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      Harriet Monroe, known to most as simply Harry, stood on her lanai and looked out over the turquoise waters lapping the white sand beach at the rear of her cottage. She’d only been working at the Island Resort for six weeks but the place already felt like home. This was where she was meant to be.

      A soft breeze freshened off the ocean and ruffled her honey blonde hair. The breeze smelled of salt and dried seaweed left on the beach by the receding tide.

      She’d landed her dream job–public relations director for the most exclusive resort on the planet. Who’d have thought that a high school dropout could do so well for herself? Not that she’d dropped out of school by choice. It had been forced on her when she had run away from her aunt and warped uncle at the tender age of fifteen.

      Harriet grinned. Warm, salt-scented air, exotic flowers, turquoise waters, an incredibly beautiful cottage all to herself–she’d come a long way from the cold New England winters of the last twenty years.

      The days when she’d sought shelter in doorways and stairwells because she had nowhere else to sleep seemed to belong to another person.

      Dream job, dream location. What else could she ask for from life?

      “You ready to do this, Harry?” Solomon Ayers called to her as he stepped out onto the lanai of the cottage next to hers. Tall, slim, but well built with the chiseled features sculptors worked hard to recreate, all finished off with thick sable brown hair and warm brown eyes–Solly was a package that made many a girl’s heart stutter.

      Unfortunately for those girls, Solly’s interests lay elsewhere, a fact his father hadn’t been able to accept. The senior Ayers had tried beating the “sickness” out of his son until Solly decided he’d had enough and run away.

      The two young teenagers had met up on the streets of Portland and had immediately connected, helping each other avoid those who preyed on young runaways.

      Harriet grinned over at her best friend. “I’ll meet you out front. I just need to lock up.” She turned away from the view and hurried back inside the cottage, locking the double glass doors that led from her bedroom to the lanai.

      A massive king-size bed surrounded by filmy white insect curtains dominated the large, mahogany-paneled room. The room felt cool and soothing after the brightness of the sun’s rays bouncing off sand and water, a deliberate effect created by the island’s interior designer.

      Harriet had yet to meet Jan Rhymes, but when she did she intended to give the designer a big hug. Jan had done an outstanding job putting together not only Mermaid Cottage where Harriet lived, but also Harriet’s new office. Both places were luxurious beyond Harriet’s wildest expectations.

      She hurried through the cottage and double-checked the remaining two sets of doors that opened onto the wrap-around lanai. It had only been two short weeks since she’d been attacked in her cottage, and while her brain understood that the threat no longer existed her emotions insisted that she still take precautions.

      Grabbing the small canvas knapsack that served as her handbag, Harriet let herself out the front door and locked that as well. Solly watched her but said nothing about her paranoia. Solly always understood, and for that she loved her closest friend more than she could ever express.

      Harriet tucked her hand inside Solly’s arm and they headed up the crushed pink shell road toward the main resort. She preferred walking to her office over driving one of the resort’s open carts, probably because she had the choice. Walking to work on the coast of Maine during the winter had never been an option.

      “Have you tried the spa yet, Sol?” she asked.

      “Nope. It wasn’t finished when I first arrived, and then I got too busy with the greenhouses and grounds crews to take the time. I’ve heard good things about it, though.”

      Harriet knew that her friend loved his work. She wasn’t the only one who had landed their dream job. Solly was in charge of the resort’s seven greenhouses that grew the flowers for the guest cottages and the arrangements for the public areas like the dining rooms, various lobbies, and anywhere else flowers were needed–which was pretty much everywhere a guest might roam.

      The greenhouses also provided the kitchen with some of the more exotic greens, fruits, and vegetables that they served to the guests. And if that wasn’t enough, Solly also managed the groundskeepers who kept the resort looking pristine and other-worldly beautiful.

      He did the work of three men and seemed to thrive on it, but in the last few days Harriet had noticed a slight tightening around her friend’s eyes that told her he needed a break. He had confirmed her suspicion when he readily agreed to take a day off to visit the spa with her.

      They walked along in a companionable silence, the road’s crushed shells crunching softly under Harriet’s sandaled feet. The waves lapped at the shore on their left in a steady rhythm and brightly plumed birds darted among the trees and shrubs to her right.

      Harriet took a deep breath of scented flowers and fresh sea breezes and wondered if she’d ever felt this happy. Maybe when her parents had been alive, but she had so few memories of that time. A dull throb started at the back of her head and she sent up a prayer that she wouldn’t get one of her migraines.

      She shook off the thoughts of her parents. This was not the time to think of sad things.

      “Thank you for doing this with me, Sol. I need to experience the spa so I’ll know how to best showcase it, but I want to be sure I can represent what will appeal to men as well as women.”

      Solly grinned at her, his brown eyes sparkling. He had the longest, thickest eyelashes she had ever seen on a man. It was really quite unfair. Women paid good money to have eyelashes like Solly’s implanted.

      “No need to thank me, Harry. I’ve been looking forward to this ever since you asked. I’m just glad you asked me instead of McDreamy.”

      “Don’t call him that. His name is Alex.” She tried to sound stern but couldn’t help the grin that stole across her face.

      “I stand corrected. Alex McDreamy. I admit that I’m curious–just a bit you understand–as to why you asked me and not him.”

      A blush crept up Harriet’s neck. An ex-New York City murder cop, Alex Hayes headed the resort’s security department. Secretly she agreed with Solly’s assessment–when Alex was close by the man made her pulse pound–and that’s exactly why she hadn’t asked him to join her at the spa. He was too . . . distracting.

      “I didn’t ask Alex because I wanted to do this with you,” she told Solly firmly. “I’m more comfortable with you than anyone else I know and I trust that you’ll tell me the truth without trying to be polite about it.”

      “What time is our appointment?”

      “Ten.” Harriet checked her wrist unit. “We’d better get moving or we’ll be late. Let’s grab a cart.”

      The resort provided stylish, chrome trimmed, turquoise blue golf carts for the guests and staff to get around the island. The hydrogen-powered carts ran silent and emitted nothing to pollute the island’s pristine atmosphere.

      Several carts sat outside the stone building that housed Harriet’s office. She resisted the urge to stop in and check for messages and slid into the driver’s seat of the nearest cart instead. Solly climbed in beside her and they took off.

      The spa had been built on a secluded cove on the west side of the island, nestled between the resort proper–which consisted of several office buildings, the two story main hotel, the kitchens, and several dining spots–and the four coves which held the more private guest cottages. Another group of cottages which Harriet had yet to see lay on the island’s remote northeast shore.

      The amusement park, marina, air pad, and recently opened circus were located on the northwest portion of the island. The resort truly had something for everyone.

      “There’s the turn-off.” Solly pointed to a narrow, almost hidden lane leading off to the left. A four foot tall, pale yellow obelisk with the word “SPA” carved into it marked the narrow lane.

      Harriet turned the cart down the side road. Two minutes later they parked at the entrance to the spa.

      “Five minutes to spare,” she announced, pleased. She hated to be late and usually made sure she arrived at least a few minutes early no matter what the occasion.

      They exited the cart and stood looking at the long, windowless pale stone building in front of them. Harriet frowned.

      “It doesn’t look very luxurious from out here,” she said. “I expected the place to be over the top, you know? The rest of the resort meets that ‘best in the world’ expectation. I would think Mr. Wade would want the spa to be even better.”

      She turned a slow circle, taking in the pink shell parking pad dotted with palm trees and tall, furry-leaved plants she didn’t recognize. Large showy clusters of hanging trumpet shaped flowers in pastel tones of pink, peach, white, and yellow covered the plants.

      Harriet took a couple steps closer to one of the flowers and sniffed. The heavy scent made her step hastily back. “What are those flowers? They must be a foot long.”

      Solly walked over to stand next to Harriet and grinned. “Brugmansia. Also known as Angel’s Trumpets. You should smell them at night. They’re pollinated by bats so their scent intensifies after sundown. The spa is only open during daylight hours because of them.”

      “Huh.” Harriet headed for the building. “Why did you plant them if they’re so offensive?”

      Solly held open the heavy, carved wooden door and ushered her inside. “I didn’t. They’re native to the island and Mr. Wade wanted me to leave them. He decided to limit the spa’s hours rather than destroy native fauna.”

      Harriet’s already high opinion of the resort’s reclusive owner soared. Someday she hoped to meet the mysterious Mr. Wade so she could thank him for all he’d done for her.

      The nondescript outside of the building gave no hint of what waited within. Stepping into the spa was like stepping into another world. Harriet looked about her with wonder. Here was the best in the world spa that she had expected to find.

      The lobby wall facing the door was entirely missing. Lush green jungle plants took its place. Small prisms hanging from the roof edge caught the sunlight glinting off the private cove’s waters and tossed subtle rainbows into the lobby. Water cascaded quietly down the pale yellow stone wall to Harriet’s right, landing in a wide trough filled with white water lilies and brightly colored koi.

      The soft tinkle of outside wind chimes blended with the soothing sound of the water wall. Two receptionists dressed in resort-blue skinsuits, one male and one female, stood behind a black granite counter in the center of the lobby waiting to greet them. Genuine smiles were plastered on both of their faces.

      Harriet crossed the honey colored wood floor with Solly at her side. “Good morning,” she said. She had expected the couple to be droids, as Mr. Wade used droids to fill most of the receptionist positions in the resort, but apparently he had opted to use humans in the spa as these two were definitely human. Human and beautiful.

      The woman’s hair fell in a silky black curtain down her back to her narrow waist. The hair, combined with her smooth mocha skin and bright blue eyes, dainty nose, and bow-shaped lips proclaimed her mixed ancestry. The male possessed the same mocha coloring and black hair but with mossy green eyes. Their skinsuits revealed every curve and line of their bodies. Both were in incredible physical condition.

      Harriet resisted the urge to rub the bump on the bridge of her own rather prominent nose and suppressed an inward sigh. Since she stood five feet eleven inches in her stocking feet, petite women with perfect faces always made her feel like a giant ogress.

      It wasn’t the receptionist’s fault she had great genes Harriet reminded herself while she forced a smile. “I’m Harriet Monroe, the resort PR director. I have a ten o’clock appointment.”

      The woman tapped a few keys on her PC. “Yes, Miss Monroe, we have you down for the works.” Her blue eyes sparkled at Harriet. “You are really going to enjoy this, I promise you. I just need a little information and then the doctor will ask you a few questions before we begin. Have you ever used a spa before?”

      Before Harriet could answer, she heard a commotion behind her and turned. A woman clasping the neck of a thick white robe entered the lobby from an opening next to the water wall. It was difficult to tell the woman’s age as her face was covered in cracked, green clay.

      The woman stumbled closer to Harriet. Something was off about her face. It took Harriet a moment to realize that it was horribly swollen.

      “Mrs. Haggedorn.” The female receptionist started around the counter.

      “Help. You must . . . help me.” The woman reached out a green hand toward Harriet. “Miss . . . take–”

      The woman grabbed at Harriet’s arm, letting her robe fall open. She wore nothing but a layer of green mud underneath.

      “Mrs. Haggedorn, what happened?” The receptionist sounded truly alarmed.

      Unfortunately Mrs. Haggedorn was beyond answering. Her knees buckled and she gurgled something Harriet couldn’t make out. Her hand slipped from Harriet’s arm as Solly caught her and eased her carefully to the floor.

      “Do you have a doctor on site?” he asked the hovering receptionist.

      “Yes.”

      “I already called. She’ll be here in a few moments.” The male receptionist came out from behind the counter.

      Solly closed the robe to preserve the woman’s modesty. He checked the woman’s wrist for her pulse, frowned and tried her neck.

      A woman in the familiar white coat that doctors wore everywhere hurried in from the hall opposite the water wall. “What’s wrong, Aaron? I was with a client–” she stopped talking as soon as she spied Mrs. Haggedorn on the floor.

      Harriet had to admire the doctor’s calm efficiency. She wasted no time kneeling next to the unconscious woman and checking her pulse and pupils. She looked at Solly, who knelt on the other side of Mrs. Haggedorn.

      “Are you a friend of Mrs. Haggedorn?” she asked.

      Solly shook his head. “No. We just got here. She’s dead, isn’t she?”
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      “Dead?” The spa’s female receptionist squeaked the word and swayed on her feet.

      “What?!” Harriet looked at Solly and the doctor and then down at the unnaturally still, crumpled green body of Mrs. Haggedorn. Bits of the clay body mask had flaked off her skin and dotted the white robe and the floor.

      Now that she had a chance to really look at her, the dead woman looked older than Harriet had thought at first. She recalled the glimpse she’d had of Mrs. Haggedorn’s naked body. The older woman had possessed good muscle tone and was obviously a woman who took care of her body and treated herself to spas.

      And now she was dead.

      “Are you sure she’s dead?” Harriet whispered. “How can she be dead? And why is her face so bloated?”

      Solly stood. “Harry, call Alex.”

      He turned to the male receptionist who seemed to still have his wits about him. “Aaron?” The receptionist gave a curt nod. “You’d better cancel any other morning appointments.”

      Harriet fumbled in her knapsack for her link. “Alex,” she said, when his face showed on her screen. His face lit up with a smile when he saw who was calling.

      “Harriet. What a nice surprise. I was just thinking about you.”

      Despite the situation, seeing Alex sent a little thrill through Harriet. She couldn’t help it–the man had a devastating smile. She hated that she was about to wipe that smile off his face.

      “Alex, I’m at the spa with Solly. There’s a–” she looked down at Mrs. Haggedorn and felt pity well up in her chest. “A woman just died here. I think you’d better come right away.” She heard Alex curse as she cut the connection without waiting for his answer.

      Aaron worked his desk link, smoothly notifying guests that the spa was closing for the day due to an emergency and he would reschedule them as soon as possible. Colorful birds twittered in the thick greenery outside the lobby, unaware and uncaring about the drama unfolding inside.

      Harriet turned and saw the female receptionist staring down at the body. She appeared to be in shock, her face pale beneath her mocha colored skin.

      “I didn’t catch your name,” Harriet said, touching her arm gently.

      The receptionist started. “My name? I-I’m Raylene. I can’t believe she’s really dead.” She twisted her hands until her fingers were white, pulled them apart and shook them out, then twisted her fingers together again.

      Raylene’s hands were as fine-boned as the rest of her, Harriet noticed. “Has Mrs. Haggedorn been here before?” she asked.

      Raylene nodded. “Every day since she came to stay with us last Monday. She usually gets a massage with the hot stone treatment because she says it relaxes her, but today she wanted to try the full seaweed mask.” Tears leaked from Raylene’s eyes and ran down her cheeks.

      “I liked her,” she choked out. “She was old, but spunky, you know? And really, really nice. She didn’t treat the staff here like she was better than us the way a lot of the guests do. She told me that her husband died about thirty years ago but she got tired of sitting home by herself and started to travel. She likes the resorts best because she likes . . .” Raylene faltered, took a deep breath. “She liked to people watch.”

      “Come sit down,” Harriet urged, seeing the way the receptionist was beginning to shake. She led Raylene back to her chair behind the granite counter and waited for her to sit.

      “Does Mrs. Haggedorn have any family that you know of?”

      “Family?” Raylene blinked the tears away. “Oh god, her granddaughter will be devastated. Who’s going to tell her?”

      The loud sound of a combustion engine saved Harriet from having to answer. The noise cut off abruptly and the carved wooden door opened to reveal Alex Hayes, the resort’s security director.

      Harriet’s pulse kicked up again. Alex’s broad shoulders filled a good deal of the doorway. He glanced her way as he entered the room but headed straight for the doctor and Solly who had remained standing over Mrs. Haggedorn’s body.

      Alex held out a hand toward the doctor. “I’m Alex Hayes, head of security. What happened?”

      The doctor briefly shook the offered hand. “Doctor Eleanor Clarke. I don’t know what happened. Alice Haggedorn was a healthy woman in her seventies. I signed off on her myself when she first came to the spa. Nothing here should have been harmful to her in any way.”

      Harriet looked over the counter at the lifeless body.

      Alice. A normal, healthy widow who liked to travel, and according to Raylene, had spunk and was nice. The advances in medicine over the last century had extended the average human life span to one hundred thirty years. Until this morning Alice had every reason to expect to live another fifty to sixty years. Instead she was dead.

      “Are there any other guests in the spa this morning?” Alex asked.

      “Two,” answered Aaron. “A married couple–the Humphreys. They requested the special couple’s suite located in the opposite end of the spa from Mrs. Haggedorn’s treatment room. It has a Japanese style soaking tub and two massage tables. They’re due for their massage in . . .” He checked his wrist unit. “Twenty minutes. What should I do about them?”

      Alex frowned down at the body. “Cancel the massage but let them be for the time being. Don’t let them leave the spa before I have a chance to speak with them.”

      “Alex? What’s wrong?” Harriet came out from behind the counter and joined the group standing near the dead woman. “You don’t think–surely you don’t suspect a suspicious death.”

      Don’t let this be another murder. “Please tell me her heart just gave out.” She turned worried eyes on Alex. He looked grimly back.

      Harriet’s worry grew.

      “Why would a perfectly healthy seventy year old woman die during a spa treatment?” Alex asked her. “Look at her face. Until we can get an autopsy done I have to rule this a suspicious death.”

      He turned to Aaron. “Round up everyone working here this morning please. And set me up in a private space where I can interview them.”

      “Oh, no. Not again.” Harriet collapsed on the short wall edging the koi pool and put her head in her hands. If Mrs. Haggedorn had been murdered then she had another public relations nightmare on her hands.

      The resort had only recently recovered from its first murder, partly because of the new Murder Mystery Nights held in the hotel’s second largest restaurant, and partly because people tended to be macabre and liked to visit crime scenes. Jack the Ripper tours still drew crowds centuries after the serial killer stopped preying on London prostitutes.

      The spa was one of the big draws for the exclusive resort. Harriet wasn’t sure she could find a way to overcome the bad publicity if it turned out that Mrs. Haggedorn had really been murdered here.

      She felt a body sit next to her and knew it was Solly. He gently drew her hands away from her face.

      “Buck up, kid,” he drawled. “It’s only the second body we’ve found since you’ve been here. Things could be worse.”

      Harriet scowled at her friend. “How? How could they be worse, Sol? People will be afraid to book a visit with us because they’ll be afraid of being murdered while they’re here. Two bodies in what–less than six weeks time? It’s–it’s . . . diabolical. That’s what it is. The pundits are going to change our name from Island Resort to Murder Resort. What am I going to do?”

      “I’ll tell you what you’re not going to do,” rumbled a deep voice from her other side.

      Harriet swiveled and looked into Alex’s deep blue eyes. His crooked nose and the scar over his right eyebrow should have made him look like a street thug. Instead they added character to the unmistakably confident masculinity that oozed from his every pore. Solly rated Alex a “hubba-hubba” on their personal yardstick of sexiness. Harriet had to agree. She might even add another hubba.

      Solly had been encouraging her to act on her attraction to Alex, but Harriet had been taking it slow. She’d made a terrible mistake with a man once before and wanted to be sure before she put her heart in that vulnerable position again.

      Looking at Alex now, she reluctantly admitted that it might already be too late for her heart. Somehow he had snuck beneath her defenses and made himself at home.

      “What aren’t I going to do?” she asked him. She could feel the heat Alex’s body gave off even in the cool interior of the spa’s lobby and wished he’d wrap his arms around her. She could use a little comforting.

      She shook off the thought and straightened her shoulders. She was a professional, she reminded herself. It was time to act like one.

      “You aren’t going to panic,” Alex said, watching Harriet closely. Finding a dead body so soon after the last one would shake anyone. When he saw her straighten her shoulders he knew she’d be okay.

      “Alice Haggedorn’s death is not your fault. You just happened to be here when she died.”

      “She nearly died in my arms.” Harriet shuddered. “The poor woman. I wonder what happened.”

      Alex stood. “I intend to find out. I’m afraid I’ll need you both to stay here until I interview you formally. I’ve called Fox to give me a hand. He should be here any minute.” He gave Harriet’s shoulder a gentle squeeze and walked back to where Mrs. Haggedorn still lay. Someone had covered the body with a white sheet.

      The spa door opened. Harriet turned her head, expecting to see Tarbell Fox, Alex’s new second in command, but a young woman walked in instead.

      “The spa is closed,” Alex called out to her.

      The woman stopped and furrowed her brow. “Closed? It can’t be. I’m supposed to meet my grandmother here. Alice Haggedorn? I’m her granddaughter, Sequoia Haggedorn?”

      Sequoia stepped forward and held out her hand toward Alex. Harriet noticed that she wore brightly jeweled rings on every finger of both hands. In fact “bright” was a good word for Sequoia.

      Her short hair, cut into a cap that closely fit her skull and framed a mischievous looking face, was bright red. Her eyes shone more gold than brown over sharp cheekbones, a wide, full mouth, and a pointed chin.

      Harriet estimated her slender body stood somewhere near five feet six. Her age was harder to guess. Mid-twenties, maybe thirty?

      The color didn’t stop with the rings and hair. Sequoia wore silky harem pants in a swirling pattern of lime green and orange that sat low on rounded hips. She’d paired the pants with a neon fuchsia pink bandeau top that made Harriet’s eyes want to spin in her head. The midriff baring outfit revealed a gleaming ruby-colored stone in Sequoia’s tanned navel.

      “There’s a gal who likes attention,” Solly murmured in Harriet’s ear.

      “I’m sorry to meet you under such unpleasant circumstances,” Alex said, taking Sequoia’s hand briefly in his own and releasing it.

      “Unpleasant? Whatever do you mean?” She gave Alex’s arm a playful slap. “This place is wonderful.”

      Alex nodded his head toward the sheet covered body.

      “I regret to inform you that your grandmother has died.”

      Sequoia put a hand to her throat. “Died?” She shook her head. “No. You must be mistaken. Gamma is in excellent condition.”

      “I’d like you to make a positive identification of the deceased for me please, Miss Haggedorn. That way we’ll both know there’s no mistake.”

      “Of course it’s a mistake,” Sequoia said crossly. “Gamma isn’t dead.”

      She stalked over to the body and pulled off the sheet. “Gamma? Oh my god, it’s Gamma. What happened to her face?”

      Alex had followed her over to the body. Sequoia turned and threw herself at his chest, sobbing. “My Gamma is dead,” she wailed.

      Alex looked over the sobbing woman’s head at Solly and Harriet.

      “Think he wants us to help?” Solly asked softly.

      The spa door opened again, this time to admit Tarbell Fox’s burly frame. Harriet saw him hesitate a moment when he caught sight of the sobbing woman in Alex’s arms, then sigh and walk forward.

      “Let them handle it,” Harriet answered. “They’re the pros.”
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