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    This work is dedicated to all the men and women who risk their lives to protect the environment and the animals that live there.
The Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission Law Enforcement Officers are unsung heroes.
Protecting our native wildlife is a full-time job that requires nights, weekends, and encounters with people and animals at their best and worst. These men and women risk their lives so future generations will enjoy the wonders of nature.


     I would like to include all law enforcement men and women in
 this dedication. Those who patrol our streets and waterways to keep us safe are often only mentioned when things go wrong.
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​Dedication

This work is dedicated to all the men and women who risk their lives to protect the environment and the animals that live there. 

The Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission Law Enforcement Officers are unsung heroes. 

Protecting our native wildlife is a full-time job that requires nights, weekends, and encounters with people and animals at their best and worst. 

These men and women risk their lives so future generations will enjoy the wonders of nature. 

I would like to include all law enforcement men and women in  this dedication. Those who patrol our streets and waterways to keep us safe are often only mentioned when things go wrong. 

​
​Chapter One

“Hey, be careful what you’re doing there,” Freddy shouted to the young man, Jason Aldridge, who was helping him load crates from the small warehouse into his van. They had two more containers to load before they could go. 

Jason was a scruffy twenty-something, needing a job and nearly starving to death when Freddy found him begging in a grocery store car park. 

The kid had a problem with drugs and following rules, making it hard to keep a job. Jason was holding up a sign–Hungry will work for food. Freddy felt sorry for him and offered him the position of helping him transport his cargo from Atlanta to Sarasota. What he didn’t tell him was what the shipment was. 

Freddy and Jason picked up a load at the Atlanta airport, where someone got paid to look the other way, skirting customs and security. The cargo they picked up was illegally imported venomous snakes. The reptiles were shipped in cardboard boxes lined with Styrofoam. A special heat pack added to the box helped keep them at a safe temperature. 

Once  back  at  the  warehouse  in  Valdosta,  outside Atlanta,  Freddy  placed  the  snakes  in  see-through  containers  for viewing by dealers coming to pick up their orders. 

The first time Jason saw what Freddy had called the cargo, he wanted to bail. The young man turned white as a sheet. Freddy 1
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talked him into staying. Jason liked Freddy and worked to keep off the drugs and do what Freddy told him. 

After they unpacked the cargo, black market dealers in the area came and picked up any reptiles their clients ordered. Freddy was to take the remaining snakes to a dealer in Sarasota. The two men were loading the back of the van with containers of these venomous snakes. 

The cargo included bushmasters, Gaboon vipers, cobras, puff adders, and green mambas. Freddy returned from loading a container in the van. He saw Jason standing there, pale and motionless, not daring to breathe. He was staring at a Caspian cobra loose on the floor of the small warehouse. 

The snake was the deadliest of the species. Its venom was a fast-acting neurotoxin. Jason was standing under six feet away, sweating, fearing his life was over, no matter if he moved or not. 

The snake had the advantage. It lay coiled with its head four feet off the ground, its mouth open, hissing, and swaying with its hood flaring as if daring Jason to move. The plastic container had slipped from the young man’s hands, allowing the angry snake to escape. 

Freddy tried to reach for the hook he used to move the snakes from crate to crate when he had to, which he avoided if possible. The reptile caught Freddie’s movement, turning its head in his direction. 

Jason sensed a split-second opportunity and took a step toward the door. The eight-foot snake struck quickly, setting its needle-sharp fangs deep into Jason’s calf before slithering away under the shelving. 

“Shit, boy,” Freddy yelled, running to Jason, who hopped around screaming, holding his lower leg. “The damn thing bit me, Freddy. 

I’m gonna die. It bit me, Freddy.” Jason was already feeling the intense pain from the bite and could feel his leg swelling. He rolled the leg of his jeans up to talk a look. “Jesus, Freddy, that sucker got me good.” Jason’s leg was throbbing, and blood trickled from the wound. “Come on, we’re out of here,” Freddy said, grabbing the last container, a green mamba, and taking it to the van. 

Jason hobbled out behind him. “What about the cobra? We have a buyer for it.” 
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“If the buyer wants it bad enough, he can come to get it.” Freddy jumped in and slammed the van door. 

Jason wasn’t looking so good. He was sweating more than before and having a bit of trouble breathing. “Hang in there. When we get to Florida, we’ll find an emergency room and tell them we were camping and a rattler bit you.” 

The panel truck crossed the state line from Georgia into Florida around midnight. Freddy DePalma smiled at the welcome to the Sunshine State sign. He traveled the same route several times a year with his illegal cargo. The import/export venture made a lot of money for him and his partner in Sarasota. 

Freddy looked over at his friend and shook his head. “Sorry, kid.” Jason had stopped breathing and was slumped in the passenger seat. The young man had died as the van crossed the state line; the neurotoxins had done their work. Freddy DePalma had always known the risks involved in his illegal snake trade, but he had never expected it to end like this. He drove the van into the Florida night, the weight of what had just happened heavy on his conscience. He had lost a young man’s life, and there was no going back. As he drove through the darkened highway, Freddy contemplated his next moves. He couldn’t take Jason to a hospital now; the authorities would investigate a snake bite victim and discover his illegal cargo. 

The snake trade had always been a dangerous game, but it had just taken a gruesome turn. Freddy knew he needed to be more cautious than ever and find a way out. 
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​Chapter Two

Freddy headed to Sarasota to meet with his partner. They planned a big sale with some dealers to sell the snakes on the black market. 

The internet provided a way of selling and staying anonymous. 

Freddy couldn’t bring himself to just toss Jason out onto the side of the road. He needed to choose somewhere a snake bite would make sense as a cause of death, some place where it would take a while for Jason to be found. 

He didn’t want to bring attention to his dealings in Sarasota either. Freddy remembered a preserve in Manatee County. He used to go to the Duette Preserve hunting with his dad years ago, before his world went to shit. His parents were killed by a drunk driver and he ended up in foster care at twelve. That might be just the place. 

Taking the turn off I-95 onto SR 64, he breathed a sigh of relief. 

He could place Jason somewhere off one of the trails, and it might be weeks before anyone found him. 

It was still dark, but the moon was full, lighting the vacant gravel parking lot when Freddy pulled in and parked. The sun was peeking over the horizon to the east. He had to hurry. 

He looked around, praying he would not run into a park ranger or worse, a Florida Fish and Wildlife Commission officer. 

Freddy used the hand truck to move the heavy crates around to move Jason’s body. He was surprised at how difficult it was to get Jason to stay put and not fall off. 
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​The Snake Traders Dragging a dead body into the woods was more challenging than he expected. Every rock, tree branch, and hole in the ground seemed determined to get in his way. 

Freddy found a spot, covered Jason with leaves and brush, and rushed back to the van. He quickly stowed the hand truck in the back and closed the door. 

Sitting in the van to catch his breath, he glanced at the time on the dashboard, 6 a.m. It had taken Freddy almost an hour to haul Jason down the trail. 

The memory of Jason’s terrified face and the sound of his desperate pleas haunted him, a grim reminder of the deadly world he had gotten involved with. 
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​Chapter Three

As Freddy drove out of the Duette Preserve in Parrish, he passed a group of early-morning hikers walking a dog and prayed that he had hidden Jason’s body far enough off the trail. Freddy didn’t want it found until he had the chance to get far enough away from the area. 

Getting caught by an FWC officer patrolling the park would land him in jail. Losing his cargo could cost him his life. 

Freddy also had a side job transporting drugs for some pretty unpleasant individuals. Moving the drugs from Georgia to Florida was a felony. 

He already had a felony for drug possession on his record and could go away for a long time if caught again. 

Stopping for traffic on SR 64, he looked back through his rearview mirror and watched the hikers take the trail he had used to dump Jason’s body.  Shit, just my luck. Freddy cursed, looking both ways as he stepped on the gas and sped onto the roadway, almost causing a collision with a trailer truck heading to Walmart. 

Settling his nerves, he called his boss, Gary Underhill, and joined the early morning traffic to Sarasota. 

Freddy gave Underhill an ETA on his arrival in Sarasota. He didn’t go into details about Jason or that he had left a valuable Caspian cobra behind. He shivered at the thought of what Underhill would do to him when the dealer found out. 

6

​Chapter Four

Seth and Liz sat on the porch sipping coffee. The sun rose over the giant oak trees, and the sky was lighter. Bats flew overhead, returning to roost in the ancient trees behind the house. The Spanish moss hanging in the trees was dripping with the morning dew. 

They had a quiet time together before their Florida Fish and Wildlife Commission officer duties. Often, the job would pull them in two different directions. Their territory covered several counties, and they went where needed. 

Their dog Nokosi had been dosing between them when he growled deep in his chest. The hackles stood up along his back. 

“What’s the matter, boy?” Seth said, reaching down to settle his dog. 

“Something is moving over by the fence,” Liz said, pointing past their trucks to the far side of the yard. 

Nokosi stood between Seth and Liz; the growls louder. 

“I see it,” Liz said. “It’s a big rattler.” 

“Get Nokosi in the house,” Seth said. “I’ll see if Darrell can come over later. We’ll try to relocate it to the preserve, out of harm’s way.” 

Liz struggled to put the big dog in the house while Seth tried to see where the snake had gone. Snakes hunt at night and hide during the day. If he could find the den, it would make it easier for him and his friend Darrell to capture it. 
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Seth returned after a few minutes. “I think I found it. He’s in that stack of firewood out the back.” 

Liz was clearing up the coffee things and putting out fresh water for Nokosi. The dog would have to stay inside until they caught the snake and moved him to Manasota State Park, a couple miles away. 

“When you talk to Darrell, why not have him bring Marcia and the baby over? We could throw something on the grill and open a bottle of wine. We haven’t done that in a while.” 

“Sounds good. I’ll check the computer and call Darrell while you finish up and get dressed.” Seth said. “Darrell should be up by now.” 

Darrell and Seth had worked together when Seth was the head park ranger at Manasota State Park and had remained friends when Seth became an FWC officer. Darrell would care for Nokosi if Liz and Seth were away for an extended time. 

Seth clicked the keys on the computer while talking to Darrell, setting up a time for him to come over and catch the rattler. He’d talk to him about meal plans later. 

A report for Captain Jacobs caught his eye, and he called out to Liz.“Captain Jacobs sent a report today about some idiots importing venomous snakes,” Seth said, sitting at the computer. 

Liz came over and leaned on his shoulders to look at what the report said. 

“Can you print it off for me? I’ll read it later.” 

Seth continued to read the report from the Florida Fish and Wildlife Commission. He found it hard to believe that some idiots would smuggle poisonous snakes into the country to sell on the black market. The report indicated that the profit from illicit wildlife trafficking was estimated to be between $7.8 billion and $10 billion annually. 

Liz came back dressed and ready to head out. She planned to walk around Oscar Scherer State Park in Osprey. 
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​The Snake Traders It was a small park nestled between the surrounding urban neighborhoods. The park provided a getaway for people to fish, camp, and hike. It was a favorite for birdwatchers, with several native and migratory species to observe. 

Liz would check for fishing licenses and talk to campers about safety. Canoers and kayakers tended to disregard life preservers, and she needed to remind them of the regulations. 

Seth was still reading the report when his phone rang. After listening for a few minutes, he turned to Liz. 

“Buckle up, sweetheart. We have a dead body in the Duette Preserve.” 

“We haven’t had one of those in a while,” Liz said, strapping on her utility belt and gun. The only thing good about a dead body was that Seth and Liz would work the case together and see where it led because the body was found on the wildlife preserve. It would all depend on the jurisdiction it ended up in, which could be a challenge. 

Often, a case spanned multiple jurisdictions depending on the county. There could be the county sheriff, the police department, and the FWC all involved, not to mention any of the state or federal departments. Seth hoped that this was a straightforward accident. 
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​Chapter Five

Freddy made his way down I-75, cursing at the traffic creeping along. 

He turned off at the Clark Road exit and continued to Underhill’s pet supply store in Sarasota. It was a front for the illegal trade in restricted reptiles and other animals. 

Underhill supplied the local pet shops but did a more lucra-tive business supplying black market dealers. Importing dangerous and often poached and illegal animals from around the world made significant profits for some. He had a McMansion on Lido Key and a fancy Maserati sports car. 

The sign on the warehouse read Suncoast Pet Supplies. 

Underhill kept various feed supplies and equipment for every kind of animal. 

He kept special orders behind closed doors in the back of the warehouse. Only dealers he knew personally could view the unique and often one-of-a-kind animals he housed there. 

It was approaching mid-morning when Freddy pulled up to the back door of Underhill’s warehouse. 

“What the hell took you so long? I expected you hours ago. I don’t like to take deliveries this late in the day.” Underhill looked around to see if anyone was watching. 

“I had a little bit of a problem to take care of,” Freddy said, twitching nervously. 

“I don’t give a shit about your problems. Get these containers 10
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Freddy and Underhill unloaded the containers of snakes and placed them on metal racks in the back room of the warehouse. 

“Where’s your pal Jason?” 

“He’s part of the problem I was talking about.” 

“Tell me later,” Underhill grumbled. 

Underhill took out a clipboard with a list and checked each species individually as it was brought in. He looked at his list and back at Freddy, tapping his pen on the clipboard. 

Freddy stood in a corner chewing his nails, watching and waiting for Underhill to finish. 

“What the fuck, Freddy? Where’s the Caspian cobra? I have a dealer waiting for it.” 

“That’s the problem I was talking about,” Freddy said. “It’s like this, Mr. Underhill. Jason was helping me load the van. The Caspian was the last to be loaded.” Freddy swallowed hard before he could continue. 

“And?” 

“The lid came off the container, and the snake escaped. Before I could capture it, the damn thing bit Jason.” 

“So, where’s the foolish snake? That thing is worth thousands of dollars. I can’t just magic another out of thin air, you imbecile.” 

Underhill took Freddy by the collar and held him against the wall, lifting him off his feet and choking him. Turning blue, Freddy gasped. “The snake is in Georgia. It’s still in that warehouse. I had to get Jason out of there.” 

Releasing his grip on Freddy, Underhill asked, “And what about Jason?” 

Freddy struggled to get his breath back. Coughing, he said, 

“He’s dead.” 

“And where, might I ask, is Jason now?” 
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​Chapter Six

Seth kept his eyes open, looking for Logue Road as he drove along SR 64. His GPS had given him two options to enter the park. 

The report of the dead body said to meet someone from the Manatee County Sheriff’s Department in the parking lot at the end of Logue Road. 

The traffic whizzed along, and Seth was afraid of getting rear-ended as he slowed to make the left turn. He bumped along the rutted dirt road and saw the sheriff’s patrol car waiting. 

Lieutenant Ruiz stepped out of his car when Seth pulled to a stop. “Thanks for coming. State parks and preserves are your territories.” The sheriff reached out to shake hands and introduced himself and his partner. “I’m Lieutenant Louis Ruiz, and this is Sergeant Maureen Dennison.” 

The Lieutenant was an older man, about fifty, with a gray mustache and stocky Hispanic build. It starkly contrasted with the willowy young woman with bright red hair beside him. 

“Have you been out to see the body?” Seth said. 

“No, but we have the crime scene boys on the way, and the medical examiner should be here any minute. The hiker who reported it was pretty direct about where he found the body. His dog went off into the brush, and he followed after the foolish thing. He got quite a surprise at what rover found.” 

Seth looked up at the sky where vultures were circling overhead. 
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“We only need to follow those guys.” Seth nodded. 

“Let’s go before they beat us to him,” Ruiz said. 

They carried on and tramped along the rocky path for about fifty yards before it branched off. Scrub Jays cawed at being disturbed. Off to the side was a wet gully. Ruiz led the way down. Seth could see the tracks where wheels had cut into the soft ground and stopped. From there, the signs of something heavy being dragged and disturbing the fallen leaves and a few broken branches led to the body. 

The body was partially covered with leaves and bracken. 

Vultures were getting closer and braver and looking for an easy meal. 

“Your team needs to get here before the lunch crowd gets hungry,” Seth said, looking up at the vultures perching in the tops of the trees. Brown vultures were the clean-up crew for road kill and any other dead thing they could find. 

Ruiz’s phone rang. He listened for a moment and turned to Seth. “They just arrived and are on their way. The medical examiner is with them.” 

Seth walked around the body, staying a reasonable distance away to avoid disturbing evidence. The victim was a young man in his late twenties with sandy hair, a thin build, and looked like he could have used a few good meals. 

The dead man wore an old, faded Grateful Dead t-shirt. “Hey, Lieutenant, take a look at his arm.” 

“Huh, old track marks. Either the dead guy was trying to quit or had found another drug of choice. They never learn. He could have disagreed with his dealer and ended up here.” 

The sounds of the crime scene techs arriving came through the trees and brush. The first to arrive was Dr. Stephen Mendez. The men all wore blue jumpsuits, white boots, and gloves. 

At each crime scene, Seth wondered how the team survived the Florida heat but knew it was necessary to preserve the integrity of the evidence. He hoped it could be over quickly. 

Dr. Mendez had the photos taken when he stopped. “Did either of you notice this?” 
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One of the victim’s legs had been exposed during the examina-tion. His rolled-up jeans showed a red and swollen puncture wound. 

“This looks like a snake bite to me.” 

“Could be he got tangled up with a rattler while out here walking,” Sergeant Dennison said. 

The medical examiner stood up after taking the victim’s body temperature. “He’s been dead about ten hours. He died around midnight. That would be a strange time to be hiking in the preserve.” 

Seth leaned in to get a closer look at the bite marks. He knew the distance between the fang marks indicated the snake’s size. Seth rubbed his thumb over the two parallel marks on his cheek under his right eye. They were from a snake bite he received as a child growing up in the Rez. 

While absently feeling the scars, Seth studied the dead man’s leg. “This was a pretty big snake. It must be a full-grown rattler, at least five to six feet.” 

“I agree,” Dr. Mendez said. “Even with the distortion of the swelling and the discoloration of the wound site. Although he should have had enough time to get help if he was bitten here.” 

While the medical examiner finished with the body, Seth spoke with Lieutenant Ruiz. “I have a couple questions,” Seth said. “How did this guy get here? Where’s his car? I just realized something after what Dr. Mendez said. Why didn’t he go for help if he was bitten here?” 

Ruiz finished the thought, looking at the body lying in the brush, “Because somebody dumped him after the snake bit him. 

Was he already dead when they dumped his body, or did they leave him here to die?” 

“Either way, it’s a nasty and painful way to go,” Seth said. 
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​Chapter Seven

Seth walked out with the Lieutenant and the medical team. Sergeant Dennison was waiting, leaning against the patrol car and writing her notes. 

Dennison tilted up her hat and chin, “Care to grab a cup of coffee sometime? I’d love to hear your thoughts on this case.” 

Ruiz cleared his throat loudly before getting into the car and starting the engine. 

“Sorry, Sergeant, I’m not available,” Seth said without explanation. He saw the Lieutenant smirk and shake his head, hitting the car horn and making Maureen jump. She gave the Lieutenant an angry look. 

Turning back to Seth, she said, “Too bad we could have had fun discussing the case,” running her notebook along Seth’s arm. 

Seth figured Sergeant Maureen Dennison ate men for breakfast, and Lieutenant Ruiz knew it. Seth would do well to stay clear of her if he knew what was good for him. 

He stayed behind to call Liz when everyone had left. She was the only one he wanted to discuss the case with. 

He called Liz and arranged for her to meet him to talk. As he drove the few miles, several things rattled around in his head that didn’t make sense. The victim didn’t have a car in the parking lot at the preserve. How did he get there? Was he dead when he was left there? Why leave him there? Next, the snake bite bothered him. 
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He’d seen rattler bites before. This one was all wrong, but he couldn’t put his finger on why. 

Liz was waiting for Seth when he parked at Oscar Shearer State Park in Nokomis. 

Seth took Liz’s hand. “How about an ice cream?” 

They wandered into the small shop, chose a frozen treat from the freezer chest by the door, and paid the girl at the counter. 

“Nice to see you
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