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To Patty and Emily, for believing in me;

And most of all to my readers,

Thanks for visiting the Hatteras West Inn and Lighthouse!
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“I know I shouldn’t admit it, but I’ll be glad to see the last of that monstrous emerald,” Elise Danton said as she and her employer, Alex Winston, watched the final group of gawkers pass through the lobby of The Hatteras West Inn on their way to see the Carolina Rhapsody Emerald. The spectacular gem was currently being exhibited in one of the guestrooms of the Dual Keeper’s Quarters, but the show was nearly over.

Alex said, “We were lucky to get it. Reston Shay hasn’t had that stone out of his vault in ten years. Look how many folks have come to Hatteras West to see it.” Alex owned and operated The Hatteras West Inn, a property nestled in the foothills of the Blue Ridge Mountains sporting a replica of the Hatteras Lighthouse on North Carolina’s Outer Banks. The inn’s guests stayed in either the Dual or Main Keepers’ Quarters; it was a heavy workload for just two people, but somehow they managed well enough. Unfortunately, part of that was due to the inn’s constant less-than-stellar occupancy rate.

Elise frowned, her nose crinkling slightly. “These people aren’t paying guests, Alex. I hate to bring this up, but that’s what we need right now.”

He didn’t need the reminder; nobody knew the precarious state of their finances better than Alex did. Now that they had both buildings of the inn up and running at full capacity, he’d hoped to bring in enough to actually stop using red ink in his account books, but it hadn’t panned out that way. Emeralds had been found on Winston land by one of their guests, but the location of the strike had vanished with her when she’d died. The sale of the stones she had managed to discover had been enough to rebuild the Main Keeper’s Quarters building after a tragic fire, but what had once seemed like an abundant source of money eventually ran out.

“Don’t worry. Things have a way of working themselves out,” Alex said, wishing he could rely on something more substantial than hope in comforting Elise. “Let’s forget about business for now and enjoy the emerald while we still can. Reston is picking up the stone in less than an hour, along with that troop of armed bodyguards escorting him all over Elkton Falls.”

Elise followed Alex as they trailed behind the last of the crowd to the guestroom where the stone was displayed. It sat perched atop a glass pedestal resting firmly on an elegant square of lush red carpet directly in the center of the room. They had moved the furniture out for the occasion, and the space looked bare without it. In a roped off area the size of a parking space stood the Carolina Rhapsody, one of the biggest, deepest green emeralds in the country. As Alex stared at the glistening stone, he felt the blood surge in his veins. Alex’s great-great-grandfather had been a famous rockhound in his own right, and the call of the jewel still ran strong in Alex.

“It is beautiful, isn’t it?” Elise said with reverence as she studied the emerald.

“Breathtaking,” Alex agreed. There was a cathedral-like quality to the stone that made him whisper in its presence.

One of the stragglers, a woman from town named Rose Lane who was infamous for her bad temper and curt manner, blocked Alex’s view of the stone as she moved close enough to brush against the rope. That brought a big, meaty uniformed security guard with suspicious eyes out of the shadows.

“You’ll have to step back, Ma’am,” he said in a gruff voice that shattered the hushed tone of the room.

“I just wanted a closer look,” Rose said. Her voice bristled with abruptness, daring him to defy her. Rumor had it around Elkton Falls that she’d been too mean to marry, and she’d gotten worse with every birthday.

“Sorry, the roped area is off limits.”

She looked as if she wanted to push it, but after studying his bulk and the hard lines of his face, she wisely decided to back off.

Not without a grumble, though. “Why does he display it if he doesn’t want folks to get a good look?”

The guard didn’t reply, but he also didn’t move until Rose was well away from the perimeter. Once she was safely back, the guard returned to the shadows. Reston had been most specific about the display, darkening the room around the emerald and setting up a spotlight that shone down on it like a beam from Heaven. Alex had to admit the affect was worth the man’s fussy precision. The Carolina Rhapsody looked absolutely stunning.

As most of the crowd started to leave, Alex approached the guard. “I’ll bet you’ll be glad when this is over, Cliff.” It had taken Alex the entire time of the exhibit to get the man’s name, and in all honesty, he still wasn’t sure if it was his first name or his last.

In reply, Cliff raised one eyebrow.

Alex filled in, “It can’t be easy guarding something worth three million dollars.”

The guard said, “It’s just another job to me.” The man’s gaze never stopped as he spoke, going around the perimeter of the room to the windows to the doorway and then back again. From a security point of view, it had to be a challenge keeping track of the many ways to get at the emerald, though Alex knew that the guard’s only responsibility was to watch over the stone while it was actually at Hatteras West. Reston Shay’s squad picked the emerald up every day precisely at five p.m. and delivered it again the next morning at ten.

“Well, it won’t be long now,” Alex said as he and Elise left the room.

Someone was waiting for them at the desk of the Dual Keeper’s Quarters when they walked back into the lobby. Alex suddenly realized he’d forgotten to put up his sign announcing they would be back soon.

“May I help you?” he asked as he took his place behind the registration desk.

The lady in question had brightly dyed red hair pulled back in a ponytail, and wore a floral print dress that matched her flashy running shoes. Over one arm she carried a huge, woven egg basket partially covered with a square of cloth that perfectly matched her dress, and there was the pleasant aroma of baked goods that hovered around her. “I’m Fiona White, and I’ve got a muffin for you.”

“No thanks, I just ate,” Alex said, wondering how all the odd birds managed to ultimately wind up at Hatteras West.

Not deterred in the least, Fiona said, “My dear boy, you don’t understand. These are free samples to announce my presence in Elkton Falls. I’m opening up my shop in town. I’m the Muffin Lady.”

She said the last as if she were announcing the arrival of the Queen.

Elise said from behind him, “We’ve got a muffin supplier already, but thanks for coming by.”

Fiona stood her ground. “You may be under the impression that what you’ve been serving are muffins, but I’ve got the real thing.” She held back the cloth, and Alex caught a glimpse of the golden brown muffins inside.

As Elise started to say something, Alex added, “What can it hurt? I’ll try one.”

Fiona smiled brightly as she dove into her basket and pulled out a rich copper muffin the size of a small boy’s head. “How about a Pumpkin Delight?” She handed Alex the muffin, then turned to Elise. “And for you, let’s see...Blueberry Surprise? No, that won’t do at all. I try to match the muffin with the person, it’s a game I play. I’ve got it.” She reached in and pulled out a yellow muffin with flecks of something inside. “Banana Bonanza sounds like your match.”

Elise didn’t take the offered muffin, but said instead, “Actually, I wouldn’t mind tasting the blueberry.”

Fiona laughed with delight. “I knew you’d say that. Here you go. Enjoy.”

Fiona watched intently while Alex and Elise tried their muffins. Alex couldn’t believe the earthy explosion of pumpkin from the first bite. “What’s in this?” he asked as he held the muffin aloft.

“An old family recipe. So may I put you down for a selection of two dozen every morning for your guests?”

Alex was about to agree when Elise said, “We’ve got a supplier right now who is giving us a very good price on our orders.” Truth be told, the muffins Alex got from Buck’s Grill were serviceable, but they couldn’t approach the ambrosia he held in his hand. He would personally love to have these particular muffins every morning himself for breakfast, but the food at the inn was Elise’s area of responsibility, and he was glad to let her have it. He had enough things to keep up with on his own.

Fiona said to Elise, “Why don’t you taste your muffin first, then we can discuss terms.”

Elise shrugged, pinched off a bit of muffin, then sampled it. If it was anything like the bite Alex had just taken, she would be hard pressed hiding her reaction.

“Perhaps we’ll be able to do business,” Elise said. “First we need to discuss prices and delivery schedules though.”

Alex said, “Why don’t you two use my office? I’ve got some work to do out here anyway.” It was no hardship for him to give up his office to them. Alex had been pestered throughout the day by guests treating his private space like some kind of lounge. He’d found Reston Shay there waiting for him that morning, and then not an hour later, after answering a summons from one of the suites, Alex had returned to find Melva Flump tapping her fingernails on his desk, demanding postcard stamps and maps to area attractions.

As Elise and Fiona disappeared inside the office, Alex took another bite of the pumpkin muffin. It was just as good as the first had been. He saw Elise’s blueberry muffin sitting on the registration desk and decided to sneak a bite to see if it matched his own.

It turned out that Elise had missed her calling; she should have been an actress. The blueberry was very nearly better than the pumpkin.

He trusted Elise to make the best deal for them, but even if she decided Fiona was too expensive for the inn, Alex knew he wouldn’t be able to resist buying one now and then for himself.

Twenty minutes later, with the Muffin Lady long gone and the final work for the day completed, Alex found Elise taking inventory in their supply room.

“Busy?” Alex asked as he watched her go through the checklist on her sheet.

“Give me one second,” she replied as she continued with her work. Alex smiled in admiration. Elise’s inventory system was part of their increased efficiency at Hatteras West since she had come onto the scene. Alex shuddered slightly as he remembered life before her arrival. Elise’s predecessor—her cousin Marisa—a born crier if ever there was one, had nearly driven him crazy with her constant tears. With Elise on the scene, his world had settled into a blissful routine of competence. However, his heart had been thrown into turmoil since then, too. They had tried a disastrous date the month before, a debacle that still stung. There was still something between them, there was no doubt about that, but finding their way to what it might be was more perilous than he’d expected. Dancing the fine line between love and friendship was proving to be difficult. Someday, someday soon, he was going to ask her out again, and this time he planned to be better prepared for it than he had been before.

At last she finished her list. “Okay, what can I do for you?”

Alex said, “I wanted to see if you were interested in one last look at the Carolina Rhapsody before Reston gets here.”

“You never get tired of staring at it, do you? I suppose it wouldn’t hurt to get one more look.” As she spoke, there was a loud clamor out front, and Alex realized they’d waited too long.

Reston was in the lobby, along with his entourage.

The dapper fellow said, “There you are. We’re getting ready to move the stone for the final time. Want one more peek before we do?”

“That would be great.”

Reston offered Elise his arm, and she smiled slightly as she took it. It was obvious the older man still considered himself a temptation. As Alex followed behind them, he heard Reston say to Elise, “If you’d like, you may hold the emerald for a moment.”

“Thanks, but I’d be too afraid I’d drop it.”

“Nonsense,” Reston said, “If something should happen, which I’m sure it won’t, the emerald is fully insured. I insist.”

Elise nodded. “I’d love to, if you’re sure.”

“Absolutely,” Reston said as they neared the room.

One of his escorts went through the door first, and Alex saw the man’s entire body stiffen.

“What’s wrong?” Alex asked as he tried to see around the bulky form.

“Call the police,” the guard said as he hurried into the room.

Alex held off obeying the order. After all, he couldn’t bring Sheriff Armstrong up to speed if he didn’t know what had happened himself.

Reston looked ashen as stumbled into the room, Elise’s arm released and forgotten. Alex saw Cliff’s body lying on the floor at the base of the pedestal. An object he was well familiar with was protruding from a sharp angle out of the guard’s chest, a stain of blood slowly spreading on the uniform. The murder weapon was a lighthouse letter opener sent to him by one of his guests.

Buried to the hilt in the man’s chest, it looked as if the lighthouse, or at least the image of it, had played a part in another victim’s demise.

“The emerald is still there,” Alex heard one of the guards say as his partner checked for a pulse.

The man kneeling beside Cliff shook his head after finding none. “He’s dead.”

Alex decided it was time to make that call to the police. He found Sheriff Armstrong in his office, and quickly secured the man’s assurances that he’d soon be out there along with Doc Drake and Irene Wilkins, Elkton Falls’s beautician/crime scene specialist. Alex hung up and returned to the room where the emerald was being displayed.

As Alex walked in, he heard Reston saying, “This is all my fault. I never should have taken the Carolina Rhapsody out of the vault. It’s cursed.”

One of the guards said, “Cliff knew the risks of the job. I’m disappointed in him, though,” he added as he looked down on the body.

“Why is that?” Alex couldn’t help himself from asking.

“The blade went into his chest. He let his guard down with the wrong person. It was obviously someone he knew.”

Alex agreed with the logic of it. “Are you an off-duty cop or something? You don’t look familiar.”

The big man shrugged. “My name’s Skip Foreman. I was a deputy sheriff in Mecklenburg County before I retired up here for the peace and quiet.”

The other guard said, “Skip, come take a look at this.”

“Excuse me,” the big man said as he joined his partner.

Reston was standing by, staring at the stone with a grim expression on his face.

Alex patted him on the shoulder. “It wasn’t your fault,” he said.

“That’s not it. Something’s wrong.”

“What do you mean?” Alex asked.

Instead of answering, Reston stepped over the rope and plucked the stone off its pedestal. Reston examined the gem a moment, then said, “Somebody stole the Carolina Rhapsody.”

“It’s right there in your hand,” Alex said.

“This is a fake,” Reston said, his voice shaking. “The real emerald is gone.”

Chapter 2
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That got Skip’s attention. “Hang on a second, Mr. Shay.”

Skip pulled a plastic baggie out of his pocket and said, “Slide it in here.”

“Why bother? I’m telling you, it’s a fake,” Reston said.

Skip said patiently, “If that’s true, that glossy surface is perfect for fingerprints.”

Reston did as he was told, and Skip secured the possible forgery in his pocket.

“Now what do we do?” Reston asked as Sheriff Armstrong rushed in. The man had been on a diet for the last three weeks, grumbling at the world but determined to fit back into his old uniform before the next election.

The sheriff asked, “What have we got here?”

Skip identified himself, and Alex saw Armstrong grimace. The sheriff said, “You’re not looking for a job, are you? We’ve already got a sheriff in Canawba County.”

Skip shook his head. “I just took this job as a favor for a friend. I’m retired, sheriff, and I don’t have the slightest desire to get back into law enforcement.”

Armstrong looked relieved by the admission. “Naturally, I’d be glad to have your input on this case.”

As the two men conferred, Alex noticed that Elise had left the room. He was torn between hanging around to see what he could find out and going in search of his maid to offer his comfort.

Elise won, with barely a flickering glance back at the body.

Alex found her sorting sheets in the laundry room. “Sorry you had to see that,” he said as he took a sheet and started folding it himself.

“I am too, but death is a part of an innkeeper’s life,” she said. “It’s the sad, honest truth that people die just about everywhere.”

Alex thought about it a moment, then said, “Maybe you were right, though. I should have turned Reston down when he asked to display the emerald here.”

“Nonsense,” Elise said. “That man’s death had nothing to do with Hatteras West.”

“I wish I could believe that. Did you happen to see the murder weapon?”

Elise paled slightly. “It was the letter opener Rosemary sent you.”

“I just hope she never finds out what happened to it,” Alex said, remembering the sweet and lovely young lady who came to Hatteras West every year to get away from her normally glamorous world of high fashion in New York City.

Alex and Elise finished their folding and emerged into the lobby in time to hear Doc Drake tell the sheriff, “There’s nothing I can do here. I’ll fill out the death certificate this afternoon, but it’s pretty cut and dried. I need to get back to the office or Madge is going to roast me. I left her with a waiting room full of patients.”

The sheriff nodded and Drake took his leave. Elise touched Alex’s arm and said, “I have some things to do over in Main,” referring to the second of two buildings that made up the inn. The Main Keeper’s Quarters had recently been opened to the public again after the fire and reconstruction, and they’d found it had become necessary to split many of the tasks they used to share.

Alex said, “I’ll find you after this is all cleared up.”

After she was gone, Alex took a chance and asked Armstrong, “Sheriff, what’s going on?”

Armstrong said, “Shay keeps claiming the stone’s a fake, but it looked real enough to me. I put in a call to Hiddenite for Jasper Hanks. I figure he can tell me whether it’s the real thing or not.”

“Do you know anything more about Cliff?” Alex asked.

“I didn’t realize you knew the man,” the sheriff said.

“He’s been at the inn all week. We had a chance to chat every now and then.” That was at least partially true, though Alex had been the only one doing the talking during their conversations.

Armstrong nodded. “All I can say for sure at this point is that the letter opener probably killed him.”

Irene Wilkins, the beautician/criminologist, approached with a shiny bag in her hand. Irene was becoming one of the leading county criminologists in their part of North Carolina. She’d become so popular with the other forensic experts around the state that she was being called away to work on cases farther and farther from Elkton Falls. Her police duties were taking so much of her time that Irene had actually been talking about taking on a partner in her beauty shop.

Armstrong said, “What have you got there?”

“I found this in the guard’s pocket.” She held it up to the light, and Alex saw a small, tarnished yellow rock.

“What’s that supposed to be?” Armstrong asked.

“Unless I miss my guess, it’s a raw gold nugget,” Irene said.

“Gold? The closest anybody’s ever found gold to Elkton Falls is near Charlotte at the Reid Gold Mine, and that’s at least an hour and a half away.” He turned to Alex and asked, “What was it doing on the floor in there?”

“I don’t have a clue,” Alex said. “I’ve never seen raw gold before in my life.”

Armstrong asked, “Any chance that’s fool’s gold, Irene?”

“No way, Ducky. Once you’ve seen the real stuff, iron pyrite will never fool you.”

Alex said, “You sound like you know what you’re talking about.”

Irene admitted, “I’ve been known to pan for gold a time or two myself. It’s a hobby that gets me outdoors, and besides, sometimes you find something worth the cost of your trip. I’ve panned in Georgia and here in North Carolina, too. Probably taken half a pound out of the water in my day.”

Armstrong said, “We’ll get Jasper to look at it, too.”

“Ducky, are you saying I don’t know gold when I see it?” There was an edge in Irene’s voice that challenged him to defy her.

“No, Ma’am,” he backpedaled. “I’m just saying, for the record and all, I need something in writing from an expert. You say it’s gold, so gold it is.”

“Get your written report then,” Irene said. “I’ve done all I can in here, and I’m sure Alex would like us to hurry things along.”

“I’d appreciate it, but don’t rush on my account,” Alex said.

She grinned at him. “I never do, you know me better than that, Alex.”

Irene disappeared back into the room with the body to collect her equipment while the sheriff went off to find the EMS folks. Alex tagged along with Armstrong, and as soon as the techs were given the green light, they went in to collect the body. Alex knew that their service had a business arrangement with Elkton Falls to transport dead bodies when the occasion arose, charging a flat fee for each trip to the hospital morgue.

Standing on the porch as the crew loaded the body into the back of the ambulance, Alex noticed a figure walking up the drive toward them, and he and the sheriff watched intently as the man approached. It was Patrick Thornton, another guest at the inn, and Alex wondered how in the world he was going to explain what had happened without running the man off. As he got closer, Alex could see that Thornton was dressed as usual in heavy work boots, a thick canvas pair of pants, sturdy shirt, and worn leather hat. There was a stained and battered backpack hanging from the man’s shoulders, and a notebook tucked under one arm. In the other hand he held a scarred walking-stick that nearly reached his chin. He had a rugged, worn look about him, as if he’d spent the vast majority of his life out in the sun and under the stars.

“Afternoon,” Thornton said. “Something going on here I should know about?” he added as he gestured to the ambulance.

“There was an accident,” Alex said as the sheriff nodded his greeting as well. It wasn’t quite a lie, but Armstrong wouldn’t let it stand. “More like a murder, Alex.”

“That’s too bad; the world’s a hard place sometimes.” The outdoorsman offered his hand to the sheriff and said, “I’m Patrick Thornton.”

“Armstrong,” he replied curtly as he offered his hand.

Thornton turned to Alex and said, “Has that check arrived?”

“Not yet,” Alex said.

“Blast it all, they should have fired that infernal secretary a month ago. She fouled me up in Lenoir last week, I don’t know why I thought this week would be any different.”

Alex said reluctantly, “If it’s not in today’s mail, I’m going to have to start charging your room to your credit card.” He’d agreed to settle for an imprint of the man’s card upon check-in, but it had been two days and there was still no sign of the promised check to cover his week’s room rate.

“I understand completely. Now if you two will excuse me, I need to drop this pack off in my room.”

After Thornton was gone, Alex explained to Armstrong, “He’s with the Geologic Survey Foundation, whatever that is. They’re checking map coordinates for the Department of the Interior. His secretary was supposed to make reservations for him before he got here, but I never heard from her.”

“Sounds like your tax dollars at work, doesn’t it?” Armstrong said.

The surveyor was in his room less than ten minutes before he came out again. Alex and Armstrong were still on the porch, discussing the day’s events.

Thornton asked, “Can you call a taxi for me, Alex? I need to see this mayor of yours to make sure my permissions came through.”

“Our taxi service is kind of sporadic,” Alex admitted. “All we can do is call Rebecca and see if she’s free.”

Irene came out and joined them, her kit in her hand. “Let’s go, Ducky.”

Armstrong hitched up his trousers. “Well Alex, I guess we’re finished here. You can have the room now.”

“Thanks, Sheriff. Do you happen to be heading back into town?”

“Sure thing, I’ve got to drop Irene off at the beauty parlor.”

Alex said, “If you don’t mind, my guest could use a ride.”

“I don’t want to put you out,” Thornton said.

“Don’t mind a bit. I’m heading to Town Hall myself anyway after I drop Irene. Can’t promise to get you back out here when you’re done, though.”

“It’s really not necessary,” Thornton said.

“Come on, you can keep me and Irene company. We ran out of things to say to each other a long time ago.”

Irene said, “Just because I’ve heard all of your stories doesn’t mean I’ve told you all of mine.”

“I’ll give you a dollar for every one you haven’t blabbed to me a hundred times before,” Armstrong said.

“Get out your checkbook, Ducky, I’m eating dinner at Monet’s Garden tonight, on you.”

Before they could go, Alex asked, “Have you eaten there yet?”

Irene said, “They just opened up last week, Alex. I heard Irma Bean had a fit during their grand opening, but if you ask me, it’s about time she had more competition than Buck’s Grill. I’ve heard this Monet fellow is really nice.”

Armstrong huffed, “I’ve heard he kisses all the women’s hands, if you can believe that. A little too rooty-tooty for Elkton Falls, if you ask me.”

“I don’t remember anyone asking you anything, Ducky,” Irene said.

As the three of them walked to the cruiser, Armstrong and Irene traded barbs while Patrick Thornton trailed along behind them like a lost puppy. Alex realized that he might not have done his guest any favors by snagging him a ride with the sheriff. Sitting in the backseat while those two sparred might have been more trouble than hooking up with Elkton Falls’s on-again off-again taxi service.

It would certainly have been a quieter ride, even with Rebecca Gray rambling on as she wheeled her truck toward town.

Alex went back to the guest room that had been serving as a display area to get things back in order. It would take an hour or two of work to make the room fit to rent again, though there wasn’t a pressing need for the space. The inn was operating just a little better than half-full. Still, if things should take a drastic turn for the better and more rooms were suddenly needed, he wanted to be sure he was ready.

Alex was surprised to find Reston Shay still in the room, standing alone in the shadows and staring at the empty pedestal. Sheriff Armstrong had taken the gemstone, fake or otherwise, from Skip and had promised to return it to Reston when the investigation was complete.

Alex coughed, then said, “I’m sorry to bother you. Just let me know when you’re finished in here.”

Reston looked up at him, and from the glaze in the man’s eyes, it was obvious he was lost in his own thoughts. “Alex,” he said as he recovered, “I still can’t believe it happened.”

“I know. You can’t blame yourself.”

“For the theft? Why on earth should I do that? I took every precaution for the Carolina Rhapsody’s safety, surely you can see that.”

Alex said softly, “I’m talking about the guard’s murder.”

Reston stared at him a second more, then nodded. “True, that’s the real tragedy here, isn’t it? The emerald never was alive, was it, not that different from any other rock in the ground.” Reston raked both hands through his hair, then locked his fingers behind his neck. “Some folks say that stone is cursed. Up until now, I never believed them.”

“Why should it be cursed?” Alex asked. He’d been around rockhounds all his life and he’d never heard anyone say one word about the Carolina Rhapsody.

“It’s been hushed up, but the Rhapsody has claimed a victim or two before today. Tristan Glenn was the first owner, and the first to die from it. He was holding the stone in the palm of his hand when he died, did you know that?”

“He had a heart attack,” Alex said. “It had nothing to do with the stone.”

“Perhaps,” Reston said, “but how do you explain his wife? Three months after she inherited the stone, she took her own life.”

“I don’t know anything about her,” Alex admitted, “but couldn’t it be she missed her husband, or maybe she had other problems? An object can’t be cursed, Reston.”

The older man sighed, then said, “If it is, the stone is someone else’s worry now. I was getting ready to sell it, did you know that?”

Alex was taken aback by the news. “I didn’t have a clue.”

“That curse has been in the back of my mind since I bought it. Truth be told, I was eager to get rid of it. Fifteen years was long enough for me to own it.”

“Is that why you never displayed it?” Alex asked.

“Are you asking me if I was nervous that something like this might happen? I just never figured it would harm anyone but me.” Reston stood, looked at the stand for another few seconds, then added, “I suppose one way of getting rid of it is as good as the next. Either way, it’s not my worry anymore.”

He hesitated at the stain on the floor where Cliff had been slain, then gingerly stepped over it and paused at the door.

The sooner the room was cleaned and brought back into circulation, the better Alex would feel.

He didn’t believe in ghosts, despite what others had said about The Hatteras West Inn, but he also didn’t want any reminders around that tragedy had visited the place again.

“I’d like to get started on the room, if it’s okay with you.”

“Sorry, but I can’t let you touch a thing, Alex. My insurance man is on his way.” Reston glanced at his watch. “In fact, he’s late. I can’t wait around here all afternoon. When he gets here, show him anything he wants to see. If he wants me, he can track me down himself.”

“I’ll be glad to help any way I can. Do I have your blessing to straighten things up after he’s finished?”

“Knock yourself out,” Reston said, and then left.

Ten minutes later, Alex was at the front desk going over the reservations for the following week when a thin man with enormous glasses came into the inn. Alex always knew when his guests were coming, and though some walk-ins made it out to the isolated inn, most folks reserved their rooms in advance.

“May I help you?”

“Are you the proprietor?” the man asked.

“I am. I’m Alex Winston.”

The man ignored Alex’s outstretched hand and put a business card in it instead. “Parker Worth Moore” was inscribed on it in raised letters. “I’m with RPS. We underwrote the insurance for the Carolina Rhapsody. Could you show me the room, please?”

Alex led him down the hall and used his passkey to unlock the door. “We had the emerald on top of the pedestal,” he said.
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