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This one’s for my mom. I promised I’d write a book you could read. One without scary vampires and whatnot. Well, here it is. 
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The Second Most Haunted Building in Florida
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“IF YOU LOOK OVER THERE on your left, you’ll see the Don CeSar Hotel. It’s the second most haunted building in all of Florida,” the taxi driver declared proudly, as if he, personally, was responsible for the ghosts and their shenanigans. 

“The pink one?” Cheryl Delaney, my best friend and fellow author, craned her neck to see out the window. We were on our way to the Fairwinds Resort for a writer’s conference, and I was feeling more than a little punch drunk from the travel. The flight from Portland, Oregon, took nearly eight hours, and I was still drowsy from the airsickness medicine. “Yep. That’s the one,” the driver said cheerfully. He adjusted his sunglasses on his ruddy nose and ran a hand through thinning hair. 

I peered around Cheryl to see an enormous art deco-style building looming against the harsh, blue sky. Sure enough, it was pink. Pepto-Bismol pink, to be exact. I half wished we were staying there, ghosts or no ghosts. At least the place had character, unlike the rest of the resorts marching their way down the coast of St. Petersburg, Florida. They looked like something out of a bad sixties sci-fi movie, their ugly “futuristic” hulks hovering over the water like spacecraft. 

I didn’t expect a haunted mansion to be painted Pepto-Bismol pink. Like most people, I expected a haunted place to be gloomy, dark, and atmospheric. The Don CeSar Hotel was not your usual haunted mansion.

“I know all kinds of people who’ve had run-ins with ghosts there,” the taxi driver continued. “They say the ghost of the first owner still walks the grounds.”

“Oh, how exciting,” Cheryl said with a shiver. “Maybe we’ll see him.”

I might be a lover of murder mysteries, but I draw the line at ghosts. Cheryl could ghost hunt all she wanted. I was staying away from anything remotely spooky.

––––––––
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“GET A LOAD OF HER.” Cheryl Delaney nearly dumped her wine all over the polished marble floor as she gestured wildly at one of the women on the dance floor. It was the kickoff party for the Novel Writers of America conference. Being writers, half the NWA Conference attendees were already three sheets to the wind, even though it was barely nine o’clock. “She does know she’s old enough to be his mother, right?”

I tracked the dancers as they glided, bobbed, and lurched across the polished wood dance floor. Above them bobbed blue and silver balloons filled with helium while an ’80s number thumped over the loudspeakers, loud enough to make my head throb. We’d just flown in from Portland mere hours before, and what I wanted more than anything was a nap. Instead I was stuck at a meet-and-greet.

I finally found the woman Cheryl was pointing to. She was at least in her early fifties, although well preserved and expensively dressed, and was draped drunkenly on a man at least half her age. Wasn’t the first time I’d seen such behavior at a writer’s conference or from the woman in question. I snorted. Partially in amusement, partially in derision.

“Natasha Winters is a lush.” I kept my voice low. Gossip spread like wildfire among writers, especially those of the romance variety. The last thing I needed was Natasha getting angry at me. “Unfortunately, she could also outsell us ten times over.” 

“Figures,” Cheryl sighed, sucking down half her Mai Tai in one gulp. She’d gelled her short, brown hair so it stood up in spikes. Anyone else would have looked like a rabid squirrel. On Cheryl, the look was cute. “Not that I’m complaining. Sales have been good this year, but really...Why do the nasty ones always get the world handed to them on a silver platter?” She glanced around for a waiter, empty wineglass dangling from one hand.

It was a good question. I mean, Natasha Winters was nice enough, all things considered, but she was a major diva, a drunk, and a total cougar. The kind of woman who made everyone cringe. It was sort of embarrassing, actually, the way she carried on. I was of the opinion that a certain decorum was required of professional writers. A decorum Natasha was sadly lacking. She also happened to be the number-one best-selling romance writer. The woman was raking in money hand over fist. I couldn’t help a small pang of jealousy, which I ruthlessly squashed. I was of the mind that when it came to writing, there were plenty of readers for everyone, and while it would have been nice to have the kind of seven-figure income writers like Natasha Winters commanded, I was perfectly happy with my very comfortable, although less impressive, income.

“Viola Roberts, how lovely to finally meet you.” A deep voice interrupted my train of thought, jerking my attention from Natasha and her gyrating boy toy to the man who’d suddenly appeared next to me. 

He was tall, over six feet, and gorgeous in a distinguished older man sort of way. Not that much older, I reminded myself. My forty-second birthday was just around the corner and Mr. Gorgeous looked no more than late forties. Possibly very early fifties. He had a slight accent that could have been British...or maybe something else. It was hard to tell. His piercing gray eyes crinkled slightly at the corners, the laugh lines sexy rather than aging. Be still my heart. 

Beside me, Cheryl went dead still, zeroing in on the newcomer. She looked ready to burst with excitement, practically bouncing in her nude-colored heels. Obviously she knew who the gentleman was, which left me at a distinct disadvantage. 

I quirked an eyebrow, giving him the once-over. He was very elegantly dressed in a black suit and matching shirt and tie. “And you are?” It probably came out a little snottier than I meant it. Cheryl nearly choked before gesturing wildly to the waiter.

“Lucas Salvatore.” He gave an elegant little bow that on anyone else would have been ridiculous. On him it was...sexy. Very European. “I’m a huge fan of your work.”

The waiter moved just close enough for Cheryl to snag another glass of wine off his tray. She clutched it like a lifeline, eyes darting between me and Salvatore like she was watching a tennis match.

My other eyebrow went up. “Oh, really? Which work in particular?” I seriously doubted this Lucas Salvatore person had read anything of mine. He wasn’t exactly in my demographic.

His smile widened, pearly whites bright against darkly tanned skin. “The Cowboy’s Lost Mistress was an enjoyable tale. I read it on the plane.”

“Uh huh.” I wrote historical romance novels. The kind that involved a great deal of heaving bosoms and ripping bodices and cowboys who were overly fond of tearing their shirts off. I had a hard time picturing Salvatore as being into that sort of thing. And why did his name sound so familiar? I racked my brain but came up empty.

“Honestly,” he said, “it was a lot of fun.”

“Thank you.” What else to say? I’d learned to take compliments about my writing, no matter how bizarre, with as much grace as humanly possible. “And what do you write, Mr. Salvatore?” I asked with mild interest. I guessed he was a writer since he was at a writer’s conference.

Cheryl flailed, face going an interesting shade of purple. I could only assume she was familiar with his work, but his name still wasn’t ringing any bells.

His smile was genuine with perhaps a trace of self-mockery. Obviously he didn’t take himself too seriously. Good. There were plenty of that sort already. Like the aforementioned Natasha Winters. Writers as a whole tended to be rather full of themselves. 

“Call me Lucas. I dabble in thrillers mostly,” he said, eyeing me over the rim of his glass. He was drinking an Old Fashioned. Whiskey, from the look of it. Not really my cup of tea, so to speak.

“Ah.” Color me not surprised. He looked the sort for thrillers. Heck, eighty percent of the men attending NWA wrote thrillers. I’d bet he was an ex-cop or something. 

A particularly loud and obnoxious laugh from the dance floor drew our attention back to Natasha Winters. Her top was a bit askew, showing an alarming amount of bosom, and she could have used a hairbrush. The boy toy had a smear of hot-pink lipstick down his cheek.

“You know her?” Lucas asked, glancing at Natasha with some curiosity.

“Not really. We’re casual acquaintances. We both write romances, so we run in the same circles.” Sort of. Natasha breathed much more rarified air than I. She considered me far beneath her.

“Hmmm. Interesting woman.” He was still watching her closely. It was hard to say if it was because he was into her, or because it was like watching a train wreck.

“If you say so,” I said dryly. I stared down at my own glass. Empty, darn it.

“I recognize the kid. Kyle something. One of the bartenders here at the resort. Who’s the man staring at her like he’d be happy to wring her neck?” Lucas asked.

I glanced across the room where a short, balding man glared at Natasha and her shenanigans. He did, indeed, look like wringing her neck was a real possibility. His raspberry and cream striped shirt clashed with the angry red of his face. “That’s Jason Winters. Natasha’s almost-ex-husband. The two have a precarious relationship.” Which was putting it mildly.

“I see. Well, I shall leave you ladies to enjoy your evening.” He gave me a meaningful look. Which caused odd flutters in the region of my stomach. “I look forward to seeing you again, Ms. Roberts.”

“Uh, sure. Likewise,” I muttered as he strode away, cutting an elegant figure as he made his way through the crowd toward the exit.

“Do you know who that was?” Cheryl hissed, eyes on Lucas’s retreating figure. He had a rather nice posterior aspect, not that I noticed. Much.

I shrugged. “Not really.”

“Lucas Salvatore is like the number-one best-selling thriller writer. He’s been raking in the dough for a dozen years at least. They’ve made movies of his books. Blockbusters. Like with famous actors.”

“Oh. That’s nice.”

Cheryl rolled her eyes. “Nice? The man is filthy rich. And he was flirting with you.”

I gave a snort of disbelief. “Sure he was.” And if she believed that, I had an igloo in Arizona to sell her.

––––––––
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THE PARTY WAS WINDING down, more than half the attendees having disappeared over the last half hour. Natasha, on the other hand, was still going strong. She was draped over her boy toy, grinding against him with her lower half. It was awkward, to say the least.

“For crying out loud,” Cheryl said a little too loudly. She was on her third glass of wine. Wine made Cheryl exceedingly honest. “They should get a room. Give the rest of us a break. I swear my eyeballs are bleeding.”

Whipping around like a snake scenting prey, Natasha zeroed in on Cheryl. Oh, great. Just what I needed. Jet lagged, a little tipsy, and definitely not in the mood, I watched Natasha stalk toward my best friend. 

“Listen, you little harpy,” Natasha started, her medically enhanced features twisted in a drunken sneer. 

“Natasha, she didn’t mean anything,” I said, stepping in front of Cheryl. “We’re all tired. It’s been a long day. Why don’t we go to bed and pick this up in the morning?”

Natasha snorted, looking at Cheryl like she was so much dog poo. “She’s just a jealous little witch. Can’t get a man. Can’t sell books.”

“Jealous? Of you?” Cheryl burst out laughing. I could hear the slight edge of hysteria. Natasha was full of it, of course. Cheryl got plenty of male interest, but she was focused on her career. And she did sell books. Scads of them. She just wasn’t in Natasha’s category. Not many are. Still, Cheryl tended to be sensitive about those subjects. She thrust her chin out. “Oh, yeah, I’ve always wanted to be a drunken lush.”

Natasha let out a scream of rage and charged around me at Cheryl. Cheryl’s drink went one way, the glass shattering on the marble tile and red wine splashing across a white tablecloth. Cheryl herself went the other way, Natasha on top her screeching like a banshee. I stood there with my mouth open like an idiot while the two of them rolled around, yelling insults at each other and occasionally landing punches. Cheryl, being less drunk and much younger, was landing better hits, but Natasha was a wily one, and Cheryl would likely be sporting a black eye come morning. 

Shaking myself out of my stupor, I reached down and grabbed the nearest arm, trying to yank whomever it belonged to away from the fight. “Stop it. Both of you. For goodness sake— Ouch!” I got an elbow in the cheekbone for my trouble. Cheryl wouldn’t be the only one with a black eye.

“Here. Let me.” It was Lucas, back from wherever he’d slunk off to. He grabbed Natasha under her armpits and lifted her off Cheryl as easily as if he were lifting a child. It couldn’t have been as easy as it looked. Natasha was screaming and kicking the entire time.

I leaned over to help Cheryl off the floor, my cheekbone still smarting from whoever’s elbow. I was blaming Natasha. 

“Ms. Winters, you need to calm down,” Lucas was saying in a soothing voice.

Natasha let out a string of words that would have had my mother reaching for the soap. 

“Now, is that any way for a lady to talk?” Lucas asked mildly.

My eyes widened. If Lucas Salvatore didn’t want a knee to the groin, he probably should back off the lecturing. Let me tell you, if a man spoke to me that way, he’d be missing body parts.

Fortunately for Lucas, Mr. Winters appeared. He somehow got Natasha more or less under control as he guided her out of the ballroom. Her boy toy had long since disappeared. Probably embarrassed to death, or worried about losing his job. I was pretty sure he was one of the bar staff since he wore a staff polo shirt.

With Natasha gone and the fight over, bystanders drifted off either to the bar or their rooms. Nothing to see here, folks.

“Can you believe the nerve of that...woman?” Cheryl huffed as we exited the ballroom. The way she said the word “woman,” I was pretty sure Cheryl had a stronger word in mind. “Jealous? Of her? As if! At least I don’t need to drape myself all over some kid to get attention.”

“Well said,” I murmured. I didn’t bother pointing out it was Cheryl’s loud mouth that started the problem in the first place. 

The wide double doors swished open, and we stepped from the frigid air conditioning of the main resort building into the humid heat of the Florida night. The Fairwinds Resort was made of several individual buildings, four of which framed a peaceful central courtyard complete with swaying palm trees, umbrella shaded bistro tables, and a bubbling fountain. 

I let out a huge yawn. “Boy, I’m exhausted. I think it’s time to hit the hay.” I was hoping Cheryl would catch the hint. She did.

“I could use a hot shower,” she agreed. “And eight hours of sleep. Classes start tomorrow, and I want to be fresh.” She gave me a perky, albeit slightly tipsy, smile. 

Since we were housed in separate buildings, she waved goodbye and tottered off across the brick paved courtyard. I sank down on one of the benches lining the walkway. It was well past midnight, but I wasn’t ready to go to my room. My blood was still thrumming from the earlier excitement. Hopefully by tomorrow all the gossip would be about Natasha’s behavior rather than about Cheryl. Poor thing would be so embarrassed come morning. She was usually so quiet and reserved, but put a few drinks in her and anything could happen.

“You look like you could use a drink.”

I glanced up. “Are you following me?”

Lucas’s brilliant white smile flashed, and he gave an elegant shrug. I noticed his suit jacket was gone. Likely in deference to the lingering heat of the day. “It’s a small resort. I’m buying.”

“Well then,” I said, standing up and smoothing the skirt of my mint-green sundress, “I’m drinking. Lead on.”

The lobby bar was the only place open that late at night. The round bar, ringed by black leather barstools, sat in the center of the hotel lobby, serving coffee in the morning and booze at night. A couple of other NWA members sat chatting over glasses of wine. Either they’d missed the excitement in the ballroom or they didn’t care, as neither of them gave us a second look.

The bartender of the evening was a middle-aged man with a buzz cut and a cheerful expression. He was slicing lemons, wielding the very large butcher knife in his hand with the sort of grace I always envied.

“What’s your poison?” Lucas asked as the bartender came around to take our orders.

I settled carefully onto the barstool, careful not to tip it over. I was not a small woman, which could make such perches rather treacherous. “Blackberry bourbon, please. On the rocks.” 

He lifted an eyebrow as if he found my beverage choice interesting, but said nothing. He ordered an Old Fashioned for himself, and we sat in silence, watching the bartender work his magic.

Drinks in hand, Lucas lifted his glass in a toast. “To new friends and interesting times.”

“Isn’t that a curse?”

He appeared amused. “Only if you want it to be.”

I took a thoughtful sip of my bourbon. “I guess time will tell.”

I had no idea how prophetic my words would be.
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A Diabolical Discovery

––––––––
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LUCAS WOULD HAVE BEEN happy to buy me another drink and continue talking, but I was mere chapters from finishing my latest novel, The Studly Cowboy’s Mail Order Bride. Dixon and Daphne, the aforementioned cowboy and his bride, were cornered by a gang of notorious outlaws, and Dixon had only two bullets left. All very exciting. I was sure my readers were going to love it.

When I first started writing, I’d decided thrillers were where it was at. Romantic ones, of course, but that was four years before the genre became popular, and my books didn’t sell. Plus, I might have had a flair for the melodramatic. Just a touch. After that, I’d tried just about every genre you can imagine: erotic romance, paranormal, contemporary. Nothing worked. And then I tried a historical romance with just a touch of over-the-top drama. It sold like proverbial hotcakes. And the rest, as they say, was history. My rabid readers couldn’t get enough of the bodice rippers I gleefully churned out. I love it. They loved it. It was sort of perfect. Sure, people looked down their noses and called my books “trash,” but I laughed all the way to the bank.

As I wove my way across the courtyard of the resort, perhaps a tiny bit tipsy from too much blackberry bourbon, my mind was completely focused on the next scene I would write. How was I going to get Dixon and Daphne out of their dreadful situation? I smirked a little as a couple of different options came to mind. Followed, naturally, by Daphne throwing herself at Dixon. I could see it all very clearly in my mind. Talk about steamy. My fingers itched for my keyboard.

Loud voices derailed my train of thought. Frowning, I glanced around the courtyard trying to find the culprits. When I caught sight of the shadowy figures beneath a small cluster of palm trees, I shook my head. Of course, Natasha Winters was right in the thick of it. She was yelling rather drunkenly at what looked like her almost-ex-husband, Jason. It was hard to tell what with the shadows, but he was the right height and build, and he had on the same color shirt I’d seen Jason wearing: that awful striped shirt, which suited his frame and complexion not at all.

“Listen, you nitwit,” Natasha snarled. “I am tired of financing you and your little floozy. I’m done.”

Oh, juicy. I knew Jason had cheated on Natasha. Everyone in the romance industry did. That was why their marriage broke up. Natasha had gone on a drunken social media rant. There’d even been pictures, though those had been taken down eventually. But plenty of screen shots of her meltdown remained. Most writers would probably end up with their careers in the toilet. Not Natasha. Her sales had skyrocketed. The bigger and crazier her rants, the more people gobbled up her books.

Of course, the ridiculous thing was that Natasha had been cheating on Jason for years. Everyone knew that, too. Or at least everyone who went to writer conventions. Natasha would always end up with some random waiter, bartender, or male stripper for the weekend. Somehow that was okay, but the minute Jason strayed, she was done. Frankly, if I were Jason, I’d have dumped her ages ago. Of course, there was the money to consider. From my understanding, Jason hadn’t worked at a regular job in years, thanks to Natasha’s income. For a while, that had been fine. Apparently, Natasha finally grew tired of Jason and his girlfriend sponging off of her. Couldn’t say I blamed Natasha.

Jason held up his hands, placating. “Listen, Tash—.”

“Don’t call me that. Don’t ever call me that,” she shrieked. I wished I could see her face. Still, my imagination sufficed. “Okay, fine. Geez, calm down. You’re making a scene.” He glanced around, but he didn’t see me, secreted as I was behind the corner of my building.

That really got her going. I won’t repeat the words that came out of her mouth. Let’s just say it would have made a sailor blush.

The gist of it was that Natasha was done paying and Jason was trying to change her mind. Part of me wanted to stay and listen to the argument. Kind of like a rubbernecking at an accident on the freeway. But Dixon and Daphne were calling, and who was I to ignore the call?

The elevator pinged, and the doors slid open. Right before I stepped inside, I heard Jason yell, “You owe me, Natasha. You do this and you’ll be sorry.” 

––––––––

[image: ]


MY ROOM AT THE FAIRWINDS was more of a mini suite. The front room, next to the door, held two double beds with smushy pillow-top mattresses and perfectly pressed white cotton sheets. A short hall—the bathroom just off it—connected the bedroom to the front room. It was a nice bathroom. Nothing fancy, but it did have a rainfall showerhead and a very large tub. I decided I needed one in my own cottage back home. The rainfall showerhead, I mean. I already have a rather nice claw foot tub.

The front room contained a tiny kitchenette and sitting area to the right, and a dining table on the left. The wide glass doors opened up to the most amazing views of white sand beaches, the turquoise Gulf beyond. Breathtaking. And nothing like my own Pacific Ocean back home.

Unlike this stretch of Florida coast, Oregon sand was made of rocks, so it was dark, more tan-colored than white. Except on the sunniest days, the water tended toward a rich, stormy blue-gray. I missed it already. I loved the wildness of that rugged coast.

Still, the Gulf called to me. Suddenly the trials and tribulations of Dixon and Daphne couldn’t hold my interest. I needed a walk on that beach. Maybe clear my head a bit. Get over my annoyance with Natasha Winters and her nonsense so I could write. 

Closing down my laptop, I threw on a pair of jeans capris, a thin t-shirt, and my flip-flops. I wrapped my long, dark brown hair into a bun—otherwise I’d end up with a rat’s nest— and tucked my cell phone in one pocket and my room card in the other. I quickly made my way to the elevator, across the courtyard, and out onto the beach.

The sand glowed softly beneath the nearly full moon, and the sound of the waves drowned out most everything else. They weren’t the loud booming crashes of the Pacific, but a softer, slower rush. Soothing. 

Between me and the Gulf, rows of beach chairs huddled, dark shapes against the light sand. Two cabanas stood sentinel against the dark sky, their white canvas sides flapping slightly in the light breeze. 

A breeze which in no way dispelled the oppressive humidity that lingered. According to the taxi driver on the way in from the airport, there had been a storm a couple days before. He’d assured Cheryl and me that the humidity would lift soon. I wasn’t holding my breath.

Wiping a light sheen of sweat from my brow, I strolled slowly across the firm sand, winding my way between the huddled shapes of folded-up lounge chairs. The cabanas were still up, which was unusual this late at night. Apparently whoever was responsible was having a lazy day. As I passed the cabanas, something caught the corner of my eye. With a frown I stopped, turning toward the second cabana. A dark shape was sprawled across the seat. Someone was inside. 

I started to turn away, figuring it was a pair of lovers getting romantic in the moonlight. Couldn’t say I blamed them, except it was so darn humid the thought of touching another human being made me squidgy. Then I realized the shape wasn’t moving. Maybe someone had fallen asleep or passed out. I shook my head. Not my business.

But, of course, curiosity had always been my downfall, so I carefully picked my way across the sand and entered the cabana. It was so dark I couldn’t make out much of anything other than the person appeared to be a woman. She was on the slender side and wearing one of the white bathrobes the resort passed out to the better-paying guests. Her blond hair spilled across the white fabric of the cabana’s seating area as she lay prone on the lounge chair, her face turned slightly toward me, though I couldn’t make it out. 

“Excuse me.” I cleared my throat. The woman didn’t move. I tried again. “Hello? Ma’am?” Still not a sound or flicker of movement. 

One pale arm dangled from the couch. It was so still. Suddenly I had a really bad feeling. 

Swallowing hard, I moved closer and reached down to touch that hand. Cold. Far too cold. Feeling a little queasy, I checked for a pulse like I’d seen people do in the movies. Of course, I had no idea what I was doing, so the action was pointless. 

Then I saw it: the handle of a knife sticking out of her back, a dark stain spreading across the white robe. I swallowed hard. I should call the police.

I will, I assured myself. Just as soon as I see who it is. 

I leaned over until I caught sight of her face. Holy crackers, it was Natasha Winters, and she was stone-cold dead.
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Chapter 3
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Detective Hottie

––––––––
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A UNIFORMED POLICE officer arrived first at the scene. She was short and stocky with mousy hair slicked back in a tight bun. Her pleasant, but serious, expression never wavered as she confirmed I was the 911 caller, then she ushered me away from the body and quickly set up a perimeter with crime scene tape. Just like in the movies. Then she pulled out a cell phone and began tapping wildly at the keys while keeping a gimlet eye on me. 

“You discovered the body?” she asked without preamble, fingers flying over the touch screen. Light glinted off her nametag and badge. It was dark, but it looked like her innocuous last name was “Smith.”

I glanced at Natasha’s body still lying in the cabana, her blond hair swaying in the slight breeze, the bloodstain locked in my mind forever. Creepy. Something niggled at the corner of my mind. Something about the crime scene. Unfortunately, I couldn’t quite grasp it. Shock, maybe.

“Yes. I found the body.” What else was there to say?

“Your name and address, please.”

“Viola Roberts,” I said and then rattled off my home address in Astoria, Oregon. All standard procedure. I knew this from watching true-crime shows on television. The Investigation Discovery Channel was my guilty pleasure. I was particularly enamored of Lt. Joe Kenda, Homicide Hunter. I’d even gone so far as to buy one of his mugs.

“Walk me through what happened leading to the discovery.” Her expression was deadpan. She’d make a great poker player. All business, this one. 

I cleared my throat and swiped a thin layer of sweat off my upper lip. It was humid as all get out. I would have liked to take this into the air-conditioned hotel, but I got that she couldn’t leave the body unattended.

“I was trying to work, but I couldn’t focus, so I decided to take a walk along the beach.”

“What do you do for a living?” Officer Smith asked, sounding almost bored. I knew she wasn’t. I could see the glint in her eyes that told me she was taking in absolutely everything.

“I’m a writer. I’m here for the conference.” I wasn’t sure she knew there was a conference at the hotel, but she likely would before the end of the night.

She nodded sharply. “You took a walk.”

“Yes. I was headed to the water when I caught sight of Natasha, er, the body out of the corner of my eye. I thought maybe she was passed out or something, so I figured I’d better wake her and get her inside.”

“You knew the victim?” Her eyes narrowed in suspicion. 

Great. Not only was I probably a suspect since I’d found the body, but the fact I knew her could really get me in hot water.

“I know of her,” I corrected. “We run in the same circles. Go to the same conferences. We’ve met, but nothing more than that. We don’t hang out or anything.”

“Why? You have a problem with her?” She tapped one blunt finger against her phone screen.

Well, darn. My mother raised me not to lie, but if I admitted what I thought of Natasha, they’d probably throw me in the slammer and toss away the key. Did Florida have the death penalty? I shuddered.

“Not a problem, really. Natasha is, was, just never my sort of person. We’re civil, but not BFFs or anything.” Which was true. Natasha and I had never gotten into an argument. Her disagreement had been with Cheryl, which I figured Officer Smith didn’t need to know since Cheryl wasn’t the killer. Of that I was certain. “These conferences attract all sorts of people. You can’t be tight with all of them.”

“All right,” Officer Smith said as the paramedics arrived, followed by two more uniformed officers, some CSIs, and a plainclothes policeman. “Stay here. The detective in charge will likely have some questions for you.”

I nodded and sank down onto one of the nearby lounge chairs. Might as well make myself comfortable. 

What looked like the head of hotel security and probably the night manager swarmed over the sand to join the plainclothes policeman. Bet he was the detective in charge, if the gold shield was anything to go by. I’d never met a real homicide detective. I couldn’t help but feel a little thrill, even as I told myself not to be so macabre, what with Natasha lying dead just a few feet away.

One of the CSIs set up a flood lamp. As he switched it on, I got a good look at the body for the first time. The whole scene looked unreal, the dark stain like something from a movie. And the knife... I froze for a split second. That was what had been niggling at me. The knife was identical to the one the bartender had been using to cut up lemons. Should I mention that to Officer Smith? Surely that would be important. It meant the killer was the bartender. Or one of them, anyway. Didn’t it?

I turned to glance at the detective, and my breath caught in my throat. He was young, or at least younger than I was—probably in his mid-thirties— taller than the other men around him and leanly muscled. Or at least he looked that way under the rumpled, cheap suit. His brown hair needed a trim, and he was clutching a large cup of coffee in one nicely shaped hand. The man could have been a movie star, he was that good looking.

And here I sat looking like the victim of a reverse makeover with my makeup washed off and my hair a disaster, thanks to the humidity. My usual glossy waves had turned into a frizzy hot mess. Figured. First really good-looking man I’d come across, and he probably not only thought I was a homeless person, but a murderer to boot.

Of course Lucas Salvatore was a darn fine-looking man, too. Although he didn’t have that wonderfully dangerous edge that the detective had. Detective Hottie was one interesting man. I couldn’t wait for the interrogation to begin.

––––––––
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THIRTY SECONDS IN AND I’d changed my mind. Interrogation wasn’t fun, and it had ceased to be interesting fifteen minutes ago. Detective Hottie was a jerk. I tried really hard not to glare at him. I doubted I was successful. 

“Giving me dirty looks isn’t going to help you, Ms. Roberts,” he said sternly. I usually thought of hazel eyes as being warm, but his were icy and cold. “I’m just doing my job.”

I sighed. It was true. “Sorry, what was it you asked, Detective...?”

“Detective Diego Costa, ma’am.”

I wished he’d stop calling me “ma’am.” It made me feel ancient. “I’m not that old,” I muttered under my breath.”

“Excuse me, ma’am?”

I barely resisted the urge to growl. “Nothing, Detective.”

He gave me a blank look that was downright scary. “When was the last time you saw the victim alive?”

“Like I told Officer Smith, Natasha Winters was alive and well at about ten p.m. I saw her in the courtyard arguing with her almost-ex-husband, Jason Winters.”

“Almost ex-husband?”

“It’s a long story.”

He stared at me with those scary eyes. “I’ve got time.”

“Most of what I know is only third-party gossip, mind you.”

“Understood.”

“Fine,” I agreed. “When Natasha first started making money as a writer, she hired a personal assistant, Piper Ross. Piper was young, good looking, and...well, one thing led to another.”

“I see.” There was zero expression in Costa’s voice. I had no idea if he approved, disapproved, or plain didn’t care.

“Basically, word is that Jason and Piper had an affair, so Natasha fired Piper, threw Jason out on his, er, backside, and filed for divorce. They’ve been fighting nonstop over the money and the divorce still isn’t final.”

“No pre-nup then?”

I shrugged. “Wouldn’t think so. Natasha and Jason were married for something like twenty years before Natasha hit it big. Until then it was Jason supporting them.”

“I’ll check on that,” Costa assured me. “The fight. What was it about?”

I relayed what I’d heard, knowing the almost-ex-husband would be suspect numero uno. I felt bad for Jason. He didn’t seem like a killer, but he had been the last person to see Natasha alive. Probably. Still, I couldn’t see him committing cold-blooded murder. Or hot-blooded murder, for that matter. He was just so...mild. There was always the possibility that after their argument, Natasha had met up with someone else who had it in for her.

Wow, that really narrows it down, I thought wryly. Half the convention had it in for Natasha. Probably half the hotel staff, too, by now.

After a few more questions, Detective Hottie, I mean Costa, gave me a stern look. The kind meant to make suspects quail in their boots...or flip-flops. I bet he practiced it in the mirror. “That’s all for now, ma’am.” Ugh. There was that foul word again. “You can go back to your room, but please don’t leave the island.”

Which meant I was a suspect. Goodie. Of course, since I’d found the body, I wasn’t terribly surprised. 

“Of course not,” I said, giving him a guileless smile. “Wouldn’t dream of it. Have a good evening, Detective.” And with that, I strode across the smooth, white sand, putting a little extra sway in my hips. If I thought that would distract Detective Costa, I was bound for disappointment. A quick glance over my shoulder told me he was completely focused on the crime scene. He hadn’t even given me a second glance. More’s the pity.

My natural curiosity got the better of me, and with the detective focused elsewhere, I slid behind the first cabana that was a few feet away from the one housing Natasha’s body. Huddled behind the billowing white canvas, I attempted to eavesdrop. I’d seen Jessica Fletcher do it plenty of times. Surely I was smart enough to pull it off. Maybe I could learn something. After all, Cheryl would want all the details, and I couldn’t disappoint. Not to mention, with myself as one of the prime suspects, I felt the need to clear my name as soon as possible. Couldn’t do that unless I knew what was going on, now, could I?

Costa’s voice was a low rumble against the background of wind and waves. I tucked a strand of errant hair behind my ear, as if that could help me hear better. He was talking to Smith. No doubt getting her recorded version of events. She’d been first on the scene, and I knew from my crime shows, that meant her observations would be important to the lead detective. I wondered what she was saying about me. I couldn’t make out their conversation.

Frustrated, I finally gave up, right about the time the coroner prepared to load the body on a gurney. I really didn’t want to stick around to watch them haul Natasha away. The thought of her lying dead squidged me out. Even more, I didn’t need Detective Costa catching me lurking around the crime scene. No doubt I’d go to the top of his suspect list pronto.

With a quick glance to make sure no one was watching, I slipped through the shadows toward the pool. My bare foot hit something hard, sending the small object skittering across the sand. With a frown, I leaned over to pick it up. It was a simple, narrow, silver bracelet. The adjustable kind. It looked like maybe there was something etched on it, but the light was poor. I thought for a split second about turning it over to Costa, then hesitated. The bracelet might have nothing to do with the murder. It was nowhere near the body, after all. Plenty of people played on the beach every day. It could belong to anyone. I’d do a little research on it. If I couldn’t find the owner, well, then I would think about turning it over to Costa. 

Mind made up, I tucked the bracelet into my capris pocket and hurried across the sand toward the resort. Circling the pool, I huddled against the side of one of the buildings as the coroner passed by with his burden, then slipped down the passageway toward my building. I didn’t relax until I was inside my room with the door locked and bolted.
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Chapter 4
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The Mystery of 415

––––––––
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VIOLENT POUNDING STARTLED me from a dead sleep. I sat bolt upright in bed, hair half covering my face. Flailing wildly, I managed something resembling, “Wha... Where... Who... Ack!” That last one was shrieked as I hit the floor with a resounding thump.

I grimaced. Maybe I shouldn’t use the word “dead” quite so freely. There was way too much of that going on already.

From my position on the floor between the two beds, I squinted at the clock. Three a.m. Who on earth would be banging on the door at this hour? Grabbing my robe off the other bed, I staggered to my feet and wobbled my way to the door. Peeking through the peephole, it was hard to make out the other person in the dim light, but I recognized her form immediately: Cheryl. Whatever was going on, it couldn’t be any good to drag Cheryl out of bed at this ungodly hour.

Flipping back the deadbolt, I threw open the door. “What on earth...?”

Cheryl didn’t give me a chance to say another word. She launched herself at me, nearly taking both of us to the floor. I staggered back, letting the door slam shut. She was babbling incoherently and sobbing so hard, I was half afraid she’d break a rib. Mine or hers. Could go either way.

Cheryl is a slender woman. Tiny even. Not at all like my robust self. It would take quite a bit to snap anything of mine. 

I patted her back. She was wearing a fuschia silk robe with giant blue flowers, and it was slippery under my fingers. “There, there.” I felt like an idiot, but wasn’t that what people said to comfort the distraught? “The big, bad bogeyman is gone. You’re safe.”

She pulled back, giving me a wide-eyed stare. She’d obviously fallen asleep with her makeup on because the remnants of mascara gave her raccoon eyes. On her, it was kind of adorable. “No, he’s not!” she gasped.

“What?”

“The bogeyman is in my room.”

I gave her a look. “Did you have another nightmare?” 

Like most writers, Cheryl was prone to some rather creative dreaming. One time she’d dreamed that it was Thanksgiving and she’d forgotten to bake pie. So, she got up at four in the morning and started baking a pumpkin pie. Frankly, it’d been a win for me since I got to eat it. Another time she called me scared to death that she’d been kidnapped by aliens. In her defense, she was still half asleep when she called. She was embarrassed to death when she finally woke up fully and realized what she’d done.

“No. I swear. His name is Detective Coaster.” She frowned. “No, that’s not right.”

“Costa?” I asked suspiciously.

“Oh, yes. That’s it. How’d you know?”

“Come sit down. Tell me about it.” I dragged her into the living room and pushed her onto the couch. Normally I would never buy anything from the mini bar, but these were extenuating circumstances. I snagged a mini bottle of tequila for Cheryl and a whiskey for me. I prefer bourbon or brandy, but desperate times...

I twisted off the cap and handed her the tequila. “Drink.”

She frowned. “Don’t you have any fruit juice?”

“Fresh out. Down it fast. That’s my motto.”

She tossed it back in one gulp, making faces at the burn, while I joined her on the couch, sipping a little more delicately. “Okay, tell me what happened,” I demanded.

Cheryl took a shuddering breath. “I was asleep. You know, totally out of it. And there was this knock at the door. It was the police.” Her eyes were a little too wide. I handed her the remaining half of my whiskey, which she downed like a champ. “Like the actual police. With badges and guns and everything.”

“Yes. I’m familiar,” I said dryly.

“This detective was there. Costas.”

“Costa. What did he want?” 

“I don’t know!” she wailed, fingers twisting around the empty whiskey bottle. “He just kept asking me all these questions about Natasha Winters and our kerfuffle.” Only Cheryl would call a knock-down, drag-out catfight a kerfuffle. 

“Go on.”

“He was acting really weird. Like he thought I did something bad. Then he told me not to leave town or he’d arrest me,” she wailed.

My eyes really narrowed at that. “Did he tell you Natasha is dead?” 

Cheryl tried to take another drink from the bottle and frowned when she realized it was empty. “What?” she asked, only half listening.

“Natasha is dead, Cheryl.”

She turned white. “Dead?” she whispered. “How did she die?”

“Knife in the back. Literally.”

“It was murder? N-no. He didn’t say anything about that. Oh my goodness. He thinks I did it, doesn’t he?” Cheryl was no dummy, which was one of the reasons we were friends. 

I nodded. “I’m thinking he’s definitely got you on his suspect list. You’re in good company. I’m on there, too.”

“Why? You didn’t get in a fight with her.”

“Nope. I found her body.”

Cheryl’s mouth dropped open. She forgot her upset in the face of such scintillating gossip. “What? Tell me everything!”

I gave her a quick rundown on my rather grisly discovery, followed by my equally grisly interrogation by Detective Costa. “I’m right at the top of his suspect list. Along with Jason, of course.”

“And me,” Cheryl said mournfully. “I can’t believe you discovered her body. How awful.”

“It wasn’t that bad.”

She gave me a look.

“Okay, it was bad, but I didn’t see much. Touching her was the worst.”

“Ew! Why on earth did you touch her?”

“To check for a pulse, of course.” I then told her about the bracelet.

“You didn’t turn it over? Isn’t that withholding evidence?” she asked.

“Only if it is evidence. It could be nothing. Don’t worry. I’m going to do a little digging and if it turns out it’s important, I’ll fork it over.”

Cheryl sat back with a sad look. “You’re so much braver than I am, Viola. I don’t know what I’m going to do. How am I going to tell my mother I’m a murder suspect?”

“Don’t worry.” I patted her knee. “I’m going to prove once and for all that neither of us murdered Natasha Winters.”

“How are you going to do that?”

I smiled. “I’m going to find the real killer.”

––––––––
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“I CAN’T BELIEVE WE’RE doing this,” Cheryl hissed in my ear. She was dressed in black from head to toe. Even her flip-flops were black. Which was unnecessary since it was broad daylight, but she’d insisted on dressing the part. I never heard of a cat burglar in flip-flops.

“We’re not doing this. I am. You’re standing guard, remember?” It was early the morning after I’d found Natasha’s body, and we were huddled outside her room just beyond sight of the housekeeping cart. It was piled high with clean towels, rolls of toilet paper, and an assortment of cleaning products. The maid was inside room 410, just a few doors down from Natasha’s room, number 415.

“How are we going to get the key?” Cheryl whispered.

“We’re not. I’m going to get housekeeping to let me in.”

She shot me a look of disbelief. “She’s never going to do that. Look at all the crime scene tape. No way is she going to let you waltz in there.”

“You just watch. And stay out of sight.”

She nodded, clearly happy to not be part of the breaking and entering. Well, technically it was only “entering,” since I was going to get in using a key. Totally legit. Well, semi-legit, anyway.

I dashed across the hallway to room 415 and ripped the crime scene tape away from the door. Wadding it into a ball, I stuffed it into the nearest trashcan before dusting off my hands. Straightening my shoulders, I made my way casually toward room 410 and the housekeeping cart. 

It would have been so perfect if the housekeeper had just left her key card on the cart. But, of course, that would have been too easy. I peeked into the room to find a small, round woman with graying hair in a thick braid down her back. She was in the middle of remaking the bed, her movements quick and efficient. Around her left wrist was a purple wristband, and from it hung a key card. Now the question was how to convince her to open Natasha’s room for me. If I was lucky, she’d never actually seen Natasha. After all, we’d only been here a couple days. 

I knocked loudly on the open door, and the woman started, whirling to face me. She had a wide face and soft, brown eyes. I hoped her temperament was as sweet as her expression.

“Excuse me,” I said, giving her a friendly smile. “I seem to have locked myself out of my room with my keycard inside. Could you let me in?”

She frowned in confusion and said something in Spanish. I frowned, too—my Spanish was more than a little rusty. No way could I rephrase what I’d just said in that language. So, I tried again—in English—adding a few hand gestures to get my point across. Her expression cleared, and she bobbed her head in agreement as I motioned her down the hall to Natasha’s room.

Either she hadn’t seen Natasha before or she didn’t care, because she let me in the room, no problem. I thanked her in Spanish, which was about all of the language I knew, and she gave me a wide smile before disappearing back down the hall into room 410.

I waved Cheryl over. “Okay, the plan. You stand guard. If the cops show up, text me.”

“Why would the cops show up? Haven’t they already been here?” she asked, peering into the darkened interior of the hotel room.

“Of course. But they might have to come back.”

Cheryl’s eyes narrowed. “Wouldn’t they notice their tape was missing?”

Good point. “Sure. But they won’t know who took it down.”

“Unless they dust for fingerprints.”

I rolled my eyes. “Stop being so logical. Just stand guard while I check out Natasha’s room. They could have missed something important.” They did on Murder, She Wrote. Jessica Fletcher would always find the clue, and it would be the key to solving the case. 

Probably getting my investigative know-how from a television show wasn’t the best thing in the world, but it was what I had to work with. No way was I letting Detective Hottie lock Cheryl or me up because he was too busy pointing the finger at us instead of hunting the real culprit.

Cheryl hurried back to her hiding place and gave me the thumbs-up. I nodded and entered the room, letting the door close softly behind me. I didn’t throw the deadbolt just in case I had to leave quickly.

Natasha’s room was identical to mine: two rooms connected by a hallway. The first room contained two double beds, just like mine, and the front room had a wide slider door facing the ocean, just like mine. It even had the same gold faux-silk curtains. The only real difference was that the rooms were a little bigger, and there was a very narrow balcony off the slider. Just wide enough for a miniscule bistro table and two ornate wrought-iron chairs. My room only had a Juliette balcony. Which was fine. The weather was too humid to leave the slider open anyway, and I’d just as soon enjoy my morning coffee in the comfort of air-conditioning rather than the glaring sun. 
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