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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.
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Leo Carver’s face was oval. His olive skin matched his raven-dark hair and hooded eyes. As he led Josefa from the reception room, she shot him a side-long glance. His expression revealed nothing of what he might be thinking. Nothing at all. Josefa couldn’t decide whether that made him mysterious and exciting, or shifty and questionable.

As they left the crowd behind, they caught a refreshing waft of cool air as they passed by a small sitting room. The door was ajar and Francine sat with her back turned from full view, a white bundle cradled in her arms. Her husband hovered at her shoulder, everything about his stance indicating he was on tenterhooks to offer his wife any kind of service she might desire.

Josefa swallowed back the hard lump that rose in her throat at the sight of them. That could have been her. Raising her child with Rory, her one true love. He would have been a wonderful father, she knew it. Just as he was a caring lover. And now, because of a horrible trick of fate, she would have to go through with bearing and raising their child alone. No loving man, no caring father at her side.

Unless she managed to find one before too much longer. She steeled her heart. It could never again be like it was with Rory, she knew that. But maybe she could make a business-like marriage. Such arrangements were common in the Californio world. There hadn’t been a big age difference between her parents, but her Mexican mother and Scottish father had enjoyed a very happy union until Fergus Stewart’s too-early death. And there’d certainly been a business aspect to it — the Spanish grant had come through her family, not his.

In that world, young girls were often married off to much older, well-to-do men. And from what she’d seen, the marriages often worked well for both parties. She could think of several such arrangements in her wider family circle that had been highly successful partnerships, the wives even assuming family business interests after their older husbands died.

“You’re awfully quiet. A penny for your thoughts.”

Leo halted his progress to the conservatory and held her arm out, one hand supporting it underneath, the other caressing. Stroking, stroking. Very gently on top.

She felt unaccustomed tears spring to her eyes.

No! This is dreadful! I am not going to cry in public. And especially not in front of this handsome, single man.

She squeezed her eyes shut and cleared her throat. “Oh, nothing. Really. Do let’s find some fresh air.”

They progressed along the open paths and into the conservatory, marveling at the unusual plants Antal’s gardeners were propagating under glass. South American tomatoes and pawpaws. Big desert cacti. Espaliered pears and apples and, of course, many varieties of grapes.

And then Leo propelled her to a corner bench, invited her to rest, and launched in. “Josefa. Forgive me, dear lady, for getting right to the point. But there is something about you, something strong and calculating, that makes me think you will appreciate a direct approach.”

He took her right hand and once again lightly brushed it with his lips. A strange little shiver ran up her spine.

“I always consider business — successful business — very romantic. And I think we could do very successful business together.”

Again, a weird little tingle ran through her. Who is this man? Some sort of shaman?

When she responded she sounded breathless. “Business? What sort of business?”

“The best kind.” He pushed up beside her, so their thighs touched on the bench. He reached over and gently turned her face towards his. “The sort that combines business and pleasure.” And he leaned over and kissed her, the barest brushing of his lips across hers.

The moment hung in time. Never had she known such a small movement to have such a breathtaking impact. She stared at him, hardly believing what he’d just done, the tingling running up her arms, down her back. Her head was buzzing. The man is a sorcerer.

She rose slowly, one hand still lightly clasped in his.

“Mr. Carver,” she said. “Please explain yourself.”

His eyes flicked to her waistline, then he waved his free hand in a sinuous line. “Miss Stewart, I believe it is generally recognized in your private circles, very private circles I assure you, that you are, shall we say, in a compromised situation?”

He lifted one eyebrow. He looked like a pirate, she thought. Not like a San Francisco lawyer at all. And he was as relentless as she imagined a pirate would be.

“I expect you would appreciate your situation being, shall we say, regularized as soon as it possibly can be. Certainly well before the birth of your child.”

Josefa sat down again with a gasp, and he stroked his index finger lightly across the top of her arm as he continued to talk, drawing mesmerizing figures of eight on the thin fabric of her sleeve.

“I would propose that we come to an arrangement. Your brother settles a generous dowry on you, in return for which we will wed and give your child a respectable name. In return, I will settle a share of my substantial estate on you. We both benefit, and your child does too.”

He patted her arm comfortingly. “If anything, heaven forbid, should happen to me, you and your child would be well-provided for life. And likewise, if anything happened to you, I would have the security of knowing the child had his own legacy for his education and care.”

He appeared delighted at his own cleverness. “What do you think?”

What did she think? The truth was, she couldn’t think. She sat dumbfounded, staring at him. She jerked her arm away, suddenly irritated by the hypnotizing touch.

“I think this is all rather sudden and unexpected, Mr. Carver. Do you really expect me to give you an answer right now?”

“Not right now, no, of course not. But I think you’d agree, you haven’t got a lot of time to spare, do you?”
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“Antal, I appreciate the offer. I do.”

Santiago scanned the crowd around him, checking they weren’t in danger of being overheard. Josefa hadn’t returned from her stroll with Leo. Caleb and Madeleine were perched in a comfortable corner taking coffee with Benecio. He should join them. He hadn’t had a chance to do much more than greet his aunt, and she was looking so much older than he remembered.

He ran his finger around his collar, which suddenly felt as if it was half-choking him. As Francine had hinted he would, her husband had drawn him aside and made him a generous offer.

Santiago leaned his elbow on a small bar set up at the far end of the room, deep in a man-to-man heart-to-heart conversation, pausing occasionally to savor the warmth of the brandy as it slipped easily down his throat.

“Come and work for Orleans Hill as assistant cellar manager,” Antal had said, “and we’ll train you up in all aspects of viticulture.”

The money he was offering was half again what he was being paid at the ranch. And he’d still be spending a good part of his working day outside among the grapes.

Antal Esterhazy clapped a brotherly hand on his shoulder. “I know you love the open range, Santiago, and I’m sure you’re a great asset to Del Oro. But you have to ask yourself, do you really want to spend the rest of your life as head vaquero on someone else’s outfit?

“This way you’ve got an opportunity to build a future. If you take to it, and learn the business, Francine and I will cut you in on a share in a few years. You’ll have a chance to make something of yourself.”

Santiago felt the color rising in his cheeks. He hated the feeling that he was some sort of family project.

Poor old Santiago. He’ll never amount to anything. Is that what they thought? Even worse, were they right?

Antal grasped his hand, as though he was reading his mind. “This isn’t some family favor, Santiago.”

He gestured to the empty bar stools and perched his rear on one. “Sure, Francine thinks the world of you. That’s true. And we all know you got a rough deal after Benecio married Leo’s father. There are some wrongs there that deserve to be righted. But if that was all there was to it, we wouldn’t be talking. You’ve proved yourself a capable manager of men. Tough but fair. We’ll be getting someone we know who can do the job, someone we trust. And believe you me, these days, that means a lot.”

Santiago edged his butt onto the stool facing Antal and sighed. “It’s a great offer, Antal. Really, it is.”

He wondered why his heart wasn’t doing cartwheels in gratitude. Everything Antal said was right. So why did a heaviness open up in the pit of his stomach at the thought of leaving Del Oro?

He loved the freedom of the range, the escape with the wind in his face. He didn’t have to think about the nastiness, the stifling mess he’d left behind at Benecio’s. At Del Oro he could pretend none of it had ever happened.

He leaned back and surveyed the room again, thinking of how to respond.

Josefa and Leo had returned. They were slowly moving towards the corner where Benecio held court, but had been intercepted by a tall man who apparently had something he wanted to tell Leo. Josefa’s arm was firmly glued to his, and they were walking in step, looking already as though they’d forged some sort of alliance.

“Antal, just give me a couple of days to think things through. I’ll need to talk to Caleb. You’ve been extremely generous, and I’d be a fool to turn you down.” He grinned sheepishly. “But you know me. A creature of habit. Once I find my patch, I don’t like to leave it. Just give me a few days to get used to the idea.”

A bright woman’s voice cut through the general chatter and Francine bore down upon them.

“You’ve had a chance to talk? Good. And what do you think, Santiago?”

Antal pecked his wife on the cheek. “He was just saying he’ll give it serious thought. What do you reckon, Santiago? Could you give us an answer, say by the end of the week? If you don’t come over, we’ll have to extend our search.”

“End of the week? Sure. That should be plenty of time.”
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“Just so you know, Caleb. I’ve made a formal offer. I’m talking about Josefa and me. In business and in life. She hasn’t given me an answer yet, but I’m highly optimistic.”

Leo Carver gave Josefa a conspiratorial look and squeezed her arm for all to see. He smiled smugly at Caleb. “She’d be a fool to turn me down, don’t you think?”

Josefa’s expression was unreadable. She quietly unlinked her arm and surreptitiously increased the distance between herself and the insufferably confident attorney.

Caleb’s mouth momentarily dropped open, as if he couldn’t believe his ears. Then he quickly regained his composure.

“Really, Leo? A rather unconventional approach for a lawyer, I’d suggest. But I suppose the circumstances might require...”

His voice trailed off as he regarded his sister. “Are you okay, Josefa?”

“Perfectly fine,” she replied in a clipped tone, sinking into a space on the sofa next to Benecio.

Santiago had been standing behind Benecio, hoping to draw her aside for a quiet chat, when Josefa and Leo had reappeared. He felt as if he was invisible, falling off the edge of his known world. He gripped the back of the sofa, as if to reassure himself he was actually present. Josefa and Leo? They’ve known each other three minutes!

When Josefa spoke, her voice had a breathy quality, as if she too was in a state of shock. “There are some matters we’ll need to discuss, Caleb. As Leo says, this is a business proposition.”

Caleb frowned. “I see. Anything to see you settled and happy, Josefa. As soon as we get home, we can talk.”

OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
OF GOLD & BLOOD B@GQK Sl

REDEEMED“

A'SPANISH NOMEILTA

JENNY

w
W A

IEELER





