover more ground, Nettie and I decided to split up. She was determined to get her hands on the contract from the insurance company that Royce had faxed over before the conference began.

I went back to my office to call the detective and let him know what Belinda had told us. But before I could dial his number, my phone rang. I let out a small laugh when I saw who was calling.

"Hi, Detective. How can I help you?" I asked.

"Well, I have two things I wanted to talk to you about, Parker. First, we found Royce."

My breath caught. "Really? Is he okay?" I asked, the anxiety creeping into my voice.

"Well, he's not great, but he's alive. He's currently at the hospital, unconscious. He must have been wandering around the Everglades all of this time--I'm surprised he wasn't bitten by something."

"The Everglades? Why was he hiding there?" I asked.

"I don't know if he was hiding. We couldn't find a vehicle. I think he may have been dropped off by someone," he explained.

I shuddered, imagining the countless snakes lurking in the glades. "Sounds to me like a fate worse than death."

"Yeah, that's not someplace I want to walk around in,” he agreed.

“We talked to Belinda, and we think there something fishy with the insurance contract that Royce had made up with Claimsworthy. Nettie is going to find it and we’ll give you a call if we find out anything more,” I said.

What was so fishy about it?” he asked.

“Royce was able to find insurance in two days’ time even though they never had insurance before and they had been kicked out of their venue,” I said.

“You’re right, that doesn’t add up,” he said. “Good catch.”

“Thank you, detective.”

“Hey, while I have you on the phone, do you like Italian? I'm going to make reservations, and there's an Italian place close to Sunset Haven Key that I enjoy."

The shift in conversation caught me off guard. "Yes, Italian will be fine," I replied.

"Okay, talk to you later, Parker."

"Goodbye, Detective," I said, hanging up and staring at the phone for a moment longer than necessary.

Then I looked around at the lobby below, crossed my arms, and hugged myself. Everything was going to work out, I told myself.
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Chapter 31


I texted Nettie and Carlos to see if they could meet me at the Tiki bar. Carlos replied almost immediately, saying he was already there, while Nettie promised to join us soon. I hopped into the elevator and headed down to the lobby to meet Nettie so we could walk over together.

As I was wondering whether to order a mojito or have Carlos make me one of his specialties, the elevator jerked to a stop one floor down. In strolled Paul Claimsworthy, puffing away on a lit cigar like he owned the place, the smoke curled around him in a lazy spiral as he entered, not even bothering to look up.

Maybe he didn't see me, or maybe he just didn't care. Either way, he kept on smoking like it was the most natural thing in the world. Then, to top it off, he did the most galling thing I've ever seen a smoker do. He tapped his ash right onto the pristine elevator floor, leaving a little pile of gray flecks.

"Mr. Claimsworthy," I said, narrowing my eyes, "you've been told more than once that this building is non-smoking."

"Yeah, well," he replied with a dismissive shrug, "I don't have anywhere to put it out--unless you want me to ruin your rug."

So, he saw who I was. He just didn't care. I clenched my jaw, knowing there wasn't much I could do. With the investigation still ongoing, I needed to bite my tongue. The detective was insistent that all conference organizers stay put, so I swallowed my frustration and stayed silent for the rest of the ride down. But when I reached Nettie in the lobby, I leaned over to her and pointed at the insurance guy. "Add a smoking charge to that man's bill."

Nettie, shaking her head in disbelief, watched him walk out the front door, pulling on his cigar as he went. "Right away."

Carlos was all ready for us when we got to the bar. He had drinks and snacks set up in the booth in the back corner.

"I thought we could use some privacy," he said.

"Good idea, but now I'm wondering what you found out?" I asked, as Nettie joined us and sat next to me.

"Yeah," Carlos replied, leaning in. "I wanted to let you know about that guy with the cigar? He was in here earlier, chatting up one of those snake salesmen. They looked pretty chummy, like old friends who've swapped more than a few shady deals."

"There's something not right about him," I muttered.

Nettie nodded, her face down as she read something on her phone. "Well, I don't know about him, but I know this contract is a joke. I sent a copy to my phone to show you both. I should’ve taken a closer look before, but a few things in the wording caught my eye just now. I looked up the company's website and guess what? They don't have an employee by that name."

"So, that was just a front to get me to accept the conference?" I asked, my voice dropping. The pieces of the puzzle started to click together in the worst way possible.

"I'm sorry to say this Parker, I know you are trying, but it looks that way," Nettie confirmed.

"I can't believe I was taken in by this entire group. I was so trusting of each of them, and each one of them was a scammer!" The words felt bitter on my tongue, like I'd swallowed something I couldn't spit out.

Nettie reached over and patted my hand gently, her touch warm and grounding. "We were all taken in by most of it. You couldn't have known that someone was going to commit murder."

"My ex-husband was bad enough, but I feel so guilty because he paid for me getting scammed this time with his life," I said, his betrayal still stinging like a fresh cut, but the death of the father of my children hurt as well.

I turned to face Nettie, half-joking, half-serious. "Do I have a sign on my forehead that says 'Please scam me. I'm good for the long con'?"

Nettie's eyes softened with sympathy. "Absolutely not. It's not your fault. The people around you didn't have ethics. But you know now."

I took a deep breath, trying to shake off the lingering dread, but just as I was about to say something, a familiar, unpleasant scent hit me-cigar smoke. It slithered into my nose like a bad memory. I looked up, and there he was, Paul Claimsworthy, swaggering toward us with that smug grin of his. Right behind him was one of the snake salesmen, slinking along in his shadow.

Carlos stood. "What do you want?"

He took a slow, deliberate puff of his cigar before speaking, the smoke curling around his head like a villain straight out of an old noir film. He looked intensely into my eyes.

"I want to make this very clear before we talk about anything else," he said, pulling out his phone with a smirk. On the screen was an app with a picture of a snake cage and a button labeled Open.

"We've placed this cage somewhere in the resort," he explained in a calm, low voice. "Inside, there are two coral snakes. If I press this button, the cage will open, the snakes will be let out, and you will be responsible for however many deaths among your guests occur."

I stared at the app on his phone as he held it there. He took another puff, enjoying my reaction a bit too much in my humble opinion.

"Of course, I don't want to do that," he continued. "But you will leave me no choice if the three of you don't get up quietly, leave your phones on the table, and follow me out into the parking lot."

The words hit like a punch to the gut. We exchanged quick, panicked glances before we all stood up, moving as if in a nightmare. Silently, we put our phones on the table and filed out of the bar, the weight of dread hanging over us. His henchman followed closely behind.

I felt like I was moving in slow motion, hoping that someone at the bar would notice something was off and call the police. But no one seemed to have a clue about the danger right there beside them. I thought about yelling out for help, but I didn't want to be responsible for the deaths of innocent people.

He led us to a dark SUV parked in the far corner of the lot. "Very good," he said with a satisfied grin.

We stood there like deer caught in headlights. "Now we're all going to go for a little ride into the Everglades, where I'll drop you off. You can find your way home in a day or two."

"Or be killed by the venomous snakes that are there," his henchman added with a sinister chuckle.

Claimsworthy took another drag of his cigar, exhaling slowly as he added, "Yes, I wouldn't go trying to make any friends with the reptilian life while you are there." His voice was full of mockery, and it sent a shiver down my spine.

I closed my eyes and, taking yet another deep breath, I willed myself to remain calm while we loaded into the backseat of the SUV. Claimsworthy took the passenger seat and the henchman drove.

“Why did you kill Gavin Mercer with Mamba venom?” I asked after a few minutes of too much silence in the vehicle.

“So, the police figured that out. Thanks for letting me know,” he said. “I killed Gavin because he is an idiot, and he was going to get us all caught by the feds. He got the conference thrown out of the venue that we had been using as cover for years. Business was good and he not only screwed that up, but he was also going to keep doing it. He had to go.”

“And Royce?”

“He’s not dead. He’s where you all are going. Maybe you can find him and help each other get out,” he laughed.

“And you don’t want to kill me anymore, Mr. Bowden?” I asked.

“You might be too smart for your own good. But Bowden is just another alias. I had my guy put the snake in your panty drawer when I thought we still had an operation to keep hidden. But now the snake trafficking is done, so it doesn’t matter. Shame about your ex though,” he chuckled. “Guess you owe me one. Sit back and no more talking.”

As far as I knew, he didn't have a gun or anything to keep us in line but the threat of snakes in the resort. It was enough.

"How do we know you aren't going to kill us when we get there?" Carlos asked.

I got the idea that Carlos was about to jump the driver from behind if he didn't get a good answer. If he did that, I would go for the phone and try to keep Claimsworthy from opening that snake cage.

"We don't have any way of killing you. We are not mobsters," Claimsworthy smirked. He lifted the phone to show us the snake cage again. "Controlling you, I can do. I figure you have about a seventy percent chance of getting out of the everglades in the next two days alive. That gives me plenty of time to pack up and leave," he said.

Carlos sat back. I too thought our odds were better if we did as we were told, for the time being.

After an hour, we turned off on a bumpy dirt road and traversed it for another forty-five minutes.

"Stop here," Claimsworthy said. He got out, coming around to open my door.

When I stepped out of the vehicle, I looked up and saw it was a dark night with a new moon and very little stars. We lined up on the side of the road. Carlos was angling towards Claimsworthy, who took out the phone.

"Stay back," he said, stepping towards the SUV.

He got in and they left.

We stood there for a moment. "Should we start walking?" Carlos asked.

I lifted my skirt and took my mini flip phone out of its holder. Showing it to Carlos, I said, "Maybe we should call the detective first."

"You remembered it! Yes!" Nettie started dancing around in the dark.

I dialed the detective, filling him in on all the details. He told us to stay put. He was sending help. About twenty minutes later, we got picked up by a National Park Service Ranger who took us back to the resort.

As we walked into the lobby, I saw the snake cage with the two coral snakes being carted out by a police officer. I was glad there were no more snakes in the resort, as those should have been the last two. Except maybe Clyde.

Detective Chase came over to the three of us and got our statements and informed us that Detective Gilmore was able to apprehend Claimsworthy on the highway and he was now in custody.

She left, saying she would be in touch if she had any more questions.
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Chapter 32


The next day, I insisted Carlos and Nettie take off of work and come up to the penthouse to decompress. Nettie called in an order for room service, and I was looking forward to getting some Jack and Quill time.

After I was seated on my couch with the cats draped on my lap, I texted Detective Ryan to let him know our location. We all ate a bit in silence while waiting for him to arrive.

It suddenly struck me as odd that we weren't talking. Breaking the silence, I asked, "Do you think the three of us are in shock?"

"No," Carlos answered first. "I'm just happy we aren't still walking out of the everglades."

"I don't think so either. My mind is busy thinking about all the charges I put on the Snake Seekers Society's bill that will probably never be paid," Nettie grumbled.

I laughed, looking at the two of them and realizing how lucky I was. "You're not wrong. I guess we aren't in shock."

There was a tap on the door, and Carlos got up to answer it. The detective strolled in, and Nettie gave him the huge plate of food she had ordered for him. I think she may have been buttering him up, or it was a thank you for getting us out of the snake-infested everglades so quickly. Either way, I agreed with the sentiment.

"So, tell us what happened. Did Claimsworthy confess?" I asked.

"Yes, we could get a full confession, based on the evidence we had. We will not be charging him for his international crimes, just local ones. The FBI wants to keep their investigation going."

"Did you ask him if he had any more snakes hidden around the resort?" Nettie asked.

The detective smiled. "I thought you may be worried about that, Nettie, so I asked. He said no, the one cage was all he hid here because he didn't want to lose any more inventory."

"The nerve of that man," Nettie said, shaking her head.

Jack got jealous of the attention I was giving Quill, so he went over to Nettie, who began doting on him immediately.

“Did Belinda and Clyde go home?” I asked Nettie.

Do we know anything more about Jane?

"No, I'm sorry. She is still in the wind, but I don't think she'll be coming back here," Detective Ryan said as he finished his meal. "It's too risky for her."

“I think she’ll be back,” I said. “She thinks I killed Bob.”

“If she does come back, we’ll be ready for her.” He stood. "Thanks for the meal. I am glad to see none of you were hurt. I need to get back to the station and finish my paperwork."

I walked him to the elevator. As we waited for it to get to my floor, I said, "Thank you for being there to answer my phone call. I know I could have dialed 911 and gotten help, but hearing your voice kept me calm."

He shrugged. "All in a day's work."

We both laughed as the elevator doors opened and he left.
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Chapter 33


It had been several weeks since the snake trafficking operation had been busted up by the police, with our resort getting some very good press about how we helped take it down. But I still learned my lesson and Nettie will always have the last say on which conferences we book.

I’ve started online classes and learned to relax a bit more as there has been no sign of Jane or her ilk anywhere in Sunset Haven Key.

The cabana at the Resort pool is my favorite place to have a late lunch, take a dip, and have a short siesta, which I was enjoying when I was awakened by an unexpected visitor.

“Hi Parker.”

“Hi John, how is the FBI treating you?”

He chuckled. “Good. You got a minute?”

“Sure, grab a drink out of the frig and join me,” I said, offering him a lounge chair.

“Wish I could, I really do. But this is a quick trip.”

I sat up, lowered my sunglasses and glared at him. “What is it?”

“I need your help.”

I shook my head. “Me? Help the FBI?”

Found out what John wants Parker to do as the story continues in A Dreadfully Fine Heist.(coming soon!)
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