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Of Gold & Blood Book Series 3
A Double Whammy


First: A Spell-binding Mystery. Second: a linked Spanish Novella.



 

Unbridled Vengeance #5. Caleb and Madeleine’s story–



 

Hope Redeemed #6. Caleb’s sister Josefa and Santiago’s story.



 

 

Rancher Country, Rural Sacramento 1870

 

They live in a bloodstained land, hiding harrowing secrets.

 

Wrongly accused rancher Caleb Stewart must prove he didn’t brutally murder his sister’s betrothed or risk the gallows.

 

Will blackmailed beauty Madeleine risk life and love for the truth?

 

And what will it take for Josefa’s trust in Caleb to be restored – and is she willing to sacrifice her old life for another chance of a happy ending?


UNBRIDLED VENGEANCE

Tardé una hora en conocerte y solo un día en enamorarme. Pero me llevará toda una vida lograr olvidarte.



 

 

It took me an hour to get to know you and just a day to fall in love. But it will take me a whole life to be able to forget you. Anon., popularized by Acción Poética




Prologue

New Year’s Eve, December 31 1869

 

As soon as he stepped into Rancho Del Oro’s tiled courtyard, the smells of his childhood assailed him with a force that froze him where he stood. He could hear and smell it; the echo of the vaqueros’ laughter as they stood around the oven pits out back; the aroma of old smoke and char-grilled beef. And the strangely comforting yeasty dampness of Fergus Stewart’s deerhounds. His fingers twitched to stroke their smooth necks.

Rory Mackinnon had not been in this house since he was ten years old, but the memories still grabbed him by the throat. It had been a house of plenty: abundant food, overflowing laughter, brotherly love. And life after his father’s breach with Fergus Stewart had been empty of all those things.

Maybe that was why he’d been dreaming of asking for Josefa’s hand in marriage. And why he had such a keen sense of anticipation for this coming meeting with Caleb Stewart. Their fathers were long dead, the feud that erupted between them never reconciled. It was up to the next generation to make peace.

But something isn’t right.

There was no sound of echoing footsteps on the tiled hallway. Just the click of restless paws on terracotta — it sounded as though Caleb’s dogs were shut inside. He tried the handle and the door opened soundlessly.

He paused at the entry, called. “Caleb? Miguel?”

He halted again as the familiar velvety sense of comfort folded around him. The room looked just the same as it had the last time he’d been here: high-raftered, wood-paneled ceilings, a long communal dining table, empty except for a scattering of eating utensils and a pottle of dark violet flowers. The energy radiating from the red coals in the big fireplace that stretched along one adobe wall reached out to him from across the room. The wrought-iron screens set in place before the glowing coals indicated no one was home.

He strode across the main room to a door in the back corner, and gingerly opened it, hoping the dogs were friendly. Two handsome hounds — nearly as tall as miniature ponies — skittered across the room and stood by the door through which he’d just entered, ears flat against their heads, quivering to be let out. Fergus Stewart’s deerhounds used to hunt for venison when elk and antelope were plentiful in the early years. It gave him a warm surge to see Caleb still had their offspring.

“You want to go out? I’m not sure that’s such a good idea if no one’s home.”

He peered into the small study the dogs had vacated. Caleb wasn’t sitting at the desk, but the room was not empty. A man lay sprawled face upward, his mouth stretched in painful rictus, a dark purple stain pooling onto the rug under him. The coppery smell of blood — Miguel’s blood — rose in his nostrils, filling the room.

In two quick steps he squatted down beside the old retainer’s body, holding his wrist between forefinger and thumb, but he already knew he wouldn’t feel the flicker of a pulse.

As he rose unsteadily, the front door opened. A gust of cold air whooshed in and the dogs’ paws made a sand papery rustle on the tiles as they rushed out.

“Caleb? Is that you?”

Rory waited, hand on his gun belt. His throat was prickly, his chest so tight he could barely breathe.

He tensed as a shadow fell across the doorway, and a large male form loomed in the gap. It wasn’t Caleb, but he knew the face. A second man shadowed the first.

“What the blazes are you doing here?” Rory’s question sounded like a bark.

“Me? I’m here for our meeting of course,” the man sneered. “What did you think I was here for?”

Rory glanced down. Miguel’s blood was inching towards the toe of his right boot. He wrenched his foot away, and remembered he had a gun. But hold it, man. Not yet . . . Not yet.

“I understood I was meeting Caleb. No one else. Just Caleb.”

“Caleb is otherwise engaged. We don’t need him to complete our business anyway. This is all we need.” The man pulled out a swatch of paper. “The sales agreement for two thirds of Del Oro.”

Despite the heat from the fire, cold beads of sweat broke out on Rory’s forehead. “Two thirds of Del Oro? Are you mad? Caleb will never agree to that.”

The man eyed him coldly. “Caleb won’t have any choice.”

“What do you mean he won’t have any choice? He’s the recognized owner.”

“Ah yes, but your father staked a claim on behalf of his heirs before he died. You know that. And it’s not difficult to revitalize that claim. All it takes is your signature.”

Rory jerked back. “I’m not doing that. That’s tantamount to fraud. It was all lies when my father first made the claim years ago, and nothing’s changed since.”

The second man, who’d been standing to one side like a silent black vulture, swooped. A cold metallic tube pressed against the side of Rory’s head.

“You most certainly will, Mr. Mackinnon. We haven’t come all this way to have you play hard to get.”


1

“A toast! To our new neighbors, Caleb Martinez Stewart, his mother, the superb Doña Valentina, and all their family — Josefa, the twins, Lucas and Mateo, and all who roam the range at Rancho Del Oro!”

Sir John Russell clinked glasses with his roundly pregnant wife Pania, who’d remained seated beside him when the rest of the party stood to toast in the new year. “To our new partnership in wine.”

The long oak table groaned with festive food: turkey pot pie, venison stew, candied sweet potatoes and half a dozen other dishes. The Russells might have an English cook, Caleb thought, but her food tasted as delicious as pretty much anything Rosario cooked at home.

Garrulous chatter ballooned around them again, and Sir John’s Australian brother Nathan, who sat on Pania’s right, chinked on his glass with a teaspoon to quieten the noise.

“Let me add my congratulations to you on this excellent vintage, dear brother. May the future wines that come from this valley” — he swiveled and dipped his glass in deference to the man standing next to him — “be as good as our New South Wales drop, thanks to this fine fellow.” He raised his glass. “To Aristide Laurent, vintner extraordinaire.”

Aristide laughed and shook his head. “Cheeky Australian.”

Nathan grinned. “And to the Stewart family, whose willing provision of Rancho Del Oro terroir makes this new venture possible.”

The flames on the two silver candlesticks flickered from the expelled breath and movement as everyone sat down again and resumed eating and chattering.

In his straight-backed chair on the corner of the table next to Sir John, Caleb was overcome with a sudden shyness. He was a Johnny Hayseed alongside the international magnate, one of California’s richest men, with interests in import and export, mining, railways and now real estate, agriculture and wine.

Granted, the Stewart family still owned five thousand acres of productive grazing land within easy reach of Sacramento’s heart in J Street, rolling north to the banks of the smooth-flowing American River. He was one of the few Californios who’d inherited a Spanish land grant from his father and held onto it. Not just kept it but kept it profitable — just. The golden years of free-roaming rancho beef were gone, and they needed new initiatives if the family was to continue to prosper. Which was why he’d sold part of the estate to Sir John.

He caught his mother’s hawk-like gaze as he rose to respond. “Thank you for the very warm welcome, Sir John. We’re overwhelmed.” He took in Doña Valentina’s ram-rod posture, the strongly arched eyebrows over intense dark brown eyes, and his attention moved past her to the rangy forms of his boisterous younger twin brothers, colts still growing into their legs and champing at the bit to get into the race. Across the table from them sat his black-haired, dark-eyed sister Josefa, so like his mother in her aristocratic beauty, but so unlike her in temperament.

“To Vino d’Oro. We all appreciate that the California my father and mother knew when they married is fast disappearing, and if the fifteen years since my father died have taught me anything, it is never to count on past successes. So a toast to the best partners we could wish for. To Sir John and Aristide . . . and Vino d’Oro.”

The twins were fidgeting, Josefa’s face had that dreamy, faraway light she so often took on these days, but his mother was right there with him. She gave him a barely perceptible nod of approval.

“Thank you for preserving the history of Del Oro by preserving the name.”

He sank back into his chair and watched as the easy comfort of loving family life folded around him like a warm blanket. The decibels of gay laughter rose; wives and children, visitors and workers like Laurent and his sister Madeleine, all enveloped in a pleasant glow.

Opposite him an elfin-faced little girl with a mass of dark brown curls wriggled in her chair, set between Nathan and his stunning, singing-star wife Graysie Castellanos. The child gazed from one to the other as she chattered on in a joyful monologue, barely stopping for breath or pausing for answers. She looked to be about six years old.

“Wine is only for grown ups, isn’t it, Uncle Nat? Children don’t drink wine. And especially not babies, that’s right isn’t it, Sissy?” She turned her enchanting, freckled face towards Graysie. “My baby brother George definitely can’t have wine, can he?” She giggled and helped herself to another ganache chocolate tart.

“What have you been up to, little imp?” Sir John’s wife Pania leaned across and tickled her under her chin. “Did you help Mademoiselle Madeleine in the kitchen this afternoon?”

“I did. She let me help fill the tarts with chocolate. And I got to lick the spoon!”

She gave a deep sigh of pure pleasure and gazed adoringly at Madeleine, Aristide’s school-teacher sister, a recent arrival from France. Madeleine flashed an answering smile. Pania followed the child’s gaze with an amused raised eyebrow, and Madeleine laughed. “Minette did very well, Lady Russell. She spooned the chocolate filling into the pastry shells with hardly a spill. She shows definite promise as a chef.”

Russell’s striking New Zealand wife laughed. “Pania, please, Mademoiselle. We don’t stand on ceremony here.”

Caleb felt the stirrings of a deep-down envy, so unlike anything he’d experienced before. He held his breath, waiting for it to pass. It didn’t. He shifted uneasily. Had anyone noticed how tense he was? He released his breath slowly and settled more deeply into his chair.

He’d been so consumed with ensuring the ranch’s survival, he’d missed out on making a life for himself. His father’s sudden death when he was fifteen, the onslaught of droughts and floods and bitter legal battles . . . A wife had been the last thing on his mind. Children? They were something for the future, when the ranch was secure, when his siblings were settled.

It came to him with the crashing of cymbals as he watched the loving, reciprocal interchange around him — Nathan Russell must be about the same age as him. And Aristide? He didn’t appear to have a wife, but he radiated a confident intelligence, a man happy in his realm, plainly delighted to have his sister with him.

And the sister? She’d been introduced earlier, taken on as domestic manager for Aristide and the winery when the family weren’t here, and as a part-time nanny when they were. She observed the proceedings with sparkling aquamarine eyes that he guessed recorded everything, answering inquiries with carefully crafted but flawless English, her sentences lit unexpectedly now and then by a brilliant smile.

He thought of the fractious Del Oro household: the twenty-year-old twins in rebellion against him for trying to replace the father they’d never really known, Josefa resenting his attempts to protect her from her own headstrong willfulness because someone had to. He suddenly felt tired, and much older than his thirty years.

He glanced up. Madeleine Laurent was quietly observing him, feathery lines visible around sad eyes, as if the clouds had rolled in and covered the sun. They locked eyes for a long moment, and she gave a slight nod of acknowledgment before turning to answer a query from Josefa, who sat next to her.

“I love being here, Josefa. Just love it. Aristide is my only family left, you see. Mother died last year and my sister several years before that. I can’t tell you how glad I was to find him.”

She, too, was clearly fatigued. She looked older than she’d appeared moments before. Caleb had the queerest sensation — what did they say? — as if someone had walked over his grave. Like him, she felt that life had passed her by, he would swear it. Either that or he’d had too much wine. He shook his head to clear the crazy thoughts. The legs of his chair shrieked as he pushed back from the table with a decisiveness he hadn’t been aware he felt a moment before, and thrust out his hand to start making his round of farewells. The family could stay till midnight and see in the new year. He had a business to attend to.

 

The waning crescent moon wasn’t due to rise until after midnight, so Caleb’s ride home was slower than usual. He was maintaining a steady gait on Nero to avoid breaking the black stallion’s leg in a gopher hole, but he was a good half mile away from home when two things happened in eerie coincidence.

The moon’s silver crescent nudged over the clear black line of the horizon, and two ghostly forms he couldn’t fail to recognize came bounding out of the darkness. He didn’t need a full moon to know the fluid strides of Jupiter and Venus, the deerhounds he’d left at home in Miguel’s safe keeping.

They were benign creatures, but it was a bad breach of animal husbandry to allow them to wander at night. Only something catastrophic would have prevented Miguel from shutting them up in their quarters near the cooking pits before he went to bed.

His heart beat a warning tom-tom as he rode the avenue of evergreen oaks leading to the house. Nero had barely stopped before he slid from his saddle, roughly tethered him by the trough and thundered inside, the dogs hot on his heels.

He drew to a hasty stop on the doorstep, pulling out his revolver, cursing the lack of light. He opened the door a few inches and peered in, weapon raised. The big family room where they did most of their daily living was empty, but it smelled all wrong. The familiar aroma of rising bread and Doña Valentina’s spicy perfume were overlaid with a heavy masculine presence: cigar smoke and sweat. And underneath it all, the unmistakable coppery tang of blood.

He pushed the door fully open and the dogs surged ahead of him, leading the way to the office nook where they spent much of the day sleeping. But when they got to the entryway, they pulled up sharply, their muzzles shuddering. Venus was whimpering; Jupiter stared back at him uncertainly. Both were reluctant to enter the room.

Gun raised, Caleb flattened himself along the wall and peered around the door jamb. Miguel lay spread-eagled on the rug, his kind, wrinkled face frozen in a heart-searing howl, the dark stain pooling around him the evidence that he’d bled out in the place which had been his refuge for most of his long life.

Caleb felt exactly like he had as a young teen when he’d been thrown from a horse and badly winded. Gut-punched. He lurched over, clutching his waist, struggling for breath at the same time as he was dry-heaving. His hands were icy, his neck clammy, and for a second or two he thought he might pass out in an intense wave of dizziness.

He clutched at the hard edge of the doorjamb, reminding himself the world was still upright, it was just him that was tilted off center. Slowly, as the big mantel clock ticked laboriously into the first hour of a new decade, he raised himself to his full height and spoke to the dogs.

“You were here, weren’t you guys? You saw who did this.” He shook his head and wiped away the first tears with the back of his hand. “If only you could talk.”

He turned his back on Miguel’s supine form and walked out on light feet, as if not to disturb his sleep, though he knew he was being a little batty. “Come on, now. We’ll get you bedded down. You’ve had a nasty fright.”

He worked his way to the back of the house where the estate kitchens were situated. The kennels were out back here too, the dogs familiar with the routine: fed, then bed. The fact that they were still loose in the house when Miguel’s attackers came told Caleb the killer or killers must have come early in the evening.

His mind was working overtime as he crossed the yard. Who would have any cause to kill Miguel — and why? The mestizo had been a faithful house manager for more than twenty years, since a bull charge crushed his hip and ended his days as a vaquero. His quiet wisdom and wiry strength had carried them through many a crisis over the years, never more so than after Caleb’s father died. He’d lost so much more than a capable man — he’d lost a spiritual connection. Miguel could read nature. He was a man of prophetic voice and stunning premonitions. And yet somehow he’d failed to detect the danger closest to him.

Preoccupied with what he should do next — send a rider for the sheriff, go back to the Russell’s to get his mother — he’d got halfway across the courtyard to the kennels when he noticed the dogs were hanging back, acting peculiar again, dragging their tails between their legs, shifty in their movements. It came to him in a rush that he should be more on his guard. Maybe the killer was still in the vicinity. Maybe they were waiting for someone to come home in the hope of better pickings.

He stopped and surveyed his surroundings, moving slowly in a semi-circle, examining every bump and shadow, the yard still poorly lit by the delicate curving moon barely over the horizon. Halfway through the circumference on his search he stopped. What was that thrown across one of the outdoor cooking pits? An unburned log? Some other rubbish? He didn’t recall it being there earlier in the day. The men would have eaten here before going out to local grog houses. New Year’s Eve was one of the few nights of the year that the ranch was left pretty much deserted.

A rising dizziness, like he’d experienced when he found Miguel, threatened to engulf him again. He turned and ran for the house.

I need a lantern. I might be being ridiculous, but I can’t do this without one.

He quickly assembled and lit the lantern, and with the light in one hand and his gun in the other, he stalked across the yard like a man holding a lit fuse.

As he approached the oven pit, he raised the lantern to the full length of his arm to cast a strong, wide circle of light. He squeezed his eyes shut, willing himself to withstand whatever it was he was going to be forced to see.

When he opened them, the dogs began howling. Not just Jupiter and Venus, but all the dogs they had in the kennels alongside, howling as if it was a full moon.

It seemed like just the right response because splayed out before him on his back was the shirtless figure of a man, his bare chest burned with branding irons that carried the mark of Rancho Del Oro — the golden cup that overflowed with good things.

But not tonight. And not ever again for this poor sod. Caleb wanted to stay rooted where he was, feet distant, but he knew he had to step closer, to see it all. He stepped right up to the edge of the pit and brought the lamp down low over the man’s face. It was badly beaten. An eyebrow and lip split open, the lips set in a tortured expression that could have been a cry of pain and could have been a strange half smile.

“Noooo! Oh nooooo!”

He heard a low-pitched keening noise and knew there was no one else here. That noise was coming from him. He didn’t need a second view to confirm who was lying there. Rory, his childhood “twin” and the man he suspected Josefa imagined as her primer amor, her first love. His gut cramped.

There’d been a bitter estrangement, threats to contest Rancho Del Oro ownership after Dougal Mackinnon’s first wife died and he married again. Dougal had died last year, but Caleb and Rory hadn’t spoken in more than a decade.

So what on earth had he been doing here? And who would want to kill him?

Caleb pulled himself upright, stiffened his backbone. Right now, he needed to get Rory’s body inside, away from the night prowlers, the coyote scavengers. And then he had to get help.

 

“Are Miguel’s people going to be all right for Monday?” Doña Valentina was pale and drawn, but her voice still rang with regal authority even when she was asking a question.

“There’s really only Juan, his brother left, so yes. Other than Juan, it’s us. Del Oro was Miguel’s life, we all know that.” Caleb picked at some cold meat slices that sat on the coffee table in front of him.

His eyes flicked to Josefa, who slumped in remote silence, arms folded across her chest, staring at the floor. They were in a small ante room in the Russell house, Josefa distanced in a chair set apart from the sofa where he and his mother sat. Her jaw flexed. She avoided eye contact with both of them.

“As for Rory, the county coroner will have to handle that. I don’t know where Consuela is. She’ll have to be the one to organize Rory’s ending. Meantime the coroner will have him.”

From her corner, Josefa jumped to her feet with a noise that could have been a hiss or a stifled sob, and glared at him, her face white and venomous.

Doña Valentina stood in alarm, matching her daughter’s stance. She took one step toward her, then stopped. “I know it’s been a shock, Josefa, but really, you must hold yourself together, my dear. It’s a very long time since any of us had anything to do with that family. And the dreadful time they gave your father . . . It’s a tragedy, I know, but it’s not our tragedy.”

Josefa jerked as if she’d been poked in the eye with a hot poker. “You don’t know a thing about it!” She glared from her mother to Caleb. “You! You were going to meet him.” Her furious control was dissolving into a wail. “How could you?”

“Meet him? What are you talking about?” Caleb’s hands were blocks of ice. “I haven’t seen or heard from him in nearly fifteen years.”

“Liar! You’re a total liar.”

Doña Valentina took another step forward. “Josefa, you’re upset—”

Josefa whirled to face her mother, hands on her hips. “And you! You only care about Caleb. The golden boy who stepped in and saved the family. Well, I’m sick of it. Sick of you all!” She turned and fled from the room.

 

The muted sounds of teacups clinking on saucers, and snatches of subdued conversation floated in from down the hall, where the rest of the clan was engaged in a restrained New Year’s Day brunch. An old clock ticked a loud steady beat on the mantel. The fire hissed.

Doña Valentina faltered. Her skin was gray and lined in the sunless day. “I don’t know what’s gotten into her, Caleb. What is she talking about?” She stared up at him, her eyes drawn and perplexed. “You meeting Rory? Where could she have got that idea?”

“I don’t know. But she knows more than she’s letting on, that’s for sure. All those visits she’s been making to Aunt Bonnie’s lately . . .”

Bonaventura was Consuela’s mother, and Valentina’s cousin. His throat suddenly felt parched, and he took a sip of the tea that had been poured when they first sat down. It was lukewarm.

“I wonder if she’s nursing some idea of a romance. You know, she’s always had a soft spot for Rory. And she’s been so vague and dreamy lately. I guess now we know the answer.”

Doña Valentina’s face darkened, her brows narrowed. “What? Surely she wouldn’t be so disloyal? After the agony Consuela has caused us?”

“Rory didn’t have anything to do with it, you know that. It was all Consuela. He can’t help it if she’s his stepmother.”

It still burned. For his mother and, if he was honest, for him too. The spurious claim Dougal Mackinnon had made against Fergus and Del Oro, alleging that Dougal been an equal recipient in the land grant they’d worked together. Claimed he’d not been properly paid out. The discord began within months of Fergus marrying Consuela after the death of his first wife, and they’d always suspected she was the manipulator behind it.

“I accept that Rory had nothing to do with that sad business, but what was he thinking? Coming to our house when we weren’t even there. It just doesn’t make sense.” Doña Valentina frowned and wiped her hands down her face.

Caleb took her by the elbow. “Well, we won’t find the answers here. I need to get you home, Mother. We’ve a lot to do before Monday. Let’s collect the boys and get going.”

 

Getting away wasn’t easy. The twins, all hollow legs and with no memory of Rory or his family, were wolfing down a hearty breakfast of bacon, eggs, sausages, Welsh rarebit, grilled potatoes and a selection of breads and jams. Even some rolled oats porridge and cream was laid out on the sideboard, in deference, Caleb guessed, to their Scots heritage. His queasy stomach wasn’t ready for any of it.

“Doña Valentina, Caleb, do join us. Dreadful business, I know.” John Russell guided Valentina to a chair next to Pania’s. Graysie and Madeleine sat on the other side of the table, Graysie with her god-daughter Minette nestled in her lap, Madeleine with the baby George on her shoulder. They struggled valiantly at chit-chat about Paris fashion or, Caleb guessed, some other nonsense.

He gravitated to a seat next to Aristide and Nathan, catching Aristide mid-sentence. “They’re damned pushy, I have to say.” His blue-gray eyes flashed with annoyance. “And they’ve a very odd way of doing business.” He acknowledged Caleb’s presence, turning and clapping him on the shoulder. “Sorry to hear the news, mon frère. If there’s anything we can do . . .”

Caleb sighed. “I think we’ve got it under control. I hope so — I’ve been up half the night getting the sheriff, the coroner, the undertaker involved. It was a huge shock, of course. But don’t let me interrupt. We’ve done all that we can for now. Life must go on.”

Nathan nodded. “Suppose so. Aristide was just telling me about these two agents who’ve been pestering him. They appear to be working for a number of San Francisco high rollers, stiff-arming their way into anything that appears to be making money, aiming at taking a cut. Sanctioned extortion is what I’d call it. Isn’t that right, Aristide?”

The winemaker nodded. “Back home in Bordeaux some of the wine districts had cooperatives — all the growers sold to the same agency and the wine was made under a cooperative agreement — and it worked fine if the terms were fair and honest.”

“You were part of that?” Caleb’s eyes felt as if they had sand in them, but he tried to act interested.

Aristide grimaced. “These guys are pushing to set up the same sort of thing here, but as far as I can judge they’re charging ridiculous fees and introducing some very sneaky sub-clauses. I’ve told Sir John not to touch them with a ten-foot pole. I think they’re crooks.” The vintner’s gray eyes flashed angrily, and then he seemed to make a big effort to let go. He shrugged. “I shouldn’t get too wound up about it, I suppose. You just say ‘No’, don’t you? I don’t know why I’m getting steamed up.” He raised his glass. “To prosperous sound business.”

Nathan grinned. “I can drink to that.”

Caleb had a sudden thought. “Where did you say this pair are based? And who exactly do they represent?”

Aristide’s answer was interrupted by a knock at the dining-room door. Madeleine was standing in the entry, her face chalky white. She looked nothing like the sanguine smiling woman at dinner last night. Her eyes searched out the pram, where she’d set down George before going to answer a knock at the door.

“Sir John, excusez-moi. There’s two men here to see you. They would not accept you were already engaged.”

A handsome man with military bearing strode in, brushing her aside with brusque impatience. He held a hat in one hand; his glossy black hair was echoed by a neatly trimmed black mustache; the cut of his jacket fitted perfectly around broad shoulders. He had the air of a man to be reckoned with.

He was followed in by a second fellow of stringy build. He was a head taller than the first, with a thin ginger fuzz above his top lip that was a poor excuse for a mustache. The leading man was confident and vocal, while the second stood to one side in surly silence.

“Sir John.” He thrust his hand forward with assurance. “My word, you’re a difficult man to get hold of. Gérard Le Blanc at your service. And this is Roland Durand, my assistant. We’re agents for Buffer, Jones and Cottlesloe, a renowned San Francisco law firm, as I’m sure you’re aware.”

Sir John remained standing with his hands on the back of his chair, ignoring the outthrust hand. His black eyes flashed with irritation, and his jaw set, though he held himself in a controlled neutrality. “That may be, but we are in the middle of a private family gathering here, gentlemen. New Year’s Day is not the time for business.”

Le Blanc sallied on as though Sir John hadn’t spoken. “The information we have at our disposal will be of immense benefit to your business interests, make no mistake, Sir John. And you’ve been impossible to reach.” He emphasized “impossible” with a slightly French lilt and raised one eyebrow theatrically as he did.

The inappropriateness of it all — interrupting a family brunch on New Year’s Day, the forced familiarity with a man they’d never met, even though they wouldn’t realize the unusual circumstances of last night’s deaths . . . Caleb held his breath and watched to see how Sir John would respond.

He’s been told the knighthood Sir John inherited had originally been bestowed on a forebear — his father or grandfather, he wasn’t sure — a sea captain who’d been honored by a young Queen Victoria when he rescued a British diplomat from certain death at the hands of rioting townsmen during one of the Opium Wars. Watching Sir John’s implacable face as he stared down the intruder, Caleb could quite believe the same ice-cold resolve ran in his veins. No wonder behind his back they called him the Black Knight. His hawkish eyes were two points of icy shards.

“Mr. Le Blanc, I am quite certain we have never met before, and nor will we be meeting today. I really wouldn’t care if you were an envoy from the Archangel Gabriel. Now is not the time, nor the place.”

Le Blanc cast his gaze around the room, hardly discouraged from his original intention by Russell’s blunt refusal. “Ah, Mr. Laurent. There you are.” He swiveled back to Sir John. “Mr. Laurent and I have had a number of meetings discussing your affairs here at the winery, and I’m confident I have some very attractive proposals to lay before you.”

Aristide jumped up, his face dark. “I protest! That’s a blatant misrepresentation.”

Sir John raised a placating hand, almost as if conferring a benediction. “Don’t worry, Aristide, I see how the land lies. Will you be kind enough to show these gentlemen out?” He turned to Le Blanc. “Mr. Le Blanc, I am confident I will not be in the least interested in anything you might have to offer me. Now please, be on your way.”

Le Blanc settled a strangely venomous look on Madeleine, who had moved to stand protectively beside George’s pram. He then braced his shoulders, bowed to the room and followed Aristide out.

A shocked silence followed. Graysie had drawn Minette against her chest during the exchange and was stroking her head soothingly. She shot Sir John a grateful smile, and the quiet hum of chatter rose again.

Sir John’s shoulders relaxed forward and he gave a wry grin. “Well, that was a bit of a rum old scene, wasn’t it? See how these sharks work?”

He turned to Caleb, black brows raised in mock innocence, and Caleb chuckled in response. Aristide returned, carrying with him an anxious nettled air, and the conversation drifted onto other things, but Caleb wasn’t really listening. He was watching Madeleine. She had sunk into a chair beside George with a despairing sigh. She caught his eye and lifted her shoulders, smiling. But if she was striving to play her bright animated self, she was failing miserably, Caleb thought. Deep lines had formed around her eyes. She had the distracted air of someone whose mind was miles away. The tilt of her head was tense, her eyes wary. She shrugged wordlessly as if to mime “What? It’s nothing.”

He made his way around the table and sank into the empty chair beside her. “Are you all right, Mme. Laurent? You’re very pale.” Pale except for the dark rings under your eyes.

“Perfectly fine, thank you, Mr. Stewart. Just a little tired.” Her voice was breathy, clipped, and drained of the joie de vivre that had been so evident earlier. She rose abruptly, gathering her skirts around her. “I am sorry, but I really do need to be excused. I didn’t sleep well. I’m afraid I’ve quite run out of steam.”

She gave him an apologetic smile and moved smoothly toward Graysie. Caleb watched as she offered to take Minette off to amuse her.

“I’ll read her a story or she can play with the doll’s house.”

Graysie shook her head and hugged the child closer to her, saying, “Don’t worry, I’d like to keep her with me today. I’ll look after it.”

She kissed the top of her head as if bestowing protection.

Madeleine moved to the hall, aquamarine eyes flicking in Caleb’s direction as she left the room.

He sat, absorbing the charged uncertainty that lingered on from Le Blanc’s intrusion. Madeleine Laurent had sustained a shock that had quite knocked her off her perch, and he’d hazard a guess it was related to the French visitors.

He had an uneasy sense of unfinished business. Who was this Le Blanc, and where was he last night? The unwelcome image of Rory’s raw branded chest, of Miguel’s tortured face, rose before him. If the Frenchman had anything to do with their deaths, then he was the very devil. And if Le Blanc was responsible, he, Caleb Stewart, was going to see that he swung for it.

 

Nathan Russell gazed at his wife’s back as she sat at the dressing table brushing her hair in rhythmic strokes, her gaze fixed on the mirror in front of her.

“What do you mean, you’ve seen Minette’s father? When? I thought you said he had no interest in the child.”

The lamplight caught the glint of red in her gold hair, and the brush crackled with energy as she drew it across her scalp in a steady rhythm. She was avoiding answering him, even though his breath misted her mirror as he leaned in to kiss the back of her neck.

She still didn’t turn to face him when he sat at the end of their bed, but her emerald eyes flickered back at him through the glass. Her voice was low and slow, the intonation flat and bored, but he wasn’t fooled.

“This morning. He was one of those dreadful men who disrupted breakfast.”

Nathan fell back on his elbows. The bed was soft and welcoming. “You’ve known this since breakfast, and you’re only mentioning it now?” His tone came out sharper that he intended, but it beggared belief that she would have kept something like this from him for even an hour. “Didn’t you think I might have liked to have known sooner? Like immediately?”

She turned to him then, her face crumpled in anxious lines, all pretense gone. “Oh, Nathan, I know you adore her. You’re the only father she’s ever known. Of course you have a right. But I got such a shock. It’s taken me all afternoon to get to grips . . .”

She got up from the stool and joined him on the end of the bed, clasping his hand in hers, her arm warm on his thigh. “At first I was so shocked I couldn’t believe my eyes. I only met him a few times. He disappeared from Francine’s life about the time Minette was born. He was never home, always out gambling. But it was definitely him. I had time to study him while all the other palaver was going on.”

“Do you think he remembered you?”

“I’m really not sure. Probably not. He gave no sign of it. Didn’t even look at me as far as I could tell.”

“And Minette?”

“She’d have no idea. As I say, he disappeared around the time she was born.”

Nathan drew his arm consolingly around Graysie’s shoulder. “You’ll get cold out here. Let’s get into bed.”

They drew the quilt up around them and sat side by side, knees up, backs braced on the headboard, strangely silent.

They had been married for nearly two years. Their adored baby son George slept peacefully in a bassinet next door, but they were already a family before George made it four. Graysie had given up a rising singing career to fulfil a vow she made to her best friend to care for the tot when her mother died in a gambling hall fire. Nathan had fallen under Minette’s spell at their first meeting — certainly long before he fell in love with her feisty guardian.

“She’s our darling girl,” he mused, stroking Graysie’s arm as he thought back over all the precious moments they’d shared, recalled the squirming, surprising solidity of her cuddly little body, smelling of fresh peaches, snuggled up listening to one of Graysie’s bedtime lullabies. “I won’t let anything happen to her.”

Graysie gave him a light kiss on the cheek. “I know, darling. Nor me, either. We just have to work out how we are going to manage this situation.”

“If he doesn’t know who Minette is already, is it inevitable he will find out?” Nathan asked. “And if he does, how is he likely to try and use that information? Blackmail? Extortion? What?”

The violet-flecked eyes he’d always found so disconcertingly honest turned on him. “It’s clear he doesn’t care one whit about his daughter. But he’s certain to try and use her to his advantage if — when — he realizes we’re vulnerable.” She sighed. “I’ve spent all afternoon trying to think how best we can protect Minette. But I’ve come to the reluctant conclusion I really don’t have a clue what to expect next.”

 

Madeleine Laurent lay in a fetal curl, her knees up to her chest, swallowing down hard on her stomach’s churning bilious waves. She squeezed her eyes tight, hoping she could banish the calamity of Philippe Coubert’s reappearance. She wanted to make him vanish in the same way Aladdin had conjured something up, in a puff of smoke.

Because that’s who he was. Philippe Coubert. Not Gérard whoever. Philippe Coubert. The man she’d once been married to and who she’d long believed was dead.

She smiled grimly. How did the old proverb go? “De court plaisir, long repentir.” Short pleasure, long repentance. Clever Englishmen from Shakespeare to Lord Byron had stolen that phrase, turned it into something more colorful: “Marry in haste, repent at leisure.” And she was surely going to be counting the cost of those ill-fated nuptials for even longer than she’d thought.

When Coubert ran out on her eight years ago, she never expected to lay eyes on him again. Rumor had it he’d fled to the Americas. North, south, east, or west, she hadn’t known where and she didn’t care.

In the years since, she’d not heard one word from him and had long imagined — hoped, even — that he’d died of tropical fever or from an infected monkey bite, drowned at sea, or been eaten by alligators. She smiled grimly. There were so many ways he could have died.

She supposed she shouldn’t have been surprised he’d lived on under a different name. After all, he was wanted for murder.

She hugged herself for a comfort she failed to find and recalled the day her twice-widowed mother had made her heartfelt appeal, not long after she’d returned home from a teaching job in another town: “Don’t be like Francine, please, Madeleine, chasing after love. You’re my sensible daughter. You’re my only hope.”

Her younger sister Francine had eloped at eighteen with the dashing son of a famous circus family and vanished from their lives.

Madeleine had told herself that marriage was a contract, that the idea of romance was a troubadour’s fable, that two mature people with good intentions had every chance of creating a civil and stable union. There was evidence for that all around her, wasn’t there?

So when Philippe Coubert, the powerful and handsome controller of the local wine cooperative, offered for her hand, she’d considered herself fortunate. He was strong, articulate, attractive . . . So what if they weren’t exactly tombé amoureux?

What she hadn’t anticipated was the sadistic, jealous bully he turned into almost as soon as he put a ring on her finger. She was grateful they’d never conceived a child during the months they were together, although having a prospering family had once been one of her most cherished dreams.

When he brutally murdered a man who was challenging him for the leadership of the wine cooperative and had to flee, she’d refused to accompany him. She wasn’t going to be a fugitive for life, tethered to an abusive husband. She’d carried on, the spinster schoolteacher, caring for her aged and ailing mother. Marrying again was out of the question: she wasn’t divorced, she had no death certificate to prove widowhood and no money to fund an annulment. She’d reverted to her maiden name of Laurent, but she knew in the eyes of the village she would always be “the murderer’s wife.”

The faint keening cry of a coyote pierced her misery, and she clenched her jaw to hold back the tears. She didn’t deserve the luxury of crying. She’d so hoped this sojourn in California might be a new beginning, and her reunion with Aristide had been so promising. She loved being able to “play house” for him and the Russell clan, even if it was all just temporary. It had been so long since she had any sense of being part of a wider family.

Now she dreaded what the morning would bring. Phillipe would not let any advantage slip away. She’d brought the taint of being “the murderer’s wife” into her brother’s house, and she was terrified where it was going to end.

 

Madeleine was standing in the midst of the noisy passion of a Hispanic funeral, but she was a world apart, a reticent figure in a sea of color and movement. Caleb had caught glimpses of her over the afternoon, as the Rancho Del Oro crew and residents from miles around gathered to farewell Miguel. The priest had intoned his last blessing, and Miguel’s remains were consigned to a small graveyard on a hill at the back of the house alongside his father and others who’d died in the family’s service.

Now they crowded around courtyard tables laden with chargrilled beef — nothing ever happened at Del Oro without beef on the table; trays of pastelillos, savory pastries filled with minced beef and cheese; and baskets of sweet pan dulce chocolate bread. The smell of roasted beef and chocolate, the zing of marigold petals sprinkled in a fragrant trail along the table, the rattle of castanets and twang of the guitars — it was a carnival of celebration that would have delighted Miguel’s heart. Caleb felt a surge of warmth that momentarily swept away his sadness. It was their way — an overflowing of love and anguish at the loss of a loved one — and Caleb had always loved the freedom of expression that came with his mother’s Spanish roots. They didn’t avoid disaster, they embraced it.

He surveyed the crowd, reluctant to acknowledge he was searching her out. She stood, her back turned away from all the activity, staring out to the mounded grave in the bare brown landscape, her shoulders tense and hunched. He picked up a filled glass from the table and sidled over to her. He spoke in a low voice so as not to startle her. “Your first Californio funeral? It’s all a bit much to take in if you’ve never experienced one before.” Her eyes fluttered nervously, her expression guarded.

He thrust the glass he held towards her. “Here. You look like you need this.”

After a moment’s hesitation, she reached out, took it between stiff fingers. “What is it?”

“Iced cinnamon water. An old favorite from the friars. They used it as a health remedy.”

“Thank you.” She took a cautious sip. “Very nice.”

The guitars were rising in volume and speed as a popular ballad about bandits and their darlings drew to a close. “Come, I want to show you something.” Caleb gently nudged her elbow and led the way to the temporary altar that had been erected just outside the cemetery fence, the hastily constructed wooden archway garlanded with unhusked corn cobs, oranges and brightly colored paper flags. Small vases held incense and marigolds.

He gestured toward it. “Had to bring those in from out of town. Nothing much grows in the garden at this time of year.” The flat shelf below the archway was piled with plates of sweets and steaming drinks infused with the fragrances of coffee, chocolate and cinnamon. A set of brightly colored maracas and a pack of playing cards sat beside them. “We believe sweet smells guide the spirit home, so hopefully old Miguel is in safe hands.”

She gazed around her, clutching the cinnamon water in both hands. “The emotion is certainly striking for someone from France — even from the south of France. We aren’t that far from Spain, but I’m ashamed to say that even as a schoolteacher I really had no idea.”

He could see she was making a valiant attempt to play along, to be convivial, but he sensed despair underlying her forced smile. He thought back to the night when he first met her, and how he’d once before caught a glimpse of the same tired hopelessness.

“We’ve given him the very best farewell we know how. He’ll be delighted to be sharing the same ground as my father. He would have walked over fiery coals for him. And when father died, his sole purpose in life was to serve and protect my mother.” He shrugged. “We still don’t know what happened here, but I am sure Miguel died trying to protect our home.”

Madeleine Laurent shot him a wistful smile. “I’m sure you’re right. And you don’t see that so much these days — at least not in my experience.” She stood for a moment or two as if uncertain what to say next, and then bent again to her drink.

Her finely curved lips lightly brushed the glass, and once again that fleeting sense of promise and possibility he’d experienced the night he first saw her gripped him. This woman had the power to affect him in ways he’d never known in any other, without even being aware she was doing it. A shiver of anticipation ran through him, though he could not say anticipation for what.

“I suppose you’re right there. It hurts that we still have no idea who killed him, or why.”

She set aside the glass and regarded him steadily. “Yes. I quite understand. It’s upsetting not to see justice done. But the sheriff is still investigating, oui? He may find something.”

Caleb shrugged. “I can’t help wondering if those men who turned up at Sir John’s had something to do with it. I’d like to know a lot more about where they’d been and what they were doing.”

Her eyes flickered and she reached for the empty glass. Her long and slender fingers gripped it so hard her knuckles turned white. “Those men?” she whispered. “But they were just knaves and scoundrels, surely?”

“I don’t know what they were, Miss Laurent.”

Her face had drained of color, highlighting further the dark shadows under her eyes.

“Knaves and scoundrels. But not murderers. Is that what you think?”

She abruptly set the glass down again and stared at the ground for a few seconds before meeting him with a resolute gaze. “Me? How could I possibly know?” The uncertain echo in her voice did not reflect the staunch expression on her face.

Caleb shrugged. “Forgive me, but maybe because they are your countrymen? Because you know more about them than you’re willing to disclose?”

She gasped and jerked her head wildly around the courtyard, as if seeking an escape. “Why would you say that, Mr. Stewart? I’ve only been in California three months. I know no one!”

“I was watching you when they disturbed us, Miss Laurent. It seemed to me you were upset about something. Perhaps more accurately, in shock. Your reaction seemed to be more extreme than warranted by the intrusion of some inconvenient ‘knaves’, as you call them.”

They stared into each other’s eyes for a few moments, neither willing to back down. Then Madeleine took a decisive step back and assumed a regal posture. “I really have no idea what you are talking about, Mr. Stewart. Now if you will excuse me, I must get back to my brother.”

As he watched her erect form disappearing into the crowd, the thrumming of the guitars seemed to grow louder, matching a throbbing in his head he’d only just become aware of. So much for any fleeting attraction he might have imagined with Miss Laurent.

He’d struck out there, but he wasn’t going to let her stonewalling deflect him from the truth. He had an intuition about those men, and he’d learned to trust himself when it came to that kind of insight. Two men he valued had died, and he was not about to let this go. First thing tomorrow he would see what Aristide could tell him about the French knaves.


4

Caleb and his mother were standing on the Rancho Del Oro path, waving goodbye to the last guests to leave. The gnawing stomach pain Madeleine had suffered all day was easing as she relaxed back in the Russell carriage, ready to drive home.

Minette was tucked in between her and Graysie. The canvas bag with its damning contents was wedged at her feet, partly concealed by the knee rug. Graysie’s Nathan was in the driver’s seat, the wagon was moving and she could let out a long sigh. Finally. She’d get rid of the bag and its contents as soon as she could, pretend she’d never seen it.

Shouts came from the driveway and the wagon, which had begun to roll under Nathan’s steady hand, came to a halt. In a cloud of dust, a six-rider posse headed by a bearded man with a sheriff’s star on his chest surrounded them.

The lead man, a full belly hanging over his gun belt, held up his hand. “Hold up there,” the big man bawled. “We’ve got a warrant.”

Madeleine’s stomach roiled. She stared straight ahead, avoiding eye contact with anyone.

Caleb crossed to the riders, his demeanor relaxed. “What’s the problem, Sheriff? We’re just finishing a private family party here. We’ve had no problems.”

“You might not have. That doesn’t mean I don’t.”

Doña Valentina strolled to her son’s side. “How can we help you?”

“Sheriff Wayne Arkwright at your service, ma’am. Investigating the deaths here last weekend. I’m looking into a report you have weapons — illicit weapons — hidden here. In pursuance of that report, I’ve a warrant to search the premises.” He waved to the men who rode with him. “In you go, boys and get started.” He gestured toward the stables. “Start there.”

“Illicit weapons?” Doña Valentina spoke with aristocratic iciness. “What a nonsense, Sheriff. Utter nonsense. I warn you, if one plate is left damaged, one cushion left out of place, you’ll be hearing from me.”

The sheriff’s men hovered in a nervous cluster, unsure about continuing. Arkwright waved an airy hand to them. “Get on with it, boys. I’m thinking this isn’t going to take long. The stables.”

Again he pointed.

Doña Valentina stuck to Arkwright’s side. “This is plainly ridiculous, Sheriff, but I see no reason why our guests should be detained. The child needs to get home to bed.”

Arkwright cast an assessing eye towards the wagon. Minette had dropped off to sleep, half-sprawled across Madeleine’s lap. He eyed them suspiciously then gave a resigned shrug. “Very well.” He turned to Nathan. “Be on your way. Just don’t interfere with our operations here.”

As Madeleine watched the sheriff’s men fan out to the stables, the bitter taste she’d experienced earlier flooded her mouth, more acid than ever. That sheriff knew what he was expecting to find, and where. She stared straight out over the field, silently praying.

Please, Nathan. Hurry up. Get driving.

As if he’d heard her unspoken plea, Nathan turned toward the wagon. “If we can’t be of any use here, Caleb, I think it’s best we get the girls home. Is that okay?”

Caleb’s face was white, the furrows around his mouth settled in darker lines. “No problem, Nathan. Best go while you can.”

As the wagon started moving, Madeleine felt none of the relief she’d registered the first time they headed homewards. Arkwright was going to be furious when he didn’t find what he was expecting. And that meant Phillipe would come looking for revenge. There was nothing surer.

 

Long after the workers had gathered to sing popular folk songs around a bonfire and he’d retired to his office with a brandy, Caleb reflected on the night. Well, not the night so much. Everything had gone swimmingly, as he could have anticipated. Rather, he reflected on the magnetic, the mysterious Madeleine Laurent. She was a beautiful woman in every sense. So why was she unmarried? Why was she hacking out a life as her brother’s housekeeper and his employer’s part-time nanny? And why, despite her very shrewd and clear-eyed reading of the situation he faced, did he feel she was still holding something back?

He couldn’t ignore the attraction he felt for her, the impulse he had every moment he got within a few steps of her to pull her into his arms and pepper her with light kisses. He’d never felt so giddy and light-headed about a woman before, but he couldn’t afford to give into this weakness now.

She was a distraction, that was all. He had life-and-death stuff to face. He’d spent fifteen years fighting to ensure the family’s future on the land, preserving his father’s legacy. Just as it seemed he’d won fair and square in court, he was having to contest that battle all over again.

But to do that, he needed to go digging, he realized with a jolt. Madeleine was right. Something stank about the whole Rory thing. He needed to find out who and what was behind it.

If he found out some unsavory truths about Madeleine Laurent in the process, then so be it. He just hoped his usually reliable intuition that the French dame knew more than she was letting on was wrong. Just this one time, he would really prefer not to be proved right.

 

“Josefa, things are going crazy at home. I need your help.”

She stared up at him from Aunt Bonnie’s bulky old armchair, her beautiful face shadowed with suspicion.

They were in their aunt’s living room, and he, God help him, was standing over his sister like some desperado. He hated that his voice had taken a high-pitched, querulous edge, but he couldn’t let that stop him now. After Arkwright’s raid last night, he was close to his wit’s end. Whatever the sheriff had been expecting to find hadn’t turned up, that was obvious, but could he be confident there wouldn’t be a next time?

Who were these invisible enemies? Could he trust anyone?

Josefa poked him in the side. “What’s wrong? You’re miles away.” She sighed and rolled her eyes at him, just as she had when she was eight and he was fourteen and they were arguing over the last piece of cake.

He plopped down alongside her and took her hand gently in his. “A posse of lawmen spent two hours searching the ranch last night. Looking for ‘illegal weapons.’ They were obviously looking for the gun that killed Rory. And I don’t have a clue why they didn’t find it. They seemed so sure they were onto something at the start. As if they had inside information.”

Josefa yelped and put her hand up to cover her mouth. “Really? How did mother take that?”

“She was furious, as you can imagine.” Caleb got up and paced to the window, hands behind his back. “Josefa, I am sorry about Rory’s death. You know I am. And just in case you’re wondering, I had absolutely nothing to do with it. Nothing at all. That’s why I don’t get all the stuff that’s happening.”

“Stuff? What stuff?” She sniffed belligerently. “Apart from the raid. I agree that’s weird.”

“Well, like the claim against the ranch. Rory never agreed with Dougal making the claim first time round. And in the end, they lost the case. Why would he start it all over again?” He bit his lip. “Don’t you see? If this goes through, we’re ruined. Mother, the twins, and you. We’ll have nothing left. Even if — when — we win.”

Her mouth was grim. “I don’t have anything now, so I don’t see why I should care.”

He saw the bitter curl of her lip, the downcast set of her eyes. She was hurting even more than she was embittered. “Josefa, you know that’s not true. You have a comfortable home for life at Rancho Del Oro, whatever happens. Quite different from here.”

. His aunt’s home had an unloved air. The stuffing poked through sofas and chairs; amateurish oils hung lopsided on the walls. Everything was permeated by the lingering stink of burnt fat and blocked drains that stuck in your hair for days after you’d visited. It spoke of a family well and truly down on its luck.

Like Doña Valentina, Bonaventura was the granddaughter of a prominent landowner, a former Governor when California was still part of Mexico. Even after the Americans took over, the family lived a life modeled on the indulgences of Spanish gentry. They’d had a girlhood of expensive clothes and extensive leisure, the grunt work in household and ranch done by Mexicans and Native Americans.

But Bonnie had not adjusted to the changes of the last two decades, and Caleb’s canny parents had. While Fergus and Doña Valentina simplified their lifestyle and cut back on expenses, Bonaventura sailed on as if a world where she spent $200 on one dress was never going to end.

After her heavily indebted husband lost the ranch, she’d settled in a corner of Sacramento where sinking fortunes were the general rule. She’d resigned herself to her fate, but her daughter had not. Consuela was eaten up with bitterness that while the Stewarts had retained their land, Consuela’s father had not been so canny.

Caleb tapped Josefa’s shoulder affectionately, re-establishing the link between them. “You’ll always have a home, Jo, as long as I have one. But don’t you see? You’re a smart woman. Someone is trying to set me up. That ridiculous raid last night was the last straw. They were expecting to find the murder weapon there, I’m sure of it. Which means someone is feeding them lies. And I think Rory might have been sucked in by the same people. I don’t blame him, honestly. But for his sake as well as ours, we have to get to the bottom of it.”

Josefa’s eyes were feverish and over-bright. For the first time since Rory’s death he felt he might be close to a breakthrough. Hope kicked in his chest. “Think really carefully. Did Rory ever mention meeting someone to talk about the land? Did anyone ever hint or promise they might be able to do something for him? If he was planning to marry, he’d have one thing on his mind, and that’s finding somewhere for you both to live. Did he ever hint he might have a good solution just around the corner? That everything was going to turn out right?”

He saw a spark in her bright eyes. “Yes. Yes, that’s exactly what he said.” She was excited now, her voice rising, the words falling in an eager cascade. “A few days before he died. He said he’d met someone who had the answer. That it was all going to turn out fine. That’s when he also said he was meeting you. That you’d suggested a meeting . . . It was the same evening.”

Caleb shook his head. He ran his hand affectionately down Josefa’s right cheek, brushing back a lock of dark brown hair that had fallen across her face. “Sis, I never suggested a meeting. I wouldn’t have exactly been against the idea, but I never suggested one. Whoever told him that was playing him like a fish.”

Tears welled in her eyes, and she put her hands to her mouth, as if suppressing any sound. He gently peeled away one hand and squeezed it reassuringly. “Jo, take it really slowly and think hard. Did he ever mention any names, or give you any idea of who this person or persons might be? Do you know how he came to meet them?”

She shook her head, her eyes narrowed. “No, I can’t think of anyone.” She flexed her fingers. “He didn’t even have time to buy me a ring.” She stared down at her hand, and then back at him. “You know, there was one time. One night when he came home from the winery. He said he’d met this guy from France who knew all about wine — and no, it wasn’t Aristide. This guy was a bit mean about Aristide and Rory didn’t like that. The man had said Aristide didn’t know where the big money was. That there was no point in piddling around in wine barrels. That the money was in land.”

She stared into the middle distance, recollecting. “Yes. I think Rory said he was a Frenchman who had been a winemaker once, but now he was onto bigger and better things. He didn’t mention him after that first meeting, I guess because he felt disloyal talking about Aristide that way. But that’s the only time I remember.”

Her eyes had the uncertainty of a seven-year-old seeking big brother’s support. “Do you think it could have been him?”

“The more I get to know about this, the more likely I think it was.”

“Rory was staying at Barney’s at Ten Mile. There might be
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