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One

“Mr. Laurent…” The vibrant, dark-haired Hawaiian he hadn’t stopped thinking about since they’d parted months before stood before him, her eyes wide with shock, her dropped bottom lip showing her perfect white teeth.

With a quick indrawn breath, Leilani Manolo lengthened her spine to her formidable five-foot-ten-inch height. Her voice vibrated with accusation as she asked, “What are you doing here?”

Ignoring the wrench in his guts her words provoked, he looked into fierce chocolate-brown eyes. And then his attention hitched on someone behind her. His stomach roiled again. The man who stood at her back placed a proprietorial hand on her shoulder. He was older than Aristide, in a gold braided jacket that announced military authority. But he moved with a younger man’s tensile fluidity and his gray-flecked beard whispered seduction, not senility.

Honolulu’s spacious Iolani Palace reception hall, where Hawaiian monarch Kamehameha V was hosting a farewell for Benjamin Marshall, the next consul to San Francisco, suddenly felt smaller and hotter.

In one consuming glance, the situation was apparent. Aristide’s legs wavered, as if belatedly remembering the ocean roll of the steamboat from which he’d disembarked a few hours ago. Two weeks gazing on pitching, leaden seas, dreaming of this moment, and it came to this. Another man had beaten him to it.

He was making the trip to Honolulu so he and the alluring Miss Leilani Manolo could pick up where they’d left off a few months before in San Francisco, where they’d parted as close, affectionate friends. He secretly hoped for a lot more from their relationship than that.

He’d cradled those dreams to himself as he’d huddled from the wintry winds in the shelter of the lifeboats on deck. Imagined how they’d embrace warmly, talk into the small hours, laugh together. But he saw in an instant there’d be no shared laughter, because Leilani was not pleased to see him.

Her companion closed in. He was at least twenty years older than Aristide, he guessed, which must make him close to fifty, the same age as her despised father, but something about his territorial claim on her arm signaled his interest was not paternal. The planes of his face were lean and smooth, his hazel eyes calculating. The salt-and-pepper beard—mainly salt—did nothing to soften his appearance. He was a loping lone wolf.

“A friend of yours, Leilani? Won’t you introduce us?”

Even to a Frenchman, the faint lilt of a European accent heightened his ability to command and intimidate.

Aristide had a sudden conviction he was meeting a Hapsburg count or an Austrian nobleman; an advisor to the king, no doubt.

Leilani gave a barely perceptible shrug, as if the meeting was of small consequence. “I met Mr. Laurent in San Francisco on my last visit, Max.”

She turned back to Aristide. “May I introduce Max Moeller, privy councillor and friend of the king. Max, meet Aristide Laurent, a vintner for Sir John Russell in California.”

She fumbled with one of the pearl drop earrings she wore, a matching piece to the mother-of-pearl necklace that hung in her draped neckline, as if reassuring herself it was still there.

“I’m surprised to see you here, Mr. Laurent. I thought you’d be busy with your vintage. What brings you to Hawaii?”

She’d adopted a barely perceptible clipped formality. So different from their easy chatter the last time they’d spoken.

She dropped her hand to her skirt. The evening dress wrapped around her shoulders in a sheer green and blue diaphanous flow that nipped into her slender waistline and freed itself again into a marine blue lace skirt. She smoothed the skirt, her hands enclosed in elbow-length sheer gloves. She was trying hard to appear unconcerned, but she was as jumpy as a cat.

Aristide thought back to the first time he’d met this woman, at another semi-formal function, a fund-raising dinner for a charity supported by California Senator Hector de Vile’s at San Francisco’s Occidental Hotel. Leilani’s beguiling openness had him tongue-tied then, too.

Tonight, that fresh candor was nowhere to be seen. He pressed his lips together, cleared his throat. Giving a coherent response took all of his focused willpower.

He reached out a hand to shake Moeller’s ham-sized fist. “Mr. Moeller. Very pleased to meet you.” He turned to his companion, Honolulu lawyer Titus Cooke.

“If you’ve been in Honolulu any time at all, I’m sure you will already know my friend Mr. Cooke.”

Titus stepped forward and smoothly filled the awkward vacuum.

What am I doing here? Oh, coming to claim your hand. To convince you to return with me to San Francisco. That’s all… What do you think?

He cast a hopeless glance to Titus.

Rescue me… Please…

“Aristide and I share common acquaintances,” Titus said. “And I finally persuaded him to take a break from wine and come visit while his business is in its quiet season.”

“I see. How nice for you.”

Max’s voice was flat and disinterested as he slid his hand around Leilani’s back.

“The king’s waiting, my dear,” said Moeller. “Please excuse us. Perhaps we’ll talk later.”


***




Two weeks cooped up in rotten weather on a steamer. Weeks when he could have been readying the vineyard for winter pruning. Instead, he’d chosen to go on a wild goose chase after a woman he couldn’t forget.

Aristide resisted the urge to thrust his fingers into his formal collar, to ease the tightness around his throat, and shuffled a few steps further along the slow-moving reception line. Alongside him his new best friend, Titus Cooke, provided a barely audible commentary on local etiquette and the identity of the luminaries who were filling the Iolani Palace, the official reception center for the Hawaiian royal family.

Everyone was queuing to pay their respects to the colossus seated on the carved gilt throne at the far end of the room. The sparkle of gas chandeliers highlighted a sickly sheen on Kamehameha V’s face as Titus introduced Aristide and he made a polite bow. The king’s eyes were dull, his expression fatigued. As he moved away, Aristide speculated that the throne must have been custom made for the Hawaiian monarch.

“They’re sticklers for formal receptions. Something they picked up from the last king’s friendship with Prince Albert and Queen Victoria,” Titus buzzed in his ear as the crowds spilled in and the surrounding conversation swelled in volume.

“I had no idea,” Aristide murmured. “So what’s next?”

“The usual thing. A few drinks. Food and speeches. Protestations of commitment and loyalty to king and country.”

Titus grinned. “We’re sending the new San Francisco consul off to his post with due ceremony. We’ll get you an introduction while we’re here.”

“It’s not that different anywhere in the world, is it?” said Aristide. “I wasn’t sure what to expect in Hawaii.”

Titus nodded, his eyes searching Aristide’s face. The vintner had known the barrister-businessman mere hours, since he’d disembarked earlier in the day, but he had a sense Cooke carried a wise head on young—youngish—shoulders. Titus was perhaps ten years older than him, maybe less, but he’d already gained Aristide’s confidence as someone he could trust.

“I guess not. But let’s find you something to drink. It’s hot in here. You’re probably parched, and I have the distinct impression that last encounter didn’t go as planned.”


Two

“Lani? Is that you?”

Malia’s melodious voice floated from her Iolani Palace annex bedroom. Her sister was like a skylark who soared high above earthly obstacles, never rushed, always lyrical. Leilani’s foot froze in mid-air, noticing too late that her sibling had strategically left her door ajar, anticipating her return.

She’d caught her tiptoeing to bed. Leilani braced herself. She’d hoped to avoid Malia’s incisive questioning tonight. Her mind was a confused fog, and she needed a good night’s sleep before she faced the affectionate inquisition. How could she have forgotten it was impossible to outwit Malia’s super-acute hearing, compensation, she’d long understood, for her partial loss of sight as a complication of childhood measles?

The nervous stomach flutter that had started up the moment she laid eyes on Aristide at the reception stirred deep down inside her. She’d hoped to avoid a post-mortem on tonight’s events. Malia was barely a year younger than she, but she seemed to have the wisdom of someone years older.

Please… No soul baring tonight.

She hadn’t had time to compose herself, and Malia would see right through her. Probably understand better than she did what was going on. And she couldn’t face that. Not yet, anyway.

“Malia! Sweetheart!! You should have gone to sleep ages ago.” She injected all the carefree gaiety she could summon into her words. She’d spent the evening as the special guest of a man many considered a most desirable catch.

Rich, good-looking, debonair… A royal favorite, which wasn’t a disadvantage when you were seeking access to plantation water from the king’s domains. Yes, he was old enough to be her father, but…

Her father.

She shivered involuntarily as Senator Hector de Vile came to mind. He’d schemed to block her family’s sugar exports into California because of an ancient feud with her dead grandfather. What was at the bottom of that, she still didn’t know. And then he’d conspired to use her as a hostage in a sinister plot against Aristide’s wine company.

She faltered at the half-open doorway, suppressing the memory of the ghastly night when two people died because of de Vile’s actions, wanting to glide on to oblivion in her own room next door, yet knowing she must give Malia the satisfaction she sought.

She’d have attended the consul’s farewell herself tonight if she hadn’t been feverish. She deserved the distraction of a little company.

Malia was sitting up, her back braced by pillows, knees drawn up to her chest. A bedside lamp cast a pale indigo glow on the rich dark hair that tumbled around her shoulders, picking up the bright delight in her smile as she reached to hug Leilani, eyes half-closed and fluttering.

“Tell me all about it. Did you have fun?”

“Fun? Yes. Lots of fun…” Where to start?

“Was Herr Moeller a good escort? Do you like him?”

The corners of her mouth lifted mischievously.

“You know Max hasn’t been Herr anything for many years, you naughty girl,” said Leilani with a giggle. “But yes, he was very attentive. Very pleasant company. Lot seemed pleased to see us both. He didn’t look well, though.”

Prince Lot’s—now King Kamehameha V’s—doctors worried about his weight and its effect on his overall health. Everyone knew that.

“He doesn’t seem to want to do anything about it.”

“Is that what’s disturbing you?”

“Disturbing me? No. Why?”

“There’s something bothering you. I can hear it in your voice…”

A gentle sea breeze blew through the shuttered windows, giving Leilani momentary release from the sense of things closing in around her. The palace sat a few streets back from the dusty waterfront, centered in acres of green parkland.

She so didn’t want to talk about tonight until she’d had more time to think. She couldn’t bear to recall the flash of misery that had passed over Aristide’s face when she’d introduced him to Max.

She’d tried to ignore the sick tremor that unsettled her every time she thought of his shock at seeing her with another man.

What is he thinking? They’d agreed on it. Their destiny is to be apart, and they just have to get on with it.

Malia reached out and gently squeezed her hand.

“What is it, Lani? I won’t tell Ani, you know that.”

Ani, their hānai mother in the Hawaiian way, was old and dying, but her iron determination to rule their lives remained steely to the last. And one of her latest, and it seemed most desperate desires, was to see Leilani married before she departed this earth.

Leilani expelled a lungful of breath she hadn’t realized she was holding, and the tightness in her throat eased.

“That friend of mine from San Francisco that I told you about, the Frenchman. He was there.”

Malia clapped her hands in delight, stirring a warm violet fragrance in the room as she moved.

“Mr. Laurent? The winemaker?”

“That’s him. Aristide Laurent.” Even as she spoke his name, her voice broke. Malia wouldn’t miss that detail, she knew.

“And you’re not happy about it? I thought you liked him…”

Leilani cast her body across Malia’s feet, curling up at the bottom of her bed, as if throwing her caution on the evening breeze.

“I did… I do like him,” she cried. “Well, I think I do. And that’s the problem. He doesn’t belong here.”

Malia laughed and stroked her head, remaining silent.

Leilani picked herself up, sitting up straight as the words rolled out of her.

“I was awful to him, Malia. I got such a shock to see him. And Max was right there on my elbow. It was the worst moment of my life.”

“Why is he here?”

Malia’s voice
























Four

“Max Moeller? You’re up against the big guns there, Aristide. No getting around it.”

Aristide studied Titus Cooke’s lean, intelligent face as his new friend put another fork load of bacon and egg pie in his mouth and chewed appreciatively.

He was fortunate to have someone like Cooke to give him a fast introduction to Hawaii. It would take him months on his own to collect the valuable information that flowed with Titus’s every observation. The man knew everyone who was anyone and many more besides. He was a respected local identity, Hawaiian born, who’d done an internship in his grandfather’s Boston law firm. When he felt ready, about ten years ago, he’d returned to his homeland to set up one of the most highly regarded practices in the capital.

His introduction to Titus had come thanks to Leilani Manolo’s twin, Kaleo, who’d remained in San Francisco as an import agent when his sister returned home. He understood there was a lot she needed to do here—to supervise the manufacturing and dispatch of their sugar and care for an elderly relative.

He couldn’t deny the instant attraction he’d felt on their first meeting, and they’d become close friends. But life was taking them in opposite directions. They both knew it, and they’d agreed there wasn’t anything they could do about it.

The warm intimacy they’d shared when they were together in San Francisco was difficult to maintain in their letters, especially when they had no plans to meet again. Aristide had tried to accept that was how it had to be. He really had.

But when he’d seen Kaleo at the Pike Consulting offices one afternoon on a visit to arrange a shipment of their wine to New York, Leilani’s brother hinted that if he dreamed of ever sharing a future with his sister, he needed to act now. Their younger sister Malia was concerned that Lani was being put under a lot of pressure from the court, although she was vague on the details. Aristide didn’t wait for another warning.

He’d asked for special leave from his employer, Sir John Russell, the owner of Vino d’Oro. Luckily, it was the quiet time for the vineyard. Russell had given him six weeks—until late January—to sort things out, and he’d jumped on the next available steamboat.

According to Kaleo, Manolo Sugar was in competition for water rights, and Kaleo worried his sister would put family interests ahead of personal ones.

“If you’ve got any secret hopes of being with Lani, ever, you need to go see her.” Kaleo had given him a hard look and then broken into a cheeky grin. “She mightn’t thank you for it, but you’ll never know if you don’t try.”


***




A light breeze stirred the fronds of the coconut palms that fringed the shore, producing a relaxing sighing sound. Peals of laughter and the raised voices of young men and children out on the beach—some chancing the waves—carried to where Aristide and Titus sat, basking in warm winter sun. The picnic lunch they were sharing in the lawyer’s beachfront garden would have been magical if Aristide didn’t feel so miserable.

Over his host’s shoulder, white sand stretched to the water’s edge where the waves surged and retreated soothingly. Aristide stretched his legs in front of him and tried to ignore the heaviness that pressed down on him.

Titus swallowed and reached for his coffee. “He’s a major landowner, with estates on several islands. Sugar plantations on Maui and Kauai. Cattle ranching on the Big Island. I believe he’s also got considerable Honolulu real estate. And he’s influential. He’s on the king’s council and has a big say on what goes on. His opinion counts.”

“I see. And no scandals? No wife hidden away he’s not owning up to? No secret gambling?”

Titus laughed.

“You wish.”

His penetrating blue-gray eyes sharpened.

“Although there are rumors he’s made his climb to power on the backs of his council colleagues. Ezra Chance, for example, the minister of the interior. Ezra likes to gamble and doesn’t know when to stop.”

Aristide’s interest quickened.

“What are you talking about?”

“Insiders say Moeller’s made big loans to the minister, to help him meet his gambling debts. That’s why he always seems to get what he wants. Ezra can’t deny him, or he might pull the loan.”

“Sounds like I’m completely outclassed.” Aristide gave a rueful laugh. “Maybe I’m finally getting what I deserve.”

“Why do you say that?”

Titus finished eating and reached for the coffeepot, refilling both their cups.

“I guess Leilani is the first woman I’ve ever wanted to spend the rest of my life with. I’ve never understood that urge before now. But seeing Leilani with Max the other night… It made me realize what we had is worth fighting for.”

Titus gave him a wry grin.

“If it’s that important to you, it’s a good thing you’ve come now.”

“Why do you say that?”

Titus shrugged. “There are rumors Max and the Manolo family are in competition for the same resource—water from the king’s Maui domain. In Hawaii, we always want to keep everyone happy. I imagine there’s a high-stakes negotiation going on in the king’s private chambers.”

Aristide considered Titus’s words, picking at the grass restlessly as he turned them over in his mind.

“So you’re saying Max is a big sugar man? Because of course Leilani’s family is in sugar. That’s why she had to come back here.”

Titus turned his chair to face the beach and settled himself again.

“They’re about the same size. They’re two of the biggest sugar producers in the kingdom. But Moeller’s got a lot of other collateral as well. He’s a shareholder in Diamond Sugar—the super agency which deals with sugar exports. They’ve got a monopoly since they bought out their biggest competitor a few months back.”

Aristide nodded. “Leilani has talked about Diamond. I don’t think she particularly liked them. Quite the opposite.”

Titus continued. “Diamond owns the shipping line which carries most Hawaiian sugar to market, and a sugar refinery in San Francisco. Hawaiian sugar is dominated by Diamond and Max Moeller. Lani’s family has a lot of land, but Max controls the export agents, shipping and refining.”

“Great. Lani sure knows how to pick ’em.”

“Don’t give up just yet, Aristide. We’ll see what else we can dig up.”


Five

“I need you to do this for me, Ezra. You owe me…”

Max Moeller leaned over the billiards table in the palace’s private lounge and lined up his shot. The white ball made a satisfying hollow-sounding thunk as it sent the target spinning into the corner pocket, tapping and carrying a second ball with it. Two sunk in one stroke.

He gave a triumphant shout. He was on a roll.

Ezra Chance, Hawaiian minister of the interior and ex officio member of the House of Nobles and Privy Council, frowned and shook his head.

“Pure luck,” he said. “Bet you can’t repeat it.”

“You should know better than to bet against me, Ezra.” Max stepped away from the green baize-covered table and reached for the blue chalk. “Magic” chalk, pool buffs called it. As he anointed his cue, he surveyed his options.

“What will you bet with? Forgive me for pointing out you can’t afford the cash. You’ve got none. So how about…” He lounged against the table edge, taking pleasure in riling his friend’s sensitivity.

Chance was a powerfully built man, still in excellent form for his years, erect in posture, broad across the shoulders, with a strong face and carefully trimmed beard. The very picture of a senior royal advisor. But Max knew a bluff when he saw one. He noted the slick sheen at Ezra’s temples, the ripple of sweat down the side of his face. Ezra’s eyes didn’t leave his face.

“What?” he said. “What do you want now?”

“Come, come, Ezra. Don’t be like that. You don’t want me to pull the float, do you?”

Chance ignored the implications.

“What do you want?” He spoke testily.

“Just a little push getting this water business completed, that’s all. The king’s taking a dastardly long time to approve something that should be routine. Diamond Sugar is the biggest grower in the realm. I’m his more-than-loyal subject and close neighbor. It shouldn’t be taking this long for him to make up his mind.”

“You talk like you’re the only fish in the sea.” Chance’s deep bass sounded peevish.

“I’m the most obvious. The one who can do the most for him.”

“I wouldn’t forget that blood runs thicker than water,” Ezra replied.

Max’s fingers on the slender cue stiffened.

“I presume you’re referring to the Manolos’ claim. The beautiful Leilani and her brother?”

“Who else?” said Chance.

“There’s no need for her to miss out. You know that.”

“Oh? So, the king gives Diamond the water and then you generously agree to share it with the lovely young lady… Is that how it goes?”

“Why not? Seems perfectly reasonable to me.”

“But not to Lot, most likely. He doesn’t like to disappoint family.”

Moeller’s face reddened.

“Are you in or out?” he snapped.

Chance shrugged. “I don’t have much choice, do I?”

Max Moeller’s face relaxed, and his straight white teeth flashed in a relieved smile.

“Glad you see it that way, my friend. Very sensible of you.”

He flexed his shoulders to relax his arms and leaned back over the table.

He took a concentrated minute to line up his target.

Then his shooting arm made a sinuous, controlled thrust. The red and white clicked together, and followed one another into the netted corner, leaving the black as the last easy shot.

He grinned at Ezra. “Told you not to bet against me.”

They heard the tap of heels in the hallway.

The king’s chamberlain David Kinau put his head around the door, checking the scene.

“Oh. It’s just you two. Pardon me for interrupting.”

A dark feminine head looked over his shoulder.

“Oh. Mr. Moeller. I didn’t expect to see you here.”

Leilani Manolo was wearing a tangerine dress with a brightly patterned bodice which combined Pacific and American style in one satisfying garment. Fresh, original, but nicely modulated. Coral earrings and necklace completed the ensemble.

“Nor I you, Leilani. What brings you to the king’s quarters at this hour?”

David Kinau spoke up. “His Majesty needs cheering up. His gout has been giving him what-ho. So he’s invited Miss Manolo to come and sing for him. You know how he enjoys hearing the old songs.”

There was a long pause. Max Moeller laid down his cue and picked up the jacket he’d discarded when he’d started the game.

“You’ll charm him, I’m sure.” It was said with a hint of tartness.

Leilani glanced at the chamberlain, unsure if they expected a reply.

“Have a pleasant evening.” Ezra’s voice carried a warmth Max’s had conspicuously lacked.

And Max could see by the sharp look the Manolo girl flashed his way that she hadn’t missed his sour note.

She was a beautiful woman, no doubt about it. Endowed with acres of inherited land, too. However, he wasn’t going to stand aside and allow her to entice Lot into a special water deal that excluded him, no matter how charming her musical performance. He knew from intimate experience. Trust no one.
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