I was adjusting the spa menu to reflect the Halloween-themed treatments we would offer
during the month of October, like the pumpkin spice facial and apple cider wraps—the latter
being great for detoxification—when the silent alarm flashed in big red letters on my computer
screen and cell phone. Alert! Gift Shop! Alert! Gift shop! My insides snagged. Although Aroma
Wellness Spa, gift shop, and café were located in the aptly named Courtyard of Peace, one of the
many charming courtyards in Carmel-by-the-Sea, whatever was going on did not sound in the
least serene.

“Sierra!” I rasped.

My cousin, who was in charge of the café, was on her break and pouring a glass of
cucumber water from the pitcher by the spa’s reception desk. “What’s wrong?”

“I don’t know. There might be a break-in at the shop.”

“Doubtful. I saw Yoly enter earlier and switch off the alarm.”

A few months ago, two incidents had occurred that had scared the spit out of me. Within
a week, I’d installed security systems at Aroma Wellness, as well as where I lived. Until now,
nothing untoward had happened at either location. “Yoly must have triggered the—"

“Mine!” a woman screamed in the courtyard.

“Mine!” a second woman bellowed.

Through the plate-glass window we’d decorated for Halloween with silk spiders and
spiderwebs, I caught sight of two women having a tug-of-war with a small pillow. It wasn’t a
robbery, but it wasn’t good. One of the women had pink streaks in her waist-length blond braid.
The other and larger of the two had flaming reddish-brown hair.

“Sierra, I think Yoly activated the self-monitored alarm.” One that wouldn’t alert the

security company, only someone at the spa. “Help me!” I raced outside, patting down my tawny



hair, which was slightly frizzy from the cooler autumn air. At the same time, | made sure the
front of my Breathe Easy T-shirt was smooth. Even though I donned comfortable clothing when
working, and yoga pants or leggings and colorful tees were the norm, I wanted to present a
strong persona to the combatants.

“Mine!” the woman with the braid repeated.

Usually the sound of the burbling fountain soothed my soul, but the scene playing out
was making the hackles on my neck rise.

“Mine, mine, mine!” the woman repeated like a ravenous seagull. She was in her early
thirties, I guessed, and had lethal-looking teeth, which were visible as she snarled at her rival.

The younger woman, closer to my age—twenty-five—glowered. A dragon couldn’t look
as fierce. “Let me have it!”

The smallish lavender-infused pillow they were tugging was one of a collection I’d
purchased from a talented Etsy designer. Lavender was a delicious scent that could help a person
experience a more tranquil and rejuvenating night’s sleep. If only the two opponents would drift
into slumber.

“Over my dead body!” The younger one grabbed the older woman’s braid and yanked.

“Ow!”

I cleared my throat and approached. “Ahem. Hello, I’'m Emma Brennan, the owner of
Aroma Wellness. Please . . .” I dared to press a hand on each of their shoulders. It was a calming
technique I’d learned when studying meditation in Tibet. “Breathe.” I inhaled deeply and let it
out slowly as an example.

Neither obeyed.

“Breathe,” I repeated more firmly. “Let’s be civil.”



From a safe distance, Sierra clapped her hands. “C’mon, you two, show some decorum.”
She didn’t draw nearer. She was having too much fun watching me attempt to be an enforcer.

A small crowd was gathering in the courtyard. Customers in robes were peeking through
the window from inside the spa. A few from the café were catching a glimpse, as well. Dang. I

didn’t want to lose clientele because of a contentious spat. I had to get this under control.



