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CHAPTER ONE

 


Summer made up the bulk of my work for the
entire year, but it also constituted the bulk of the money for any
resort. For that, I was willing to work. However, right now, the
second time this year that my current resort, Aloha Lagoon, had
massive crowds, I wasn't so keen. Christmas at the Aloha Lagoon
Resort was a big deal. Christmas for me was nothing but trouble,
and I had the shirt to prove it. It said Bride. I'd crossed
it out with a magic marker and put it through my paper shredder.
I'd had to buy a new shredder.

"Charlotte, three of the lights are out on
the big palm," my assistant, Mallory, said, hopping around like a
bunny jacked up on speed.

It seemed like Mallory was the only other
person, besides me, in the town of Aloha Lagoon—which I liked to
call AL in my mind to avoid confusion with the resort with the same
name—who wasn't caught up in the slow pace of Hawaiian living. Not
shockingly, she was another corporate transfer from Chicago. We'd
both rolled in smack in the middle of the high season, when the
previous manager, Phillip Kealoha, had dropped dead, face first in
a plate of lomi lomi. His heart attack probably wasn't from
stress, given how infuriatingly low key these people were, but it
might have been from the fact he'd weighed a startling five hundred
pounds.

We were some of the first outsiders that
Freemont Hospitality Inc. had sent into Aloha Lagoon. That had
probably been a good move on their part, given how little we fit in
on the island. It wasn't that we were the only nonnatives on the
island, because we certainly weren't. We were just the only ones
who hadn't learned to adapt yet to the casual vibe that moved
everyone else along the lazy river of least resistance.

Actually, that wasn't completely true.
Mallory was starting to learn. The prior week, she'd tried to come
to work in shorts and tank tops, instead of her Aloha Lagoon
uniform or acceptable office attire. I'd rather drop dead in my
lomi lomi than come to a professional situation in shorts.

I followed her across the beach, my heels
pitting in the sand. There was probably a good, practical reason
these people lived in sandals, but I couldn't bring myself to do
that either. I also couldn't find it in myself to wear my blonde
hair in any style other than a tight bun, or seek out a tan, or any
of the other things my employees did.

The big palm was in the middle of the
resort's expansive driveway. It got a lot of attention from the
staff and acted as a Christmas tree in lieu of an evergreen.
Personally, I had little opinion about the big palm. It was big.
And it was a palm. But saying so would have gotten me lynched.

Grateful to step onto the paved driveway, I
shook off my shoes and approached the tree. In the small time it
had taken Mallory to track me down, I'd gone through my list of
Christmas chores, and seven lights were now out. It wasn't such an
easy matter to switch them. They were the same lights Aloha Lagoon
had been using for something like an absurd forty years.

Sighing, I added a notation to my planner to
have the already overburdened handyman, Ikaika, deal with the
lights before the tourists started rolling in for the first party
of the Christmas season six days before the holiday. Unfortunately,
that was a scant—I glanced at my watch—six hours and twenty-six
minutes from now. Also unfortunately, much of the staff I really
depended on to help run this place were out of town, either for the
holidays or for other issues that had happened to coincide with the
holiday. So, for us, we were operating with a skeleton staff
compared to a normal Christmas rush.

I glanced back up to Mallory. "Thank you,
Mallory. Could you send Alex to my office?"

Even asking the question was slightly
painful. Alex Cho was both the bane of my existence and the only
reason I was able to run Aloha Lagoon at all. He knew it too. That
was half the problem. The other half was that the guy delighted in
harassing me, and I delighted in looking at him, which was a
problem all on its own.

As the Leisure Groups coordinator, Alex
technically answered to me, but that was merely a front. We both
had master's degrees in hospitality, but he had been working for
Aloha Lagoon for ten years. This place was nothing like my previous
experiences troubleshooting for hotels and resorts all over the
world. Hawaii was a place unlike any other I'd been, and managing
this resort was way above my head, because the people who worked
here would simply watch me while I spoke, nod a lot, then leave and
do whatever they wanted. It was the Hawaiian way, and it made me
crazy. The only one who spoke their language, figuratively and
sometimes literally, was Alex.

Though Aloha Lagoon was a smoothly run
resort with many good employees, Alex had a way with this place.
Without him the entire resort would have been in ruins in just the
six months since I'd flown in. However, just because I knew it
didn't mean I had to like it. Ours was a very precarious
relationship. Neither of us spoke of the fact that all I had going
for me here was organizational skills. Everything else was on him.
He drove me crazy, but there was no getting rid of him. Not unless
I was also interested in getting rid of my position at Freemont
Hospitality, Aloha Lagoon's parent company.

On my way through the lobby, I paused for a
moment, entranced by the shower of white lights the staff was
hanging from the ceiling, and then I shuddered. Christmas and I had
once been BFFs, but we'd broken things off between us. My reasons
were legitimate, but no one would ever hear them. My ruined
holly-jolly nuptials were not something I talked about. Instead, I
always got the reputation as the local Scrooge. That was better
than the truth any day.

I barely made it back to my office before
Alex did. Gritting my teeth, I waved at the door, gesturing him
inside. Alex always looked like he'd just woken up. I faulted him
for not being professional, but at least he wore the look well, and
the female guests couldn't get enough. His off-white linen shirt
almost tried to look professional, with a collar and buttons, but
he ruined it by not buttoning the majority of them. He might have
even saved it by just wearing a shirt underneath, but he didn't
bother with that either. Tanned skin and sleek muscles were the
only thing he had underneath that shirt. He wore white board shorts
and tan docksiders, and his black hair was mussed like he'd rolled
out of bed and come right here.

I knew it wasn't true. I came to my office
at five thirty in the morning, and he was always there at nearly
the same time. If I didn't know it, though, I wouldn't have
believed it. He flopped onto a chair, folding one leg over the top
of his knee and slumping down. I took my seat behind the large
cherrywood desk that dwarfed me, as it had been designed for the
giant of a man who had preceded me, and getting a new desk would
have been a tacit agreement that I was at least a semipermanent
fixture.

Alex removed his sunglasses and winked.

"Morning, Charlie."

I flinched, begging my practical side not to
rise to the bait. My greatly squelched passionate side always
wanted to. Charlotte was a difficult name to shorten. Lottie was
childish, Char sounded weird, and Charlie, well, Charlie was
repulsive in every way. So I always insisted that everyone refer to
me by my entire name. There was no shortening it. Not for most
people anyway. Though I'd made it clear that no nickname was
acceptable to me, Alex continued to use one. Somehow, without even
asking, he'd zoomed in immediately on exactly the one I considered
the absolute worst, and he insisted on calling me that. I would
have preferred Char.

In the last six months, I'd given up on
trying to get him to stop. Now it wasn't giving instructions to an
employee. It was just rising to the bait. That was exactly what he
wanted, and exactly what I wanted was to deny him any
pleasure I could. I might have had to work with him, but I didn't
have to enjoy it. Especially when he went out of his way to see
that I didn't.

"Doors open at six thirty," I reminded
him.

Technically, there were no doors to open,
since there was no fence around the resort. And even if there had
been, anyone could have walked up from the beach. Every other
resort Freemont Hospitality ran had a fence and a gate and a
security team stationed in a visible place. Aloha Lagoon had a
security team, and normally they were a well-oiled machine.
However, currently the head of security, a heavily muscled Hawaii
native named Jimmy Toki, was away at some surfing competition. So
we had a temporary team in place. It included a partially blind
Haitian man named Si, and, occasionally, Detective Ray Kahoalani,
or one of his officers, who showed up and pretended to do security
checks in return for access to the buffet. We weren't exactly a
bastion of safety. No one worried about it though. Except me. I
worried about everything at Aloha Lagoon that wasn't by the
book.

For a small town, Aloha Lagoon had an oddly
high occurrence of crime, mostly during the high season. In my head
that could be, partially at least, mitigated by proper security
measures. But this town was not interested in the stuff in my head,
and the resort only marginally more so. Corporate had been clear to
me that I was to let the resort function as it had always done. I
was here only to stop everything from grinding to a halt after
Phillip had died and to wait for another assignment. As of yet,
that assignment hadn't come, and I had no idea why. I called
corporate once a week reminding them that I was trapped in the land
of palm trees and dead ambition.

"Gotcha, Boss." Alex's grin was
infuriating, only because he did it to mock me. Well, and because
the smile was something he wore really well. Well enough
that I concentrated on anything but him. He smiled at me to mock
me—same way he said the word boss, like it was somehow a
joke. To him, it probably was. It was too bad too. Alex had a smile
that could easily have been weaponized and used against women the
world over. He didn't have dimples so much as interesting creases
that formed on each cheek. His teeth were perfect, ridiculously
straight and white against his tanned Korean skin.

I slammed open my planner, and focused all
of my attention there. "I printed a list of everything that still
needs to be checked before guests start to arrive. Talk to the
employees and make sure they've got their jobs under control. I'm
going to drive into AL and check with the vendors—oh, and visit
with the band to make sure they have everything in order and
they're ready to take the stage at seven. And speaking of the
stage, can you check to make sure it's completely sound? Ikaika is
completely swamped, and now the lights are out on the big
palm."

Normally, there was a rotating schedule of
who got to go out of town when high season or Christmas rolled
around. This year, everyone who was gone had a very legitimate
reason, and we had a staff that was super overworked. Jimmy was
competing, the assistant manager, Rachel, had gone home to New York
City for a much-deserved family visit, and Juls, who was a
powerhouse herself, had been temporarily transferred to Florida by
corporate to take over for the manager of the resort in Palm
Springs while she took maternity leave.

"Oh come on, Charlie. You can change the
lights. I'll hold the ladder."

Everything was a joke to him. He probably
would have found it hilarious if I toppled off the ladder while
wrestling with that ancient string of lights. The whole thing
looked like it belonged on Snoopy's doghouse. I wasn't risking a
limb for that.

"Pass, thanks." I kept my voice even and
dared looking up at him. One sharply arched eyebrow, the right, was
slightly hitched, the smallest hint of a smile playing on his
mouth.

He grabbed the list from my planner, without
asking if it was the copy I wanted him to have, and stood.
"Consider it done."

For all his faults, that part was actually
true. If nothing else, I could trust Alex Cho to get the job done,
even if I didn't always like the way he did it.

 


* * *

 


The band, Pacific Rim, was a popular local
band that played covers when people wanted it, traditional Hawaiian
music for the resort, and reggae for themselves. Tonight they would
be playing long sets of traditional folk songs interspersed with
holiday favorites. Of course, they'd be required by some kind of
local ordinance to play Bing Crosby's "Mele Kalikimaka" at least
every half an hour. They checked everything off my list with ease,
and I headed away from the bandleader's house, satisfied that
aspect was in hand.

The next stop was the bakery. The resort had
its own kitchens, of course, but occasionally, like at
Christmastime, the burden was too much for just us. The entire town
would normally gather somewhere to celebrate at the big Christmas
Eve luau. Over the years since the resort had been built, the town
had slowly elected to move the festivities there. In just a few
days every single person in AL would be up at the resort for some
holiday fun. That's where the bakery came into play.

The place was run by Ellen and Liam, who
were makers of the world's best scones and also had a power in the
kitchen that bordered on witchcraft. They assured me all was in
hand and that their staff would be headed our way in less than a
week. After that, I stopped at almost every restaurant in town,
checking off the same. Much of our food was actually provided by
locals for this particular event, but even with their help, it was
too great a job for any one source.

That done, I climbed back into my car and
rolled down the window, enjoying the breeze coming off the water,
pulling in the sharp, tangy scent of the ocean mixed with the
gentle smell of sun-warmed sand. If I were in Chicago, it would be
snowing and bitterly cold. I didn't like to compare, or take any
chances that might compromise my ability to leave Hawaii at the
first given opportunity, but I had to admit, if I had to do
Christmas, getting baked under a tropical sun wasn't a bad option.
Especially since I was trying to shake the memories of Chicago's
white Christmases. AL was small and quaint. A place that centered
around the resort and offered mostly services that catered to
tourists who flocked in year round or to the staff who worked and
lived at the resort.

Driving its roads was a pleasure too. Little
traffic, friendly drivers, and only the occasional wild animal
standing on the road—it never felt like a chore to get around AL.
It was when I started considering getting a convertible that I
rolled up the windows and turned on the air. I had no plans of
morphing into one of the locals. Nothing could stand in the way of
leaving the moment an opportunity presented itself. I was very
determined not to fall in love with anything or anyone in Hawaii. I
jabbed the radio button until I found a station not playing holiday
songs and headed back to the resort.

The resort was only a few miles out from
downtown AL, and it was a short trip back. I remembered, suddenly,
that I had no clue if I'd asked Alex to check on the linens. Shoot.
These were the little details that made me good at what I did. But
if I went to the staff and instructed them in how I wanted the
linens done, they'd merely nod a lot, and I'd come in with the
guests to find that everything had been arranged in some
traditionally Hawaiian manner and not in the Freemont way. Somehow
I lacked the ability to say the right words to motivate this
staff.

I turned to the phone on my dash and
instructed it to call Mallory. It was immediately obedient and put
the call through, but in a few rings I was directed to voicemail. I
left a detailed message about the linens and sighed. I would not
call Alex. Not unless something was on fire. I'd check it myself
when I got back.

I called Mallory again from the parking lot,
but there was still no answer. Irritated, I went by the main resort
building, which housed the kitchen, conference rooms, stores,
offices, and check-in desks. It was the epicenter of the resort.
The resort was massive, and there were many different areas, places
where guests could either join in the fun or feel like they were in
a world all their own and sharing their paradise with only those
they elected to be with. Aloha Lagoon was, by far, Freemont's
largest resort, covering nearly sixteen acres of land. There were
multiple restaurants, bars, and stores on-site, and everyone had an
option for getting what they needed. In the middle of it all was
the main building.

A quick check in the dining room told me
that all was well in the land of linens. Alex, clearly. Mouth
twisting, I checked off the note in my planner and headed to the
offices.

The administration offices were contained in
a large warren of small rooms located at the back of the main
building. I checked every one of those fifteen rooms for Mallory,
but she was nowhere to be seen. The resort was too large, and there
would be no way to find her if she was running some kind of check
on the outskirts of the property. It was a poor time for her to go
exploring though. We were down to a mere two hours before the first
guests would begin to pour in for the official holiday kickoff
party.

I sighed and snatched up the packet of
papers that needed to go back to my office. I had no idea why
Mallory had chosen to leave them on the desk in her office instead
of returning them to mine, but her lack of responsibility today was
really annoying me when this was the second biggest day of the
year. I slid the papers into my desk and grabbed up one of the
handheld radios that the whole staff carried when we were on-site.
I didn't carry one when I went into town, but now I was on the hunt
for Mallory and, regrettably, Alex.

I scanned the property as I walked the
perimeter of the main building, looking for anything out of place.
It was sometimes hard to skirt this primary area, since there were
buildings attached as well as others a short distance away. Walking
around it meant dodging between shops and eateries. Turning on the
plastic box in my hand, I flinched at the scratching howl of an
angry radio. Pressing the button, I identified myself. There was a
procedure for the use of these, but few people followed it. Of
course I did. Procedure was my friend.

"This is Charlotte Conner. Silas Accius,
please identify."

Eventually, Si's laconic, drawling voice
came over the line. He was ancient, nearly blind, and I suspected
he was an illegal Haitian immigrant. He'd been here before I'd ever
come, and he was likely to be here long after I was gone. "This is
Si."

"Could you do a check and tell me if buggy
seventeen is missing?"

When I'd arrived, that was a change I
had implemented—the following of emergency guidelines. One
of them included checking out specific carts for important members
of the staff, ensuring they could always be found in the event of
an emergency. Most people ignored the rules, but Mallory
wouldn't.

There was a long, loud pause while I waited
for the call to come back. Finally, Si's voice came through. "No,
ma'am. Seventeen is right where it ought."

"Thank you, Si." I turned down the speaker,
sure I'd be able to hear it if someone really wanted to talk to me.
Where the heck was Mallory?

 


* * *

 


The guests started arriving early, as guests
were wont to do. If this had been one of my normal resorts, they'd
have been kept out by the gate and entertained on the street by
performers, redirected to the beach, or offered the option of being
driven to the hottest local shows or shopping. There would have
been no strange faces wandering around in the main building at
fifteen till. Not that there were hot shows or shopping here, but
still.

In the lobby, I spotted Jillian, the head
concierge, Finn, the head bellboy, and Eve, the day clerk, along
with all of our day staff and a few temps hired for the holiday
festivities. Even Si and Ikaika were moving through the crowd,
trying hard to be circumspect. Every member of the staff, even the
night workers, would be present for the start of the festivities
later. Alex was working a crowd of bikini-clad girls barely old
enough to be legal. Who wore a bikini on December twenty-third? It
was Hawaii, but jeez. Draw the line somewhere. I would have
judged him—I kind of wanted to anyway—but I knew girls like that
were part of the lifeblood of Aloha Lagoon. Both the resort and the
town. If they were happy, the coffers would also be. Alex knew how
to work a crowd, and that was exactly what he was doing.

Who I did not see was Mallory. I wouldn't
fire her. She'd been my assistant for three years, and our parents
were best friends, though my own relationship with Mallory, who was
ten years my junior, was slight. However, this was a serious
infraction, and if I found out she'd disappeared with some surfer,
I'd have to give her some kind of reprimand. I needed an assistant
who could be trusted on one of the most important business days of
the year, even if it took a write-up to do that. I didn't make
friends with employees. It wasn't appropriate, but it was difficult
not to be fond of someone who had worked beside you for years. I
didn't want to play the tough guy.

I radioed Alex, not the slightest bit guilty
for scaring the girl who was already hanging off his chest. She'd
only met him ten minutes ago! Once again, draw the line
somewhere.

"This is Charlotte Conner. Alex Cho, please
identify."

Alex looked straight at me, even though he
hadn't so much as glanced my way since the crowd had started to
arrive. How had he even known where I was? "Looking right at you,
Charlie," he said, ignoring the proper identification.

I sighed. He heard it, and his mouth curved
up in one of those grins that was likely to be irresistible to
every woman in the room, aside from me, of course. And only then
because I spent all of my time very focused on ensuring it was not.
Very slowly, in his low and openly flirtatious voice, he said,
"This is Alex Cho. How can I service you, Boss?"

It took a minute to control the hot wash of
irritation he always seemed to bring up inside of me. If only I
could control the emotions he churned up in me as easily as I could
control everything else in my life. I took a long, slow breath and
carefully asked, "Have you seen Mallory?"

The expression changed, and he was all
business suddenly. I could practically read the process his brain
was going through. He was looking for a mental connection to the
last time he'd seen her. Realizing it wasn't recently. Starting to
wonder if he should be worried. I'd been through all of it
already.

He shook his head, his tinny voice carrying
through the wire. "No. I haven't seen her since this morning. When
did you see her last?"

"Right before I spoke to you in my office.
I'm a little concerned."

I watched his chest rise and fall with a
harsh breath. "I'm sure it's fine. She's starting to relax a
little. Maybe she found someone to hang with instead of
working."

If she had learned to relax quite that much,
she was on her way to a formal write-up, but there was no reason to
say it. There was no question Alex already knew. He got away with
things I'd never allow in another employee, but if he disappeared
on the first day of high season, or Christmas, he would be out the
door.

"I'm coming over. We'll look for her."

Before I could object, he dislodged the
little brunette still clinging to his shirt and strode through the
crowd, reaching my side so quickly that it made our radio
conversation seem kind of ridiculous in retrospect.

"There are a lot of guests," I objected. "We
need to be working."

He grabbed my arm and directed me to a
much-quieter part of the lobby, near the hall to the administration
offices. "Where were you guys when you saw her last?"

I pointed toward the front door. "She took
me out to see the big palm. Remember, the lights weren't working? I
asked her to have you meet me in my office. That was it. I haven't
seen or heard from her since."

He rubbed his chin, lost in thought. He
needed to shave. This was a business. I said nothing though. AL
wasn't the type of town where people shaved, even when it was a
business.

"That's the last I heard from her, too."

The sound of tinkling wind chimes, magnified
loudly enough to be heard by the entire crowd, was our cue to
return to the lobby. It was time, and Mallory would have to wait.
I'd seen videos of the last manager, Phillip, from last Christmas
and the six years before. I knew the drill. Because I didn't speak
the language, I couldn't be quite as proactive as he was. I also
didn't have a wife, so I couldn't lay a kiss on her underneath the
mistletoe to commence the festivities. But I had public speaking
skills, and I had Alex Cho, who did speak the language. We'd make
do.

We made our way to the ballroom, the crowd
we'd been battling filing into the room agitated, like hungry
school children headed for lunch. The buzz of excitement in the
crowd would have been heady if I wasn't still reeling from my
breakup with Christmas. It would have been a few years ago. Before
Jared ruined everything, I'd spent every Christmas seeking out the
best decorations, the fullest trees, the brightest lights. If
Christmas wasn't for everything sparkly and gorgeous, I couldn't
imagine what was. My obsessive love of Christmas had been the only
shred of whimsy I'd ever possessed, and I'd lost it. Only cold
practicality remained. I pasted on a fake smile and followed Alex
to the stage.

The resort was understated elegance in every
way, as every Freemont resort was, but the Christmas bug had bitten
everyone but me, and decorations made this room festive. Brightly
colored lights and boughs of holly were festooned from one pillar
to the next all along the room. A huge Christmas tree was set up in
the corner, already decorated with silver and blue glass balls.
Electricity moved through the small sea of guests, faces all turned
my way. I waved to the assembled crowd.

"Hello. For those who come every Christmas
to celebrate with us here at the Aloha Lagoon Resort and Spa, you
might not recognize me. Earlier this year, the Aloha Lagoon family
was saddened to lose our general manager, Phillip Kealoha. My name
is Charlotte Conner, and I'm currently the general manager here. I
hope I will start a new tradition of seeing you here every year.
Merry Christmas to all of you, and we hope you enjoy the next week
of festivities!"

I smiled, but they were empty words. The
faster I could get out of Aloha Lagoon, the resort and the town,
the happier I'd be. I could only hope some other poor shmuck from
corporate would be standing here, suffering this celebration, by
the time next year rolled around.

Alex took over for me, speaking the same
message in Hawaiian. The likelihood that anyone in this crowd could
even understand Hawaiian was slim, but they came for the
atmosphere, and they loved it when the words were spoken. I
couldn't help but be a little impressed, even though I knew he'd
been raised in Hawaii. It was a difficult language, spoken by very
few people, and there was little of it that I understood beyond
aloha and Mele Kalikimaka, of course.

When he finished, he flashed a much more
sincere smile to the crowd, and we started to move off the stage,
waiting to give the cue to the band. It started small, the faint
noise of someone chanting in the crowd. Within seconds the chorus
of "kiss, kiss, kiss" was floating in the air. Really? We
weren't Phillip and his wife here, people.

Alex glanced at me, then up at the mistletoe
for a long second. Then he shrugged and pulled me forward. With the
amount of force he used pulling me back to his side, I expected him
to lay one on me with violence. I was ready for that. One kiss, and
we could go away and do something actually useful. Only that wasn't
what he did at all. For a second he just stared at me, dark eyes
inscrutable. Then he lowered his head and pressed a butterfly-soft
kiss to mostly my bottom lip.

It was barely a touch. My skin prickled.
Work. This was for work. For the crowd. It was just a show.
Nothing to it. I was just simply not going to think about it. One
mindless little kiss. Not a problem. I would not concentrate on the
fact that this was Alex, the man who embodied everything I didn't
want to like about Aloha Lagoon. I was definitely not going to
concentrate on the way he smelled, like something warm and exotic,
or the texture of his threadbare shirt, the heat of his skin
radiating from underneath. I was not going to zero in on his firm,
warm lips. Not even a little.

I was also not going to respond to his mouth
parting over mine, breathing in my breath, burning me with his
heat. There was the smallest hint of a second where the searing
sweep of his tongue burned across my bottom lip. I couldn't stop
the harsh pull of my breath, struggling to remain removed from this
charade.

There was a suspended second where we stood,
lips open, barely touching, barely breathing, barely moving. As if
we'd received some kind of silent message from a mysterious source,
we sprung away from each other in unison. Trembling, I barely
restrained the urge to wipe my hand over my mouth, destroying
everything about the show we'd just put on. The applause from the
guests was thunderous. All for that stupid kiss.

I walked calmly across the stage, giving one
more wave and signaling for the band. No matter what, I wouldn't
share my feelings with guests. That would be, above all,
unprofessional. And that was the one thing I would never be.

I was going to kill Alexander Cho. I was
going to go to his cabin, out there on the beach, and I was going
to strangle him in his sleep. Then when I was finished, I would
kick him a few dozen times, just to get it all out. I didn't like
this resort. I didn't like Christmas. And I especially didn't like
Alex, with his smug grins, and his lazy glances, and his tousled
hair. I hated the sparks still dancing on the end of my tongue, and
I hated my traitorous pulse that thumped at my throat.

The radio at my side sprang to life. "Hey,
Boss, we got a problem." The disembodied voice belonged to Ikaika,
a squat, middle-aged Polynesian man who refused to follow any of
the rules I tried to create, but who could fix anything on the
entire Aloha Lagoon property with only his box of tools and a small
coterie of assistants.

I squeezed my fingers together to stop the
trembling before picking up the radio. I felt Alex sidle up next to
me, but I refused to even look at him. "What is it, Ikaika?"

"The waterfall is losing flow. I tried to
send a guy in, but it's too slick to place the ladder. I need the
crane."

The waterfall was manmade, but it was
gorgeous. The focal point of the party area out behind the main
hotel, the fifty-foot water feature was a major part of the
festivities that would follow dinner. "I'll be right there."

I wasn't thrilled to encounter a problem of
this magnitude, but I was happy to have an excuse to get away from
Alex and away from the party. If we couldn't get the waterfall
fixed, a good half of the after-dinner show would be ruined. This
was no small issue. I cut through the crowd, all heading to their
seats, and headed for the back door. To my chagrin, I eventually
realized that Alex wasn't staying in the dining room. He also
wasn't headed to his office or off into the night to check on the
property. He was coming with me.

I decided to ignore him. It was better for
all of us that way. I picked my way across the sand until I reached
the large stonework patio where outdoor parties were held. In just
two days, we'd be hosting a wedding right here. For the holiday
shows, it was one of our most popular features, and there was no
way we could go on without fixing it.

The twenty lights at the base of the
waterfall typically made for an elegant light show. But for the
moment they were merely distractions, shining on the sadly slimy
back wall of the falls. Ikaika was right. Nothing was flowing but a
rather pathetic drip of water right down the middle.

"Stanley, can you please bring the crane?"
The question was spoken immediately next to me. Alex. Talking to a
man in our vehicle department. Even he didn't follow the radio
rules. How could I expect anyone else to?

It took Stanley, a balding white man who
always looked like he was wearing white linen pajamas,
approximately four minutes to work his way from the massive
airplane hangar, which acted as our garage, across the sand and to
the waterfall. He parked next to the falls and lowered the
platform. Ikaika lumbered his way on, and to my surprise, Alex
joined him. Ikaika slapped the edge of the crane and yelled in
Hawaiian. Really, I needed to learn some, but I kept thinking,
hoping, I would be gone before it would be helpful.

I watched the men directing Stanley in how
to position the crane and then flinched at the sight of Ikaika
scaling the edge of the crane and disappearing into the mouth that
would lead to the metal piping that was clearly blocked. "You're
breaking OSHA rules," I shouted the reminder. Of course, they paid
me no heed. They didn't want my opinions, and we had exactly half
an hour in setting darkness to get this thing fixed before people
started coming out.

Momentarily, I heard Ikaika yell. Water
pushed him out of the mouth and spewed him off the side. A scream
caught in my throat as Alex reached out and grabbed Ikaika, one
hand on his arm, one on the hem of his shirt. I was so riveted to
the horror of the impending accident that I couldn't even look at
the falls finally pouring out again, just as engineering had
intended. A combination of Alex's strength and Ikaika's monkey-like
climbing abilities meant that Ikaika was back in the crane within
seconds, but it felt like hours.

Letting out a slow breath, I finally moved
my attention back to the waterfall, looking for evidence of what
had caused the malfunction. There was a large pool at the bottom, a
home for the lights, festively blinking red and green in honor of
the holiday, and a filtering system to send the water back up the
pipes.

Horror crept up on me as my brain finally
connected the pieces of what I was seeing. It was apparent now what
had been blocking the waterfall. White dress, pale twisted limbs,
fans of brunette curls, sightless staring eyes. Mallory was not
making time with a local surfer. She wasn't about to get a
reprimand.

She wasn't even alive.


CHAPTER TWO

 


Completely numb, I couldn't react at all.
The horror momentarily overwhelmed anything that might come later,
like the realization of how this would impact the Christmas events.
As manager, I needed to be worrying about that. But I couldn't even
move on to the familiar security of work. I couldn't do anything
but stare. Even my breath was partially frozen, working its way out
on a thin wheeze.

"Breathe, Charlie." The whisper came from
the right. Alex. The slightest hint of practicality remained and
told me that he must have come down from the crane to see what was
going on. He was probably right. I needed to breathe. But I
couldn't find the air.

Suddenly Alex grabbed me by the shoulders
and forcibly turned me away from Mallory's broken body. The action
shocked another wheezing breath from my lungs. Then another.
Without thinking, I struggled to turn back and get another look at
Mallory. Alex pulled me into a tight embrace against his chest so I
couldn't possibly move. Then he buried his face in the hair
covering my ear and whispered, "Stop looking, and breathe."

It was shocking to be hugged by him. So much
so that a part of my brain jogged and returned to reality. I was
torn between fighting to get out of his arms and just using a
handy, big, strong man to give some of the comfort I so desperately
needed. I wasn't comfortable with Alex, for so many reasons. That
couldn't be denied, but for a moment I was weak and took the
comfort. The sight of Mallory's body was really sinking in, and I
was racked with chills, completely overwhelmed. Alex was oddly
comforting, warm and solid, with an embrace that was tight enough
to make me feel a safety I desperately needed without making me
feel trapped.

I closed my eyes tight and pressed my face
against his chest, hoping that somehow the images burned behind my
eyelids would disappear as easily as the night around us did. I
could feel him turn his head. "Ikaika, can you please call
Detective Ray and get Silas?"

Though he kept his voice calm and even, the
mention of the police sent another unpleasant shock through my limp
body. Mallory was only twenty-two. She had a whole life ahead of
her. Her mother knew mine. How would I tell her? How would I
explain broken Mallory, dead when her adult life had barely
started? In a move so unprofessional it made me ill, I burst into
tears. Alex stroked my hair, a gesture that would have enraged me
at any other moment than this one, and made comforting noises.

It took me almost a minute to stop the
hysterical sobbing and pull myself together. I decided to pretend
it had never happened. If I wanted people to respect me, I had to
remain responsible and professional all the time. No matter what
happened. Even if a dead body of someone who had not deserved to
die this way landed at my feet. I pushed out of Alex's arms, and I
wondered if I was imagining his reluctance to let go. Well, if he
thought I couldn't handle it, he was wrong. This was why managers
should never break down.

He moved to stand between me and an easy
view of Mallory, which I had to admit I appreciated. The urge to
look again was overwhelming. I hurriedly wiped my face and composed
my expression, squaring my shoulders. I could do this. I owed it to
Mallory and to the corporate office. I wished Jimmy were here. The
real head of security would have come in handy instead of Silas,
who was too old to move quickly and not a paragon of security
practices. When Silas arrived, I directed him to cordon off the
area, because all he was doing was standing there staring at the
body, not that I had done much more. I appreciated Alex's efforts
to protect me, but I had pulled it together. It was time to get
things done.

I stepped around him, staring for a long
second at Stanley, who was off the crane and kneeling down next to
Mallory, pointlessly trying to find a pulse. I had never seen a
body before, but even I could see it was far too late for any
attempts at preserving Mallory's life.

"Why would she have gotten inside of the
waterfall?"

I didn't even realize I'd spoken the words
out loud until I saw Alex shift uncomfortably. "Charlie…I don't
think she did."

I gestured in the direction of the
waterfall. "Well, of course she did. You saw her come out of it,
same as I did. How else would she…"

The words trailed off as it finally occurred
to me that this was probably not an accident. That brought in a
whole new dimension that I had never considered, and I had to work
hard to control my breathing. Mallory might have been murdered. My
assistant. My hotel. My responsibility. How would I tell her
mother?

Once again, for the second time in just a
few moments, Alex came to my rescue when I was on the verge of
losing it, though this time perhaps inadvertently. "What do we do
now, Boss? We have to keep the other guests from coming out
here."

I snapped out of my fugue of horror and
guilt. Of course. It was nearly time for the presentation to start.
The band was likely already waiting just inside the performer's
door for a cue from one of us. Within the next couple of minutes,
guests were going to start wandering outside to enjoy the
beginnings of another sweetly scented Hawaiian evening. That
couldn't happen.

I pointed at Alex. "Please go inside and
corral the guests. Find another activity to keep them still for a
bit while we figure out something else for them to do tonight. The
band will need to reposition themselves to perform in the grand
ballroom. We need all hands on deck. Every single employee. I'll
stay here and deal with the police and…" I swallowed hard. "And the
coroner."

Alex rubbed a hand over his mouth, stilling
for a second before finally speaking. "I think it might be better
if we traded. You go inside and take care of the guests. I'll let
everyone know we have an emergency on the radio, and stay here
with…Mallory."

He was not making that choice because he
wanted to be here. He was making it so that I didn't have to be. It
was the first time I could recall that I was truly thankful to have
Alex Cho as my second in command. For a moment, I wanted to throw
my arms around him and hug him again. I pulled myself together.

"Thanks."

He nodded solemnly, all traces of the
usually flippant man gone. "If you have no specific requests for
who needs to do what, I'll just assign people to pick up the
pieces. Call me with the new plan when you have it figured
out."

I turned to leave and found a few guests
were already coming, drawn by the noise and chaos near the
waterfalls, especially when the sounds of sirens rent the air. I
used all the no-nonsense command I could muster to herd them back
inside. Heading immediately for the stage in the ballroom, I drew
on my inner core, secretly some sort of take-charge general in
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