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      Anyone who knows me will tell you that I cannot resist a strange or unusual case. Finding an intriguing client with a great story led me to Washington state, cruising on a smallish private ferry heading to the most unusual job I’d ever taken. There were ten of us, three couples and four men who kept to themselves. We were headed for a private island in the Puget Sound.

      The weather added to the somewhat bleak atmosphere. Everyone knows it always rains in Seattle. So partly sunny, overcast skies, and choppy water that caused the ferry to bob up and down seemed predictable.

      Being a retired Marine, I’ve flown, ridden, and sailed on every imaginable mode of transportation humankind could dream up. Well, that wasn’t entirely true. I’d never ridden in a space shuttle or sailed in a submarine, but everything else, sure. Helicopters were my least favorite.

      The woman standing next to me, Jane, looked pale and uncomfortable. Her curly red hair, cut in a pixie style, accented her perfectly contoured jaw and chin. She was young, had the face for that cut, and her silky skin accented her beauty. Her partner, Zoe, reminded me of the girl next door who used to slaughter me when we played basketball in her driveway.

      When Jane said she was fine, Zoe rolled her eyes. Jane assured me she’d taken something for her stomach. I was pretty sure she was mistaken about feeling fine. Ten minutes later, she leaned over the side of the ferry and expelled whatever she’d taken to prevent motion sickness. Zoe held her head and was ready with a pack of wipes when she finally stopped vomiting.

      If I had to guess, I’d say Jane was from New York and went to college at a top-tier university. Zoe was wildly intelligent, practical, and a scholarship woman who ran circles around the rich kids.

      Just for the record, I wasn’t trying to play therapist, actually I was because a good PI needs to learn how to read people. If Melisa, my current client and the woman traveling with me, was right, then something nefarious was going on at this party. I needed to get a clear handle on all the people attending this weekend party.

      I wasn’t entirely sure how a murder mystery game works. But my guess was we would put clues together and figure out who the killer was. I might have an advantage. Just saying.

      The dark gray clouds moseyed across the otherwise blue sky. Halfway to the island, the clouds were gaining supremacy over the sun, and the temperature continued toward the chilly side. If I were a betting man, I’d say the odds were toward rain or maybe even a storm. Definitely not the sun filled party the brochure promised.

      My partner, Christy, was convinced this case was one of my damn-gullible-fool projects. I didn’t argue because I was about halfway to the same conclusion myself.

      When a potential client said, “Private island, Puget Sound,” those two things caught my attention. It sounded like a vacation destination for the rich and infamous.

      Yeah, I know what you’re thinking. The timing of this potential crime was perfect to entice me. The entire world was obsessed with the Epstein Files and the creepy old billionaire dudes who frequented Epstein’s private island. Sure, this particular island didn’t include an airfield or a plane with a name that screamed rich pedophile jerk. But I was curious about the people with too much money. They seemed to be desperate to throw money away on ridiculous things.

      So what was the deal that intrigued me so much I said yes to a crazy idea?

      Melisa Melbourne, a woman I’d never met, knew one of my former clients. That client shall remain nameless. Anyway, he recommended she hire the Two Marines Private Investigators, which she did.

      The final piece that lured me into taking the job? Someone was going to be murdered at a private murder mystery party.

      I wasn’t one hundred percent convinced about the murder, but I was interested enough to take a chance and find out. Melisa was going to pay us either way.

      She wanted me to go as her pretend plus one date because she knew there was going to be a murder on the island. Fun fact, she handed me a huge file that contained her research and proof of her claims.

      I handed the file to Lacy, the most awesome computer researcher in the world, who happens to work for the Two Marines Private Investigators. Within a few hours, Lacy phoned.

      “Skep, the research is good. I don’t know if she’s right, but there’s enough here to raise eyebrows. Frankly, I think she might be onto something. Maybe not murder, but something.”

      Ah, that’s the best part—A Murder Mystery Party. The prize? A ten grand prize for each person on the team who uncovers the killer.

      What PI could resist stopping a murder before it happened? Well, probably most, but I’m not most. So I said yes. Then I called a friend in Washington who got me a temporary PI license for the state. Lacy managed to get Christy, my partner, a job with the caterer who supplied the food for the party.

      I can hear the wheels in your brain turning. I know I had the same major question. How could someone throw a party, kill someone, and no one notice?

      I intended to ask Sebastian Mort Huxley that very question. Who names their kid Mort? A serial killer? Maybe.

      Sebastian Mort Huxley is the name on the corporate papers. We were positive this is a fake name. Lacy’s still trying to track down the real owner’s identity. She went down several dead ends before she came up with this name. Another mystery.

      In Washington state, we boarded a private ferry the company had hired to take us to the island. The choppy waters weren’t anywhere near storm size. The sky had darkened, and the clouds covered the sun, easing the passengers into a brooding silence. I was not feeling festive, but I did think it was perfect weather for murder.

      As the island came into view, I realized I’d been thinking of this as a lark. Pulling up to the dock, seeing jagged rock-covered mountains and cliffs put me into a less frolicking mood. The cliffs were high enough to do substantial damage or cause death to anyone or anything that fell into the sea. I paused as the ferry approached the dock.

      I had one of those rare moments when my optimism and my stubborn refusal to see myself as mortal bumped into a wall of reality. Melisa Melbourne, who had been quiet and thoughtful on the ferry ride, followed my gaze and frowned.

      “I hope I haven’t dragged you into a fiasco.”

      “I guess we’ll find out,” I said. “Cheer up. You’re in good hands.”

      Bernie, a man I’d spoken to briefly on the ferry, pointed to the road that ended at the wooden dock. He raised his finger until he pointed to a large sprawling complex at the top of the steep hill. The house from the brochure Melisa gave me overlooked this part of the island. I imagined the ocean view from that vantage point was magnificent.

      We exited the ferry as the three-man crew started unloading. A small bus drove toward us and came to a stop at the dock’s end where all the luggage was stacked neatly into piles. The area on either side of the road was grass with a few trees and flower beds sprinkled into the grass. Beyond the edge of the grass were trees and foliage that were more forest area than manicured like the grass.

      While the passengers had been chatting with each other, the ferry crew had also unloaded what looked like a freezer, boxes of fruit, vegetables, and other foods.

      Roger, the portly man with a loud voice, said, “Jess, look. If the storm doesn’t breaks, we should have plenty to eat.”

      We stopped briefly, to pick up two other couples. I decided to chat with the other couples on the rest of the ride. I hoped to get a sense of everyone. Roger and Jess gave every appearance of a couple out for a fun weekend. He had planned the trip.

      Jess frowned. “I really don’t know what we are doing here. Murder isn’t my idea of a fun weekend.”

      “Well, you like your mystery series well enough. You’ll love it. Trust me. You get to play the detective this weekend.”

      Roger headed for the bus. His wife followed.

      Playing the part of plus one, I put my arm around Melisa’s waist. “Let’s join the others and find out what’s in store for us.”

      She smiled brightly. “I love a good mystery.”

      Marco and his wife Maria walked with us to the bus. Marco looked like an actor who might play a matador or a Spanish conquistador in a film. His wife or girlfriend, I hadn’t decided which, was a little older and had the kind of beauty of early Hollywood stars. She created that image with clothing that harkened back to the thirties and forties with contemporary fabrics and designs.

      My conversations with them had been short. Marie definitely had the trim looks and poise of a woman with money, power, and beauty. I thought Marco might be a trophy husband. They seemed to be the perfect match.

      Of the three couples, Melisa and I were the only middle-class participants. My looks fell somewhere between a thug and a big teddy bear with a heart of gold. Melisa, who had been calm, self-confident, and persuasive until the moment she stepped off the ferry, now seemed nervous and off-balance. I wondered if she suddenly realized the situation on paper wasn’t the same as venturing off into real life.

      Behind us, the ferry’s motor started up. The man who had been directing us as soon as we boarded the ferry waved as the ferry pulled away and headed back toward Seattle.

      Melisa grabbed my arm and squeezed it. “What’s going on? Why are they leaving?”

      “It’s a private ferry company. They are probably going back for more passengers to take to other places,” I said.

      Yes, that was the optimistic part of me. The suspicious part of me was right there with Melisa. I squinted as I watched the ferry departing. The bus driver honked two short bursts. We hurried to the bus behind Marco and Maria.

      “Why is the ferry leaving?” Maria’s voice had that authoritative tone that my mother sometimes used with me when she didn’t approve of my actions.

      The bus driver, a man who looked well past retirement, shook his head, shrugged, and frowned in such a way that I got the impression he didn’t approve of Maria’s tone.

      I tried not to grin at the man who looked upon this woman of privilege and saw an annoyance.

      “They’ll be back on Sunday to pick everyone up,” he said.

      Maria stopped. “What? What if someone gets sick? How would we get to Seattle?”

      The old man’s name tag said Lewis. “There’s a doctor and nurse on staff, and we can call for the ferry if there is an emergency.”

      Maria squinted at Lewis. Their new relationship was on shaky ground. She had not learned to be nice to the people who served others. Lewis didn’t appreciate her attitude and wasn’t above expressing that distaste. In my experience secretaries, custodians, and service people in general could make your life miserable or comfortable based on how you treated them or how good your tips were. Chalk one up on the negative category for Maria, and let’s hope she tips well.

      The bus started. Lewis circled around and headed back up the road toward the obscenely big house. My phone vibrated in my pocket. I slipped it out.

      Get the fuck out of there. It’s a trap. Lacy

      Well, that was unexpected. Who was the trap for? Before I could reply with that question, my internet connection went dead.

      Melisa chatted with Maria, agreeing that the ferry’s exit was annoying. I was busy reshaping my plans and wondering if this place had internet and landline phone service. At the moment, I couldn’t change anything, so I noted my surroundings while everyone seemed to be talking about the upcoming challenge.

      On either side of the road up to the house and other buildings was forest. As far as I could see, the buildings rested on a plateau. If the high cliffs and steep falls were an indication of the rest of the island, then most of the island was wilderness. I’d spotted several small buildings inside the forest. They looked too small to be anything other than storage units or utilities or something that monitored the wildlife.

      About halfway to the resort and south, another road led down toward a beach area I’d spotted. There were three sheds similar to those I’d seen in the other forest areas. Supplies. Probably umbrellas, towels, lounge chairs, and other equipment. Sitting on the
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