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      “Mizz Mun-row, look at me!”

      Harriet Monroe, public relations director for the Island Resort, smiled and waved enthusiastically at the young girl as she rode by on her gaily painted lion. Hayley was part of the second group of orphans Harriet had brought to the island from stateside.

      Generous corporate sponsors and private donations were making her pet project of giving orphans a break from the often crowded and bleak conditions of the country’s orphanages a rousing success. They had already collected enough monies to fund the project through the end of the year. Even better, the orphan’s scholarship fund was keeping pace, guaranteeing a solid education for every child who desired one in the field of their choice.

      Harriet took a deep breath filled with the spicy perfume of exotic flowers and let it out on a contented sigh. Ocean breezes kept the beautiful island at a comfortable eighty degrees. The Island Resort was a true paradise and she was grateful to be working there, despite some recent difficulties.

      “Whee!” Happy laughter filled the air. Along with her best friend, Solomon Hayes, and two other resort employees, Harriet had taken time from her other duties to escort ten of the group’s twenty orphans to the resort’s amusement park. She was minding three of the little girls who were riding the park’s famous merry-go-round for the third time that morning.

      The orphans were spending an entire week on the tropical island that was owned by the wealthiest man on the planet–her employer, the mysterious Douglas Wade. A man Harriet owed much to, but had yet to meet.

      The resort hadn’t been open long but was already booked solid for the next two years. Despite that, Wade had managed to make room for Harriet’s orphans. She didn’t know the particulars of how he had managed the feat–nor did she want to–because she’d probably feel guilty.

      She imagined a few people had been told that their reservations had been cancelled due to overbooking, or some other plausible excuse. However Wade had managed it, Harriet added the orphans to the growing list of things she kept in her head that she owed her employer for.

      “Mizz Mun-row!” Hayley came around again, waving madly and bouncing on her lion’s back.

      Harriet smiled again and waved back. She never tired of seeing the happy expressions of her orphans. This particular little girl was a real cutie with expressive brown eyes, buttery smooth caramel skin, and a gap-toothed smile that seemed undimmed by her lot in life.

      One of the hotel staff had taken time from her own busy day to plait Hayley’s stiff black hair into dozens of braids that stuck out all over her head like sea urchin spines tipped with bright pink ribbons. From the way Hayley kept touching her head Harriet knew no one at the orphanage had taken the time to help the little girl with her hair.

      “They look like they’re enjoying my merry-go-round.”

      Harriet turned to look up at the man standing at her side. Even though she stood nearly six foot in bare feet, Harriet had to tilt her head back to see into Braxton Holliday’s smiling green eyes.

      “They love it, Brax. How could they not? You did an exquisite job restoring and painting the animals. Every child we’ve brought here through the orphan program gravitates to the merry-go-round for a ride, and most of them ride it every day.”

      Braxton’s fleshy lips stretched into a pleased smile. At seven foot and three hundred fifty pounds, with a gleaming shaved head and large, meaty hands, the amusement park manager looked more bear than human, but Harriet knew he had a core soft as pudding.

      The merry-go-round was Braxton’s pride and joy. Over three hundred years old, it had taken him years to locate and restore the animals and other parts, and it was now the only merry-go-round in operation anywhere in the world. Harriet had recently featured it in a video ad for the resort, one of her favorite ads so far.

      High-pitched screams pierced the air as a short train of roller coaster cars clanked and hummed over Harriet’s head. Designed by Aldous, a friend of Douglas Wade’s and the world’s foremost authority on historic amusement parks, the roller coaster track towered over the entire park, climbing and winding and dropping through the other rides and amusements. The coaster’s high points stood so far above Harriet’s head that it hurt her neck to look up at them.

      With its steep climbs and stomach rolling drops it was easy to see why the coaster was a favorite with older children and adults alike.

      Harriet refused to step foot on it.

      Years before, when she and Solomon had been teenagers living on the streets of Portland, Maine, they had hitchhiked to a nearby beach town to eat salty potato fries and watch the amusement park rides. They had been dirt poor runaways at the time and couldn’t afford to go on any of the rides–filling their bellies being much more important at the time–but Harriet never forgot the excitement and sounds of that park.

      She could only imagine how exciting Braxton Holliday’s park must look to the resort’s visitors. The colorful park had something for everyone no matter what age. In addition to bumper cars, the park had a speedway track that circled the park’s perimeter. The cars had magnetic fields that automatically fluctuated to prevent crashes, either into the low walls surrounding the track or another car.

      There were gentle rides for the very young, and wild, whirly rides for older children and thrill seeking adults. Rides that whipped a person in dizzying circles and even one that dropped the brave from a hundred foot tower, only to be snapped back in a series of jerks from a thick bungee cord attached to their feet.

      A soft breeze carried the scent of potato fries and grilled seafood from the food court on the edge of the park to Harriet. A resort guest could spend the entire day at the amusement park riding and eating, or they could simply relax on one of the many benches scattered through the park and watch others at play.

      The merry-go-round’s cheerful music wound down as it slowed to a halt. Hayley and her two companions climbed off their mounts and ran to Harriet.

      “Did you see me, Miss Mun-row?” Haley asked, tugging on Harriet’s hand.

      Harriet placed her hand on the child’s thin shoulder and gently squeezed. “I sure did. You looked magnificent riding that lion. Like the Queen of the Desert. What would you girls like to do next?”

      The number of guests allowed at the resort at any one time were limited. That prevented crowding at any of the resort’s attractions. No matter what the girls decided to do, there would be no waiting in long lines.

      “I want to go down the water slide.” Dorian, pale and freckled with violent red hair piped up in a thin, reedy voice.

      “Yeah, water slide!” Hayley and Amber Lee, the third of the trio of friends, grabbed Harriet’s hands and pulled.

      “How about we grab a lemonade on our way there?” Harriet said hopefully. She was thirsty but took her duties as child-minder seriously and hadn’t wanted to leave the girls unattended to get something to drink.

      “I luuuuv lemonade,” Hayley assured her.

      Five minutes later Harriet and her three charges made their way over the path of crushed white shells that wound through the rides, happily sipping on ice cold, tart-sweet lemonades. She listened to the young girls chatter about the merry-go-round animals as if they were live beasts and smiled to herself. Ah, to be that young and imaginative.

      The roller coaster train made a brief appearance, darting out of a thick, green grove of something Harriet couldn’t identify and disappeared again. She thought she spotted Solomon’s pale blue shirt in the middle car. He had volunteered to take three of the older children on the roller coaster when they begged Harriet to go with them.

      She would owe him for that. And knowing her friend, he would be sure to collect. Solomon never let her get away with anything.

      A frown crossed her face as she thought about her friend. She hoped he wasn’t overdoing it. It wasn’t that long ago since Solly had almost died when he’d stepped between her and the stream from a stun gun wielded by a desperate guest.

      Most of the damaged nerves and muscle tissue in Solly’s back left shoulder had been replaced. Fortunately the stream from the gun had missed any vital organs. Physical therapy had worked its magic as well, but her friend still wasn’t back to one hundred percent.

      Solly never complained, but Harriet knew her closest friend inside and out. She could tell he still felt the effects of the injury. He also still had scar tissue, but he had decided to wait on plastic surgery, joking that the scars made him look like a badass.

      And wouldn’t he read her the riot act if he knew she still worried about him?

      Harriet forced her thoughts back to the present. Small flowering shrubs covered in brilliant red and orange blossoms and rough-barked palm trees edged the wide path, screening it from the various rides.

      Tiny, colorful birds flitted through the greenery. Brilliant green geckos darted around the palm trunks looking for prey, bobbing up and down, their bright eyes missing very little. Iridescent green and blue insects gathered pollen from large showy hibiscus blossoms.

      Her little group came to a fork in the path. One fork led to the water slide, the other circled back through the park to the entrance. Wooden signs identified the paths.

      “Can anyone tell me what the signs say?” Harriet asked. She dropped her empty lemonade cup into one of the park’s many discreetly placed trash receptacles.

      “It says . . .” Dorian scrunched her face and pointed. “That one says wa-ter-sl-ide. Water slide! That way to the water slide! Come on!” She grabbed Hayley and Amber Lee’s hands and all three girls took off down the path, their thin legs flashing in the sun.

      Harriet picked up the girls’ dropped cups and added them to the trash bin. She knew she should scold them but decided now was not the time. She would bring up the subject of littering later and gently remind them that they needed to pick up after themselves.

      She had discovered with her first group of orphans that it was difficult for them to grasp the degree of freedom they had on the island. They were used to a strictly regimented, austere life with more scolding than encouragement and few joys. As far as Harriet was concerned this week was all about bringing more joy into their difficult lives.

      She set off down the water slide trail after the girls at a fast walk. Each attraction or ride at the amusement park had two employees monitoring it so Harriet wasn’t worried about their safety. Other than the occasional murder, the resort had yet to lose a guest.

      Most of the resort’s employees had volunteered to watch over the orphans so the children wouldn’t have to stay together. The extra volunteers meant a child could do whatever they wanted during their week’s stay. The island had much to offer in addition to the amusement park.

      The marina with every water sport toy known to man and the Angel Brothers Circus were popular destinations, as was the pristine beach that ran along the southern half of the western side of the island. Most of the orphans came from inner city neighborhoods and had never seen an ocean, let alone a beach of fine white sand. They were understandably giddy with the discovery that there was more to the world than what little they had experienced in their short lives.

      Rounding a corner of lush vegetation, Harriet suddenly popped out of the jungle into a sunny clearing. The large water slide, with its labyrinth of twisting, open and covered camouflaged tubes, was part of a natural waterfall. The waterfall fed into a clear lagoon that had been altered only slightly to create shallower landing spots for the slides.

      Water droplets from the waterfall’s spray shimmered and sparkled in the sunlight, fracturing into miniature rainbows that formed and disappeared and formed again. Tiny lizards and birds, vibrant with color, darted through the lagoon’s surrounding jungle.

      The water slide was the one place in the park where the roller coaster didn’t invade. The lush growth surrounding the lagoon drowned out the noise from the rest of the park and created a peaceful oasis set with well spaced benches for sitting.

      Harriet waved to the water slide attendant sitting at the base of the waterfall, his feet dangling in the lagoon. The girls were already scrambling up the subtly stepped rocks to the left of the natural waterfall. Another attendant waited for them at the top to help them into the slide.

      Harriet chose a bench where she could help keep an eye on the girls and made herself comfortable. The waterfall made a dull roar as it hit the lagoon, sending up a spray of fine mist. Birds sang and insects buzzed. The gentle tropical breeze rattled palm fronds over Harriet’s head. The combination of mountain water and lush jungle kept the sunny spot comfortably cool.

      “Mizz Mun-row! Watch me!” Hayley shouted down from the top of the waterfall. Dorian and Amber Lee waved from the openings of the two remaining slides. It looked as if the girls were going to race to the bottom.

      Harriet knew that even though the three chutes criss-crossed each other several times, they were well separated at the bottom so all three girls could shoot out at the same time without fear of landing on top of each other.

      “I’m watching!” Harriet shouted back. She gave a double thumbs up sign and settle back to wait for the girls to reappear at the bottom.

      Amber Lee and Dorian popped up in the lagoon several minutes later but there was no sign of Hayley. Harriet jumped to her feet. The lagoon attendant was on his feet, wading towards the spot where Hayley should have appeared.

      “Do you see her?” Harriet called. Fear clutched at her heart. She knew the water in the slide was shallow, making drowning difficult. But what if Hayley had bumped her head somehow?

      “No.” The attenant shook his head. “She should have popped out by now, unless she deliberately stopped herself. The kids do that sometimes. The slide is clear until it reaches the last ten feet, so you feel like you’re inside the waterfall. It’s pretty cool. You should try it.” The attendant didn’t sound worried at all.

      Harriet relaxed slightly. There wasn’t anything in the slide to hurt Hayley. The attendant most likely had the right of it, Hayley had spread her hands and feet to stop her slide down the tube.

      “I wonder how long she can hold herself up there?”

      The attendant shrugged. “She’s young so probably not more than a few minutes. There’s a sharp curve on a fairly level section of the tube that’s a little slower. My guess is that’s where she is. I’ll go–” he stopped talking abruptly.

      “What is it?” And then Harriet saw for herself. An adult-sized body had popped out of the end of the slide, followed immediately by a scowling Hayley.

      “That man blocked my slide,” she complained as she waded toward the edge of the lagoon. “I had to push him to make him get going. I want to go again.”

      Harriet barely heard her. She was staring in horror at the body floating face down in the lagoon. A body with a massive dent in the back of its head.
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      Harriet suppressed a shudder at the thought of Hayley stuck inside the water slide with a dead man. Thank heavens the little girl hadn’t realized the man blocking her progress was dead. Harriet frowned at the body floating face down near the end of the slide. She didn’t want the girls to see the dead man but she knew better than to move the body.

      “Call Alex Hayes,” she told the attendant quietly. “And let Braxton know. Don’t let anyone near the slide until Alex gets here. Tell him I’ve taken the girls to the circus.” She didn’t care for the excited gleam in the attendant’s eyes.

      “You did it again,” he said, pointing at the body in the lagoon. “Maybe we should start calling you the Angel of Death.” He lost the grin and cleared his throat when Harriet glared at him.

      “Sorry,” he mumbled. “I make bad jokes when I’m nervous and dead people make me nervous.”

      Harriet didn’t bother to answer. If she was honest, she did feel like an angel of death in a way. This man made the fifth body in as many months–all found by her or someone she was with. It was uncanny and not a little frightening the way bodies seemed to turn up wherever she happened to be.

      Shaking off the morbid bent of her thoughts, Harriet turned her attention back to the girls. She needed to get them away from the water slide before they realized the man was dead and freaked out. The week was supposed to be a fun break for them, not a reminder of how fragile life was. It definitely wasn’t supposed to be a new source of nightmares.

      “Girls! Wait!” Harriet waded out of the lagoon and hurried around to the bottom of the steps. What could she tell them? They would not be happy about having to leave the water slide.

      “I’m sorry,” she began. “There’s a problem with the slide and they have to do some maintenance on it. Why don’t we head over to Angel Brothers Circus while they do their work? It shouldn’t take long. We’ll come back here later today or tomorrow. Okay?”

      The joy on the girls’ faces shut down so quickly it made Harriet want to cry and rant at the same time. Life could be so unfair at times. She looked for a way to put the happy back in their day.

      “I promise we’ll come back. Okay?” She searched their faces. “I promise,” she repeated. “As soon as they tell me the slide is fixed. And I never break a promise.”

      The girls grumbled a bit but turned around and descended the steps.

      “Can we come back today?” Hayley asked.

      “If they can fix the problem today then we will definitely come back today,” Harriet assured her. “In fact I’ll leave a message with Braxton Holliday to call me when the water slide is open again and I’ll come find you.”

      “Even if we’re in bed?” Amber Lee asked.

      Of mixed heritage, Amber Lee was the smallest and most delicate looking of the three friends. Her almond shaped eyes held a look of skepticism far beyond her years. None of the orphans had what could be even remotely thought of as a good story. Amber Lee’s was more tragic than most.

      Her entire family, including an older brother and younger sister, had been slaughtered in a gang dispute. According to the report Harriet had read, Amber Lee had survived only because her mother had sent her to the store for something unimportant. Amber Lee had returned to an apartment filled with blood and bodies and called the police.

      Despite how little time Harriet had spent in Amber Lee’s company, she had come to respect the young girl’s poise and intelligence.

      Harriet crossed her heart with her finger. “Cross my heart and hope to die. As soon as I hear from Braxton I’ll come find you. It won’t be in the middle of the night though–the amusement park closes at eleven. Even the attendants have to eat and sleep.”

      “Then we’ll have to ride the slide tomorrow.” Hayley shrugged at her friends. “Come on. Let’s go see the circus!”

      The girls joined hands again and headed back down the path at a run.

      “Wait for me, girls!” Harriet jogged after them. A young, female park employee was putting up a “Closed For Maintenance” sign over the water slide sign when they reached the fork in the path. The girls stopped.

      “You’ll have to make that man leave too,” Hayley told the employee. “He was still in the lagoon. We’re going to the circus now but we’ll come back when the slide is fixed.”

      “They’re going to have to pull that man out of the lagoon,” Amber Lee told Hayley. “He was dead.”

      Harriet’s eyes widened. “Why would you say that, Amber Lee?” She hadn’t realized that the young girl had gotten a good look at the body. Surely she wasn’t close enough to see the damage to the back of the man’s skull.

      “He had to be dead Miss Monroe,” Amber Lee explained, her voice matter of fact. “He was either dead or he could hold his breath for a really, really long time.”

      “Huh.” Like Harriet had thought, the girl was observant and intelligent. Not much escaped those watchful eyes.

      The attendant smiled at the girls. “The circus is great. You’ll have fun. Be sure to come back and use the water slide after we fix the problem.”

      “We will!” all three girls assured her.

      Harriet directed them down the fork opposite the one they’d used to get to the slide so they wouldn’t have to walk back through the center of the park. The path led them to the amusement park’s outer boundary and then followed the inside edge of the race track around to the entrance gate.

      They could hear the merry-go-round music and happy screams from the other rides. Harriet wondered where Solly was. She’d have to call him once she got the girls away from the park.

      The resort’s security director, Alex Hayes, and his assistant Tarbell Fox arrived at the gate just as Harriet was passing through with the girls.

      “Girls, why don’t you go pick out a cart and wait for me? I need to speak to Mr. Hayes and Mr. Fox a minute.”

      A dozen hydrogen powered chrome and resort blue carts sat in the amusement park lot, available for any guest to take and use. The carts ran silently, had a top speed of thirty miles an hour, and were located all over the western side of the island.

      “What happened, Harry?” Tarbell Fox, an ex-Boston detective, smiled when the girls began to argue over which one of the identical carts was the best. He lost the smile and touched Harriet lightly on the arm. “Quite the kerfuffle, I understand. Are you okay?”

      Harriet shook her head. She liked Tarbell a lot. The burly, red-haired Irishman was a good friend and fun to be with. His penchant for speaking in old-fashioned jazz slang entertained her even though it often confused her.

      Alex had yet to speak, but she knew he was watching her–she could feel the weight of his gaze pressing against her. She avoided looking at him, focusing her attention on Tarbell instead, but she was acutely aware of the man she loved. And of the anger she still felt toward him.

      There were unresolved issues between her and Alex–well, only one. One really big unresolved issue. Alex, she knew, wanted to talk it through, but Harriet had been thrown off balance and until she regained her equilibrium she couldn’t talk about it.

      How was she supposed to react to learning that her mind had been purposefully wiped of every memory concerning the first eight years of her life?

      She realized Tarbell was still waiting for an answer. She shook her head again.

      “Not really, no. I’m not okay. We were having a great time at the merry-go-round. Then the girls decided they wanted to try the water slide. All three climbed to the top and took the slide down, only Hayley got hung up inside the right hand tube where it turns a sharpish corner. I was just about to go after her when a man’s body popped out with Hayley right behind it.”

      “Briny.” Tarbell gently squeezed Harriet’s arm in sympathy and let it go. “If you need to blow your top later give me a call. We can hit the fillmill.”

      Harriet translated. Briny meant unpleasant. Blow your top was to let off steam. “Fillmill?” she asked.

      “The bar, Harry. I’ll stand you a drink at the bar in the hotel.”

      “Oh. Fillmill. Got it. Thanks, Tar, but I’ll be okay.”

      “We’ll need you to drop by the security office and give a formal statement.” Alex’s tone was brisk and businesslike. He felt that he’d been patient long enough, waiting for Harriet to look at him.

      He didn’t like being ignored. He especially didn’t like being ignored by Harriet.

      “Bring Hayley. We’ll need a statement from her as well.” Alex knew that Fox wasn’t hitting on his girl, but he still felt a surge of jealousy because she was talking to Fox and not to him and that made him sound surly.

      Harriet let herself look at Alex then and wished she hadn’t. His piercing eyes, the same color as the deep blue North Atlantic on a sunny day, were focused intently on her face. His ruggedly handsome face was so familiar to her. The white scar over his right eyebrow. His crooked nose. Those talented, sensuous lips that sent shivers of pleasure down her spine.

      Harriet’s heart skipped a beat and she swallowed against the sudden lump in her throat. She had missed him terribly. They hadn’t spoken in a week. She had refused to answer his calls and deleted his text and voice messages. She hadn’t even seen Alex except from a distance–ever since Alex and her friend Payson Douglas had dropped their bombshell on her.

      Since that day, that horrid afternoon in Payson’s cottage, whenever she saw Alex coming Harriet turned and went the opposite way, coward that she was. She had even missed her weekly Thursday lunch date with Payson, something that she had always looked forward to with happy anticipation. Payson was like a much loved, favorite uncle to Harriet and she cherished their friendship. Now that friendship felt strained and she didn’t know what to say to either man.

      A sharp shooting pain shot through Harriet’s skull. She saw Alex’s gaze sharpen and knew he saw the pain. And he knew the reason for it.

      She resisted rubbing her head. “I have to go,” she muttered.

      Harriet turned away from the two men and walked toward the girls as fast as she could without breaking into a run. Pasting a smile on her face, she got them settled into their chosen cart and headed for the circus.

      Alex resisted the urge to go after her. Frustrated beyond measure, he watched the woman he loved drive away. He wanted to marry and raise a family with Harriet Monroe, but there were things from her past that needed to be dealt with first.

      Painful, horrible things that Harriet needed to face if she was ever going to be free of the pain in her skull. Things that had been hidden from her since she was a young girl almost the same age as her little orphan girls.

      He and Payson had taken the first step toward getting Harriet help by telling her that her memory had been intentionally wiped by the aunt who took Harriet in after her parents died. The conversation hadn’t gone well. Since then Harriet had refused to see or speak to either him or Payson.

      With a heavy inward sigh, Alex focused his thoughts on the problem at hand.

      “Let’s go get an identity on the body and see if we can keep this one out of the media news feed.”

      “Good luck with that.” Fox followed Alex through the park gate. “I’m betting word has already leaked. Did you know the media has picked up the resort employees’ nickname for the island? Everyone refers to us as Destination Death now.”

      Alex’s eyes cut sideways toward Fox. “Well, it seems they aren’t far wrong, are they?” he said grimly.
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      Within minutes of driving away from the amusement park–and Alex–the pain in Harriet’s head vanished. She forced herself to focus on the girls. Her own problems could wait. Showing the orphans a good time was all that mattered. She tuned in to their high, thin, little girl voices and grinned. They were arguing over the merits of their chosen merry-go-round animal. The imaginations of the young never ceased to amaze her.

      Harriet spotted the long resort-blue banner that topped the main circus tent flying above the treetops and pointed it out to the girls.

      Angel Brothers had been late coming to the Island Resort because of previous commitments, but once set up the circus had quickly become a favorite entertainment, especially with the younger resort guests. The circus still toured the European continent for five months of the year during the warmer summer season, and many of the resort guests with children made a point to book their stay while the circus was on the island.

      Unlike during the Angel Brothers European tour, the more intimate island setting gave the resort guests the opportunity to see acts being developed and a chance to interact with the performers.

      Founded in the early 1600s by four acrobats known as the Angel Brothers even back then, the circus was the longest running family-owned business still operating anywhere in the world. It was also the only circus still in business. Only one of the original brother’s descendants was still associated with the circus, but one family member was enough to keep the circus’s streak alive.

      That family member was Madame Zaza, the circus’s fortune teller and tarot card reader. Dark eyed and raven haired, Madame Zaza ruled the circus with an iron fist–no velvet glove in sight. As the only remaining direct descendent, Zaza’s word was law.

      Harriet found the fortune teller mysterious and not a little intimidating.

      No one admitted to knowing the fortune teller’s age. Rumored to be anywhere between forty and eighty-five, it was impossible to tell her age by looking at Zaza. With her golden turban, flowing, colorful robes, and her slim arms decorated with dozens of gold and silver bangles, she looked the spitting image of how an old-fashioned fortune teller should look.

      Harriet hoped she could avoid the fortune teller’s tent. Her sole visit there several months before had been upsetting in ways that remained clouded in her memory. Madame Zaza had insisted on telling Harriet’s fortune, a reading that left Harriet with more questions than it gave answers.

      “Do they have animals here, Miss Monroe?”

      Dorian’s question snapped Harriet from her reverie. “Yes they do, Dorian.” She smiled at the little redhead. “Would you like to see the animals?”

      A chorus of excited yesses answered her. She imagined the girls had seen only dogs, pigeons, feral cats, and rats in the city. Even the horses the security police had ridden for two hundred years had been replaced with motorized bicycles.

      “Hello, Tamara.” Harriet greeted the circus gate keeper. Although access to everything on the island was included in the resort fee, the gate keepers were there to answer questions or provide help when needed.

      The gatekeepers kept an eye on everything, anticipating problems before they got out of hand. Tamara had prevented three teenage boys from releasing the circus monkeys only the week before. “I saw the gleam in their eyes,” she told Harriet later. “I knew they were up to something and had them followed.”

      Harriet parked the cart, warned the girls to stick with her, and sighed when they leaped out of the cart and ran for the gate. It was hard to fault such enthusiasm.

      “Good morning, Harry. Who did you bring us for a visit today?” The circus’s attractive young greeter smiled at Harriet and the girls. Tamara’s sparkly, emerald green skinsuit hugged her curvy body and matched her large, expressive eyes.

      “This is Hayley, Dorian, and Amber Lee.” Harriet briefly touched the shoulder of each girl as she named her.

      “We were on the water slide but we had to leave because there was a dead man in the lagoon.” Amber Lee reached out to touch Tamara’s skinsuit. “Pretty. When I grow up I want to wear one just like yours.”

      Tamara raised her eyebrows at Harriet. “A dead man?” she mouthed.

      Harriet grimaced and shrugged one shoulder.

      “He was blocking my slide.” Hayley not-so-subtly nudged Amber Lee aside so she could get Tamara’s full attention. “I had to push him out of the way. He made me lose the race. Do you have lions here?”

      Tamara wiped the look of shock from her face and squatted down in front of Hayley. “We have two lions. They are very fierce but our lion tamer won’t let them hurt you, I promise.”

      Harriet knew that the circus’s lion tamer, Sugo, had raised and trained the circus’s orphaned pair of lions from when they were small cubs. She had watched him interact with the lions when they weren’t performing and understood that they were his family. With Sugo, when there was no one to impress, the lions acted more like docile house pets than the kings of the African plains.

      “I tamed the lion on the merry-go-round,” Hayley told Tamara solemnly. “He looks mean and scary but he isn’t really. I bet your lions are just like that.”

      “You’ll have to visit them and see for yourself. The next show starts in twenty minutes.” Tamara stood and smiled at Harriet. “No more bodies today, all right?” she whispered. “Seems like everywhere you go they turn up.”

      Harriet rolled her eyes and led the girls through the gate.

      Where the amusement park was all about colorful motion, the circus was colorful mystery, games, and traditional circus treats. The smell of buttery popcorn, hot dogs, and cotton candy greeted the group.

      A stilt walker spotted the girls and approached them. Dressed in a bright red and white striped jacket and pants, he towered over the small knots of guests wandering the grounds. When he reached Harriet and her charges he leaned down, made a flower appear seemingly from thin air, and handed Dorian the bright red paper flower.

      “A gift to match your fabulous hair,” he said solemnly.

      Dorian clutched the flower to her chest, her eyes shining with pleasure.

      “I’m Harry Monroe, the resort’s public relations director,” Harriet said. “You wouldn’t happen to have two more of those flowers for Dorian’s friends, would you?”

      She was always careful to make sure all of her orphans received equal treatment while on the island. While some children were simply easier to like and be around than others, Harriet felt it was important to show no preferential treatment. Life was difficult enough for the girls without stirring up jealousies and hard feelings.

      “I sure do.” The stilt walker produced two more blossoms with a flourish and handed one to Hayley and one to Amber Lee. “Three beautiful flowers for three beautiful girls.”

      The girls giggled and took the offered blossoms. The stilt walker waved his hand a fourth time and another blossom appeared. Handing it to Harriet with a deep bow, he introduced himself.

      “I am Lino Angel, at your service. Now you will be as beautiful as your little angels.”

      Charmed by the gesture, Harriet smiled and thanked Lino. Taking the
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