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      A great wave of pleasure washed over Harriet Monroe as she first walked into her new office. She set down her meager luggage and looked around the large, airy space. It was everything she had dreamed of and more. Much, much more.

      To think she had beat out dozens of older applicants, many with stronger resumés than her own slim one, to land the position of Public Relations Director for the brand new Island Resort.

      Harriet had never met Jan Rhymes in person – the woman who had designed the offices for the senior staff of Island Resort – but they had spoken several times over the comm link about Harriet’s needs. Harriet couldn’t be happier with the result. She made a mental note to send a thank-you to Jan as soon as she got settled in.

      Everything had been designed in keeping with the warm, tropical island theme, from the light-colored bamboo flooring to the full wall of large glass doors that opened onto a covered veranda. Lanai, Harriet corrected herself. In this part of the world a porch was called a lanai.

      Harriet’s dress heels tapped softly on the floor as she crossed the room and opened the glass doors. A gentle, warm breeze entered her office, carrying with it the fresh salty scent of the sea mixed with the rich perfume of exotic flowers. She breathed it in, tingling with happiness.

      A broad band of white sand separated the lanai from the turquoise blue water. Palm trees rustled in the breeze and small waves gently lapped at the beach.

      Paradise. After years of struggle she had landed in paradise.

      Everything about Island Resort was new and different to city girl Harriet. Foreign. She felt as if her life had been divided into two very separate and opposing parts: the dark age before Island Resort and today – her idea of heaven on earth.

      Turning back to the office with a wide smile, she set about exploring the generous space that had been allocated to her. Scatter rugs in swirls of softly hued turquoise and white anchored the seating area opposite the French doors. She sat in one of the large rattan arm chairs. The pale peach cushions were soft and comfortable.

      She breathed a sigh of relief. She had been secretly afraid that Corporate would override her ideas and insist on the hard, straight-backed chairs used around boardroom tables, chairs guaranteed to have attendees squirming in their seats after a short while.

      Soon Harriet would meet with the other department heads for planning sessions here in her very own office. She had always felt that a comfortable setting made it easier to hash out problems. She couldn’t wait to test out her theory.

      Slipping off her high heels, she set her bare feet on the edge of the bamboo and glass oval coffee table. Jan had listened to her ideas here as well. The table had been built higher than the current vogue, so that the table top sat at the same height as the chair seats.

      Anyone meeting with Harriet would not have to fold themselves in half to pour a cold drink or reach a snack like they did with the current low coffee table design trend, a trend that Harriet personally hated.

      A loud knock sounded at the door. Before Harriet could call “come in” a head piled high with bright pink curls popped around the door’s edge.

      “Ms. Monroe? I’ve brought you some fresh lemonade.”

      The young woman, dressed in cargo shorts and a bright peach polo shirt with the Island Resort logo stitched over one breast, carried in a tray with a frosted pitcher and a single tall glass.

      Harriet blinked. The combo of bright pink hair with the peach shirt made the woman look like a piece of walking candy. The woman carried the tray over to the coffee table and set it in the center before turning and smiling at Harriet.

      “I’m Lana. I’m liaising between the kitchen and the offices until the resort gets up to full manpower, so when you want anything to eat or drink just punch five on your comm link, place your order, and I’ll deliver.”

      Before Harriet could respond Lana crossed the room to a wall of bookshelves and opened a waist high panel.

      “This is your chiller. We’ll keep it stocked with cold drinks for you once you tell me what you like. Over here is the coffee maker and this gadget makes tea. Just choose your flavor. Cups and mugs are here. Napkins, that sort of thing. No paper napkins here, laundry will supply you with fresh ones daily. Just leave your dirty ones on the tray in the hall and someone will gather it all at the end of the day. Or sooner if you want. Just tell us.”

      Lana smiled brightly and kept moving as she talked, rapidly opening and closing various panels and explaining the appliances as she went. When she reached the end she turned and smiled again at Harriet.

      “Can I do anything else for you?” she asked.

      Amused, Harriet looked at the curvaceous woman with her wide smile and warm brown eyes. The bright pink curls were a little garish and unexpected and she wondered briefly if they complied with the resort’s employee regulations. They must, or Lana wouldn’t be wearing them, she decided. Good to know that the resort owner allowed personal expression among the employees. She smiled back at Lana.

      “Yes, there is one thing you can do. You can call me Harry. Ms. Monroe feels awfully formal, wouldn’t you agree?”

      Lana’s smile widened even more. “Oh, good. You’re going to fit right in, Harry. We were all a little worried since we didn’t get a chance to meet you before you started.”

      She lowered her voice to a conspiratorial whisper and waggled her dark eyebrows at Harriet. “To tell you the truth, I came over to scout you out. I’ll report back that there’s nothing to worry about. Everyone will be relieved. So far, the staff that Mr. Wade has hired is aces.”

      “That’s good to know. I look forward to meeting everyone.” Harriet walked over to the coffee table and poured herself some lemonade. It tasted fresh and tart, with just the right amount of sweetener and felt cool and refreshing in her mouth.

      “Yum. My compliments to whoever made the lemonade. It’s excellent. Do you know if anyone has been assigned to show me around the resort and introduce me to the rest of the staff? I came straight from the airlift to my office,” she confessed. “Mr. Wade sent me a map so I’d know where to find it but I only arrived an hour ago and haven’t had a chance to see the place.”

      Lana looked surprised. “This is your first trip here?”

      “Yes. I . . . had things to tie up in Portland and couldn’t get away.” Ugly things. Things she didn’t want to share.

      “Well, that explains why nobody had a chance to meet you. Most of us took up Mr. Wade’s offer to visit the resort before we signed on. How did you know you’d like it here if you didn’t check the place out?”

      Harriet gave a grim smile. “Trust me, I knew I’d be very happy here. About that guide . . . ?”

      Lana frowned a moment, then her face lit up. “I know. I’ll send Albion. He doesn’t have much to do until the guests start arriving. You just enjoy getting to know your office and he’ll be along shortly.”

      Harriet found herself alone again a moment later. She opened her smaller bag and pulled an old cherrywood-framed hologram from it. She turned the box-like frame gently in her hands.

      “Well, Mom, Dad, I’m here. Wish me luck.” She looked around the room, chose a spot on the shelves where she would be able to see her parents from her desk, and carefully placed it. Her beautiful mother, dressed in a long pale green robe, stood smiling, wrapped in the arms of a tall, handsome man with silver-blue eyes and a strong chin. Both looked happy and in love.

      Harry stood back with a rueful sigh. Her parents had died in an accident when she was eight. Eighteen years had passed since then and she still mourned their passing. All she had of them was the holo.

      A knock on the door interrupted her thoughts and she shook off the sadness.

      “Come in,” she called.

      A dark-haired, dark-skinned, wiry man stood in the doorway. Harriet guessed him to be in his mid-fifties.

      “I’m Albion. You Ms. Monroe?”

      “Yes. But please call me Harry, Albion.”

      Albion frowned at Harriet. “Not very pretty name for pretty lady.”

      Harriet simply stared and said nothing. He shrugged.

      “Right-o. Harry it is. No skin on me. Lana says you need grand tour. You ready?”

      “I think it’s ‘no skin off me’,” Harriet said. Albion gave her a blank look.

      “Never mind. I’m ready.” She bent to pick up her luggage.

      “Get those later. Tour first.”

      “Will the grand tour include my room?” Harriet asked.

      Albion scowled at her. “Yes. If you want.”

      “I want. In fact, you can show me to my room first and I’ll just drop my bags off at the same time.” Harriet smiled sweetly at Albion. To her relief he didn’t argue with her.

      He also didn’t offer to help with her luggage. He took off down the corridor, leaving Harriet to grab her bags and close her office door. She took several steps before remembering she was still barefoot.

      “Albion, wait,” she called. She dropped the bags and retrieved her heels, then picked the bags back up and hurried after Albion’s rapidly retreating figure.

      “Welcome to Island Resort,” she said under her breath.

      If Lana and Albion were any indication, Harriet had a feeling she was going to have some interesting co-workers.
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      By the time Harriet caught up with him, Albion sat waiting in a turquoise blue, chrome-trimmed golf cart with the Island Resort logo on the side.

      “Easiest way,” he answered when she asked him why they weren’t walking.

      Harriet placed her bags in the back of the cart and climbed in the passenger seat. They drove beyond the office complex, following a pale pink, crushed-shell single lane road that followed the beach until they reached a row of four cottages set on the ocean side of the road.

      Albion pulled up to the third cottage and stopped. “This yours. I wait.”

      “Thanks.” Harriet managed to keep the sarcasm from her voice. She couldn’t help but wonder why Mr. Wade had hired the unfriendly Albion. So far her guide hadn’t impressed her with either his personality or his helpfulness. He hadn’t even cracked a smiled at her. Did he even have all his teeth?

      Harriet pulled her bags from the cart and entered the cottage, dropping her luggage just inside the door. She was halfway out the door before she decided to turn back and take a quick look around her new home.

      She stepped inside again and stopped cold, mouth agape. This was no employee’s cottage. Albion had surely made a mistake. This had to be one of the luxury cottages for paying guests.

      The entire room, even the ceiling, was paneled in a dark wood. She poked her face close to the wall next to the door and sniffed. Yep, real wood. Mahogany, if she had to make a guess. Harriet had a small collection of tiny hippos carved from a variety of woods, the only real wood she could afford.

      Between wars, deforestation, and strict environmental laws, real wood in the late twenty-first century was priced for the exclusive use of the very rich.

      There was no way Mr. Wade would waste his fortune putting real wood in an employee’s cottage. Albion had definitely made a mistake.

      Opposite her, floor-to-ceiling sliding glass doors similar to the ones in her office faced the sea. A large rectangular woven grass mat sat under a cozy arrangement of a couch and two chairs. Another desk, this one of cherry and smaller than her office desk, sat to one side of the room.

      Definitely a guest cottage, Harriet decided. She turned to leave again but then thought, what the heck. She was here and she was curious to see how the resort’s guests would live while they visited the resort. Besides, as the resort’s new PR Director she needed to see where the guests would stay.

      She would just take a quick tour. The dour Albion could wait.

      The single bedroom off to her left also had a wall of floor-to-ceiling glass doors facing the sea. A massive, king-size bed surrounded by cream-colored gauze insect curtains dominated the large room. Floor, wall, and ceiling were paneled in the same dark red mahogany.

      Harriet wondered why the resort’s designer had chosen a dark wood for the cottage interior and then realized that they were on a tropical island with a hot sun. The dark wood would make the cottage interior feel cool and soothing to the guests after a day’s outside activities.

      She wandered through the bedroom to the bathroom and gasped. Never had she seen such a beautiful bathroom. Here the mahogany had been used only as an accent. The floor and walls were a pale, creamy marble, the curved ceiling a mosaic of colorful one inch tiles depicting a mermaid sitting on a rock surrounded by the sea.

      A large tile and glass-walled shower sat in one corner and a free-standing slipper tub stood in front of a pair of carved wooden doors. Harriet opened them to the ocean breezes and a stunning view of the beach.

      “Wow.” Harriet knew that Mr. Wade had planned to build the ultimate resort, but somehow, even with the photos and videos he had sent her, she hadn’t been able to quite envision what that meant.

      Now she felt the atmosphere of luxury that Mr. Wade and his designer had captured and it inspired her. Her new position would be a snap if this was any sample of what she would have to work with.

      Harriet closed the doors and poked around for a few more minutes, then remembered Albion  –  probably waiting impatiently  –  and hurried into the kitchen/dining area, noting the high-end appliances and rose-granite counters as she walked through.

      She had thought that the guest’s meals were all catered, but maybe Mr. Wade felt they should have the option of cooking if they were so inclined.

      The cottage could grace the pages of the high-end architectural e-mags she liked to read.

      She grabbed her bags and hurried back out to the golf cart. “You’ve made a mistake, Albion,” she said as she lifted her bags into the back of the cart again. “This is a guest cottage.”

      Albion smirked at her, letting Harriet know she was too ignorant for words. “No mistake. This your cottage. Mermaid Cottage. Guest cottages north of resort hotel. This south.”

      “But-” Harriet turned to look at the cottage, then turned back to Albion. “Are you sure?”

      “Yes. This your cottage. Mermaid.” He scowled at her. “Grand tour now?”

      “Yes. No. Wait a minute. I want to take my bags back in.” Harriet barely knew what she was saying. This incredible cottage was where she was going to live?

      It was beyond anything she had ever imagined. Beyond her most daring dreams.

      She set the bags down by the door, then picked them up again and carried them into the bedroom and set them on the bed. Albion and Lana were dressed casually. Surely she could put on something more comfortable than heels and the slim wool skirt suit she wore.

      She quickly changed into a pair of lightweight linen capris, a silk tee and sneakers, then rejoined Albion.

      “Okay, I’m ready now. Show me the rest of the resort.”

      As Albion continued down the palm tree lined shell road, Harriet slowly began to relax. Her spirits were lifted by the gentle breeze carrying the scent of tropical perfumed flowers and salt air, and the sun glinting off the aqua blue sea to her right. For the first time since her parent’s death Harriet dared to hope that she could truly feel happy again.

      Albion pointed out the building that housed the laundry, and a very long garage that held the motor and sail boats, jet skis, kayaks, and other water toys for the guests. A mechanic’s garage sat next to it.

      The buildings were all one story and built of stone with thatched roofs – camouflaged to look like they belonged to the island. Behind the garage sat a series of narrow greenhouses.

      “Stop here, please,” Harriet said, when it became clear that Albion planned to drive past.

      “No stop. Just plants. More to see.”

      “I would like to let Solomon know I arrived safely. Stop here,” Harriet repeated firmly.

      Albion heaved a dramatic sigh and stopped the cart in front of the center greenhouse. Harriet hopped out. “I might be a few minutes. Would you like to come in with me?”

      “I wait.” Albion reached under his seat and pulled out a crushed straw hat. He slouched down in his seat and placed the hat over his face.

      Harriet shrugged and entered the greenhouse. “Sol? Solly, are you in here?”

      An incredibly good-looking man popped his head out of a glass-walled office on her right and smiled. Tall and slim with brown hair, warm brown eyes, and the classic features of a Greek god, Solomon Ayers turned heads everywhere he went, even with his limp.

      He also happened to be Harriet’s best friend. They had met on the streets of Portland, Maine eleven years before. Both were teenaged runaways struggling to survive without getting sucked into the drug scene that seemed to catch every street person, or forced into prostituting for money so they could eat.

      They had buddied up, watched each other’s backs and shared what food they could scrounge or steal. They earned money here and there doing odd jobs and eventually were able to rent a small one room apartment together.

      They had remained roommates as their situation continued to improve, renting nicer and larger apartments until Harriet had moved out two years before. Solomon had recommended Harriet to Mr. Wade after he had been hired on as the resort’s head gardener. As far as she was concerned she pretty much owed her existence to her friend.

      Solomon opened his arms and gathered Harriet into a warm hug. “There you are, Harry. I was beginning to wonder if you’d chickened out.”

      Harriet pulled away and scowled at her friend. “Chickened out? Why would I do that?”

      Solomon shrugged. “You know. I thought maybe Bradley applied some pressure and talked you into staying.”

      “Not a chance.” Harriet didn’t want to talk about Bradley Higgins. He was the past. Over and done with. She was all about her future. “So, this is your new domain, huh?”

      Solomon grinned, exposing white, even teeth. He spread his arms. “Seven greenhouses. We grow the flowers for the guest cottage bouquets and the arrangements for the public areas like the dining rooms and check-in, and anywhere else flowers are needed. We also provide the kitchen with fresh veggies and some fruits. Do you have time for a tour?”

      Harriet thought of Albion waiting in the golf cart and almost said no, but then thought that her guide was probably sleeping under his hat. “Sure. I’d love a tour.”

      She hooked her arm through his. “You can tell me about the staff you’ve met while you show me around.”

      They spent the next forty minutes touring Solomon’s domain and catching up. Harriet loved the greenhouses. They smelled of rich, moist earth, fresh greenery, and heady perfume. The variety of flower shapes and colors were a feast for her eyes.

      Solomon introduced her to his crew. He had three men and five women to help him plant, weed, trim, harvest, create arrangements, and keep the greenhouses clean. They were all pleasant and seemed content with the work. He told her that he also managed a crew of groundskeepers who were all out working at the moment.

      “It looks like you picked yourself a good crew, Solly. I’m happy for you,” Harriet said as she followed him into the last greenhouse. “Any new men in your life?”

      Harriet’s friend had been upfront with her about his homosexuality the first day they met. She loved Solly for the warm and loving friend he had become, but still struggled to accept how loose and easy about sexual partners he could be.

      She was a little old-fashioned that way, she admitted to herself. While easy birth control and disease protection made casual sex commonplace, it had never been easy for her. Unlike Solly, who picked up and dropped partners based on how attractive he found them, she had to feel a connection with her partner, no matter how attractive he was.

      “I’ve been too busy,” Solomon answered with a rueful grin. “Once the guests start arriving and we get settled into a daily routine I might have time to look around.”

      They walked down the greenhouse’s center aisle in a companionable silence, stopping now and then to examine a special plant he wanted to point out.

      Harriet studied her friend. She had never seen him look so happy, even without a current lover.

      Solomon had a true affinity for plants and his love and understanding of them showed in each greenhouse and the way he had trained his workers. The plants were handled with respect and care and were obviously thriving under his attention.

      They had almost reached the back wall of the last greenhouse when Solomon stopped and swore.

      “What is it?” Harriet looked at the tables on either side of the aisle but couldn’t see anything out of place.

      Solomon strode toward the end wall which was covered with a thick flowering vine.

      “Oh, that vine is beautiful. What is – ” Harriet stopped, dumbfounded. A man’s body hung from the center of the thick vine, surrounded by drooping clusters of heavily scented purple flowers.

      “Is-is that a mannequin?” she asked. The stiff form hung with its back to them. “Is someone playing a joke?”

      Solomon reached the body. He lifted one hand and touched it briefly. It felt cold and stiff and real. He snatched his hand back.

      “No. I’m afraid it’s a real man.” He turned back to Harriet. “And he’s very dead.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      It took a minute for Solomon’s words to register in Harriet’s brain.

      “A dead man? What-what is a dead man doing in your greenhouse?”

      Harriet felt a little faint. She steadied herself against the plant table closest to her and waved one hand at the body without looking at it again. “And why is he hanging from that vine?”

      “That’s a very good question.” Solomon looked grim. “I’d better call Alex.” He activated his wrist comm and spoke briefly to someone.

      “The security director will be here shortly,” Solomon told her when he finished the call. He frowned at the dead man, then moved to stand between Harriet and the body, trying to block her view.

      “Wait until you get a look at this guy, Harry. Hubba-hubba. I’d definitely have a go at him if I thought he’d respond.” He wagged his eyebrows and leered at her, trying to distract her from the body in the vines.

      “You’re incorrigible, Sol.”

      Harriet’s stomach rolled and she wondered if she was going to be sick. The last time she’d seen a dead person was at her parents’ funeral. Although come to think of it, they’d had closed caskets. Why did she think she had seen them?

      The familiar dull throb of a migraine began to beat in Harriet’s skull. She pushed against it, willing it away. Recognizing Solly’s transparent attempt to distract her she played along.

      “How can you think about sex when there’s a dead man hanging right next to us?”

      “I admit it’s a bit of a challenge, but I can always think about sex, sweetie, you know that. It is my learn-ed o-pinion that sex makes the world go round.”

      Harriet shook her head at her friend. Solly’s brain seemed to run on only two tracks – gardening and sex. Fortunately he also had a big heart.

      They heard the rumble of an engine outside the greenhouse. It cut off and a moment later Harriet felt the slight change in air pressure as the greenhouse door was opened and closed.

      “Solomon? You in here?”

      The voice sounded deep and slightly rough. For some reason it reminded Harriet of the power of ocean waves pounding on the rocks after a storm. A slight shiver ran through her body.

      She looked at Solomon out of the corner of her eye and saw that he was watching her closely. She scowled at him and he grinned.

      “Hubba-hubba,” he mouthed silently. She deepened her scowl to keep from smiling back at her friend. Smiling while standing next to a dead body definitely hit the inappropriate column in her mental account book.

      “Solomon?” The deep voice sounded closer.

      “Back here, Alex,” Solomon called out. He bent down to whisper in Harriet’s ear. “The best is yet to come.”

      She stuck her tongue out at him, then quickly collected herself and pulled it in when the security director popped around a large red-flowered hibiscus and joined them.

      Solomon wasted no time making the introductions. “Alex, this is Harry Monroe. Harry is the resort’s new PR person. Harry, this is Alex Hayes, our security director.”

      He turned and pointed at the dead man. “And that is the reason I called.”

      Harriet studied the security director as he stepped over to the body and stood with his back to them examining it without touching.

      He was tall, as tall as Solly, which meant about six two. Where Solly was slim, Alex’s close-fitting polo shirt revealed well-muscled arms and broad shoulders that tapered to a narrow waist. His olive green khakis skimmed a well-defined booty and strong thighs.

      Harriet realized she was ogling Alex’s body and blushed. She turned away, but not before Solomon saw her. He fanned his hand in front of his face and grinned, but hastily lost the grin when Alex turned back to them.

      “What’s his name?” asked the security director.

      Solomon shrugged. “I have no idea. We didn’t turn him so I haven’t seen his face. I assume it’s one of the workers from the resort. Harry only arrived on the island a couple of hours ago so I’m sure she’s never seen him before.”

      Alex turned piercing, dark blue eyes on Harriet. His eyes were fringed with thick, dark lashes, better than any vanity transplants currently on offer.

      Science had progressed to the point that a person could get just about any body enhancement they wanted in the name of beauty – if they had enough money. Harriet knew ordinary working women who practically bankrupted themselves keeping up with the latest beauty trends.

      Unlike the current fad of ultra-short hair for men, the security director wore his black hair tied back in a short queue. His nose had been broken at one time and was no longer quite straight.

      She wondered why he hadn’t had it straightened. Only the ultra-poor and street people would keep that nose. She had to admit though, it gave the man a certain attractive bad-boy look.

      The crooked nose and the thin white scar that topped his right eyebrow also gave Harriet the impression that the man standing before her did not back down from a fight.

      She couldn’t decide if she liked his eyes or his beautiful sensual mouth better. She realized she was staring at it and lifted her gaze to find him still watching her. His eyes were amused.

      “What’s so funny?” she asked. Damn the man. Women probably fell all over him and here she was acting like a young girl who’d never stood so close to this much walking testosterone before.

      “Alex asked you if you’d ever seen the dead man.” Solomon sounded amused as well.

      Harriet flushed and made herself as tall and imposing as possible  –  an easy task since she stood nearly hit six feet in flats.

      “No. How could I know him? I haven’t even seen his face. Besides, I just got here, as Solly already told you.”

      The amusement left Alex’s eyes and he became all business. “Did either of you touch him?”

      “I did,” Solomon answered. “Just his right ankle to see if he was real. I thought he might be a joke mannequin that one of my workers had left for me.”

      “All right. I don’t want anyone inside this greenhouse until I can execute a thorough search. I’ll let you know when you can get back in. Might be a week or more.”

      “That won’t work,” Solomon said, shaking his head. “That won’t work at all. I need to water and check on these plants daily. There’s a lot of money invested in the stock in this greenhouse. I can’t let everything in here die while I wait for you to investigate. You’ll have to work your investigation around my work.”

      Harriet watched the two men try to stare each other down and wondered who would win. Normally she would put her money on Solly, who could charm anyone, but she had a feeling Alex could best her friend in a stare-down.

      Alex pursed his lips, then sighed. “You’re right, it would be a huge waste to let all these plants die. I didn’t realize they needed daily tending. I assumed the work was automated. Don’t you use bots?”

      Solomon nodded. “We do for some things, but a bot can’t touch a delicate leaf without damaging it, so most of the work with the specialty plants is done by humans. A bot can’t look for insect damage, or fungus, for example, although once identified I use the micro-bots to deal with the problem.”

      “All right. In that case, you, and you alone, Solomon, may enter this greenhouse. But – ” he held up a finger – “I want you to keep track of when you enter and leave. And I’ll need to know who was last in here.”

      Solomon smiled and held out his hand for a shake. “Deal. And the last person in here was me. A lot of these plants are our more rare and difficult plants to grow so I personally take care of this greenhouse. I was in here yesterday afternoon, and then just now when I brought Harry in for a tour. I hadn’t tended the plants in here yet today.”

      Alex’s expression grew sharp. Harriet had the feeling that Alex Hayes missed very little. “And you didn’t notice the body yesterday?” he asked.

      Solomon shook his head. “Nope.”

      The security director gave Solomon a considering look. “That would point to you as the killer,” he pointed out mildly.

      Solomon’s eyes widened, then he grinned. “Not me. I don’t have the killer instinct. I’m strictly a lover. Ask anyone.”

      “You can be sure I will. And I’ll need to ask you a few more questions later as well,” Alex replied, “but first I need to deal with this body. My team will move it into a cooler after they’re done their initial examination. I’d like you both to leave now. Do you keep this greenhouse locked?”

      “Yes, at night when no one is here working. It’s open during the day. I’m the one who opens.”

      “How many keys?”

      “I keep one with me at all times and a spare locked in my office.”

      Alex held out his hand. “Give me your key. Don’t touch anything in your office or let anyone else into your office until I get a chance to dust for prints. Gather your crew and wait for me outside your office. I’ll lock up the greenhouse after we remove the body and check for anything the killer might have left behind. Then I’ll want to interview you all.”

      He checked his wrist comm. “It’s eleven hundred hours now. Let’s meet in, say, one hour. That will give me time to get my team going. We’ll figure out the keys then. In the meantime, please say nothing to your crew about the dead man.”

      He escorted Harriet and Solomon out of the greenhouse and began making calls. Harriet saw that he had arrived on a sleek black motorcycle.

      She knew nothing about motorbikes, but thought that this one looked powerful and expensive. Unlike the golf carts, the motorbike ran on fossil fuel.

      She wondered why Alex hadn’t used a golf cart, then realized there might be times when the security director would need to cover ground fast. The golf carts had a top speed of twenty miles an hour.

      “You okay?” Solomon squeezed Harriet’s hand.

      She nodded. “A little weirded out. It’s not every day I see a dead body hanging from a vine.”

      “I’ll come by your cottage later.”

      “You know which one it is?” she asked. With the shock of finding the dead man she had forgotten all about her beautiful new home.

      “Yep. I’m next door in Venus.” He placed a quick kiss on Harriet’s mouth and hurried off to round up his crew.

      Harriet climbed into the golf cart and nudged Albion who, unbelievably, had slept through Alex’s noisy arrival. “Let’s go,” she said. “I’m suddenly tired. Please take me back to my cottage.”

      “No tour?”

      “I want to go back to my cottage,” Harriet repeated firmly.

      Albion turned the golf cart around, but before they could take off, Alex held out a hand to stop them.

      He ended his call and stepped to the cart. “I’ll want to talk with you later as well, Harry.”

      Harriet gave the practiced smile she used with clients she didn’t particularly care for.

      “It’s Harriet,” she said coolly. “My name is Harriet. Only my friends call me Harry. You’ll find me in my cottage when you’re ready. Do you know which one it is?”

      Alex stepped back. His cool tone matched her own. “Of course. I’ll be by later.”

      As they drove off Harriet tried to take some pleasure in putting Alex in his place but it was negated by the little thrill that coursed through her at the thought of seeing him again.

      Was she becoming as much of a tart as her friend Solly?

      She shook her head, pushing away the thought. She was absolutely not attracted to the resort’s security director. Hadn’t she just made it clear to him that they were to keep their dealings on a distant, professional level only?

      She sighed. The only reason she had behaved so poorly toward Alex was because she had been embarrassed by the amused expression in his eyes when he had caught her practically drooling over him.

      She had only recently extricated herself from an emotionally abusive relationship with her ex, Bradley Higgins. She certainly wasn’t ready to become involved with a man who most likely had every woman on the resort lusting after him.

      Not that Alex had given even the slightest indication that he was interested in her.

      Harriet settled into her seat with a grumbled harrumph. It dawned on her that she had only been on the island for less than two hours and she already had a public relations nightmare to deal with.

      How could she put a positive spin on a dead body?
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      Fortunately the ride back to Mermaid Cottage didn’t take long. Harriet thanked Albion for the lift and waved him off.

      This time she noticed the small plaque over the door identifying the cottage – an exact replica of the tile mural in the bathroom etched into the bronze with Mermaid in Greek-style type over the top.

      She let herself into the cool, soothing space and walked straight through to the large glass doors and stared out at the white sand and blue water beyond. The beauty of the scene felt surreal after the harsh reality of finding a dead man hanging in Solomon’s greenhouse.

      A dead man! She shuddered. Who was he? And why did the killer leave him in the greenhouse? Was he trying to pin the murder on her friend?

      She felt too agitated to sit and wait for Solomon – there were too many emotions whirling around inside her. She needed to think, and she did her best thinking while moving.

      She quickly slipped off her sneakers and stepped through the door, closing the screen behind her. The soft warm ocean breeze in her face and the palm trees flanking her narrow lanai brought home the fact that she was not in cold New England any more. She now lived on a tropical island at the most luxurious resort in the world.

      Even a dead body couldn’t change the fact that she had landed her dream job.

      She stood for a moment and listened to the palm fronds rattling overhead in the breeze, and took several deep, calming breaths. Feeling slightly less jittery, Harriet headed down to the beach and turned in the opposite direction from the main resort.

      Tomorrow she would tour the remainder of the resort: the kitchens and dining areas, the guest cottages, the amusement park, the circus, the spas, the marinas, and the theatre.

      Mr. Wade had set out to create the ultimate vacation resort with something for every taste. Children were as welcome as adults, but not everyone liked being around them, so Harriet knew that a separate area for those who wanted nothing to do with the young crowd had been constructed away from the main resort.

      It was a large island and Mr. Wade owned it all. She couldn’t wait to see more of it.

      The smooth white sand felt warm on Harriet’s bare soles. She felt as if she was walking through fine sugar crystals. She ground and twisted her feet into the soft sand as she walked, reaching for the cooler, damp sand underneath, and soon felt her calf muscles burning from the effort.

      Seagulls cried overhead and plopped onto the water next to her, gently bobbing on the shallow waves. Some sat for a few moments, watching her curiously before lifting off with a cry to join the others.

      The occasional pink, white, or brown shell caught her eye and she stooped to pick them up, examining them before setting them back on the beach.

      By the time all the tension left her body and her mind had emptied, she had reached the end of the beach and faced an impenetrable mangrove swamp. She sat on an exposed mangrove root and lazily dipped her feet in the warm water.

      She felt bad that she had acted like a bitch toward Alex Hayes. She had actually told him to call her Harriet. She hated the name Harriet and always went by Harry.

      What had come over her? She even told strangers to call her Harry.

      She brooded as she watched a school of small, bright orange fish dart around her feet. A tiny green crab scuttled out from beneath a root and disappeared under another, and a large brown and white striped periwinkle made its slow way across the sandy bottom.

      She knew exactly why she had behaved badly toward the security director. She just hated to admit it to herself.

      Solly had been right, the man was a hubba-hubba of walking testosterone and she had felt a strong attraction to him.

      Well, she wasn’t going there. She’d already made that particular mistake and paid dearly for it. She had no desire to repeat the experience.

      Her ex Bradley was a very handsome and macho man and she had fallen for him hook, line, and sinker. When he asked her to live with him and move into his beautiful home on Portland’s Eastern Promenade, she had foolishly leaped at the chance, moving out of the large apartment she shared at the time with Solly.

      In the beginning living with Bradley had been wonderful. Then the manipulation had started, so subtle at first that Harriet hadn’t even picked up on it.

      Bradley wanted her to cancel a dinner date with Solly and be with him, so she had.

      Or he’d ask her to cancel her yoga class to accompany him to the movies.

      She had felt flattered that he wanted to spend time with her and cancelled her class. And she didn’t even like slasher films.

      A year and a half passed before Harriet realized that her friends had stopped asking her to join them because she always had to do something with Bradley. She had even been dropped from her yoga class because she didn’t attend often enough to keep up her practice.

      When she tried to talk with Bradley about needing to do more things on her own he accused her of having an affair and kept an even closer eye on her.

      That’s when she knew she had made a terrible mistake.

      She had examined her feelings and found that she no longer felt any love for Bradley. She had been seduced by the idea of having someone like him actually want a nobody like her, tall and gawky, runaway Harriet Monroe.

      She realized then that she needed to move out and get her life back. She also realized that a move to anywhere in
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