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They thought they knew the meaning of sacrifice. But the hardest choice is yet to come.

 

San Francisco, 1870.

 

When French wine maker Aristide Laurent discovers the Hawaiian sugar heiress he cannot marry but also can’t forget is being betrayed by someone very close to her, he faces a torturous choice.

 

Reveal the facts and risk losing Leilani Manolo’s friendship, or tell her and possibly destroy her life.


TAINTED FORTUNE


One

San Francisco. Saturday night, July 9, 1870

 

Aristide Laurent stared at the girl—woman, he corrected himself, she was all woman—across the table from him, and his fluent tongue stuck to the roof of his mouth. His irresistible French charm had successfully romanced a dozen pretty girls, but tonight when he needed it most, it deserted him.

The voices of the 119 other guests who filled the cocktail bar at San Francisco’s Occidental Hotel faded. He didn’t hear the rattle of ice in cocktail supremo “Professor” Jerry Thomas’s shaker as he turned out another gin fizz. “Gin, lemon juice, sugar, and ice,” he advised his patrons. “Shake it until your arms fall off to get the proper fizz, then strain into a glass, top with club soda and a slice of lemon.”

Aristide might have been on a deserted street corner, or a mountaintop, instead of attending the charity fundraiser for the Alycia Stockton Educational Trust with the cream of San Francisco society. The only thing he was aware of was the warning beat, low and soft at first, but rising, coming from deep within. That, and the caramel-skinned Hawaiian who sat a white linen tablecloth away. There it was again. A tom-tom flutter in his throat.

“Mr. Laurent? I believe we’re both seeking Bully’s good graces?”

Her dark brown almond eyes flickered to acknowledge the black-bearded giant who sat at his right elbow. Bully Pike was one of the city’s most powerful and respected factor men, trading in everything from wine to sugar, from coffee to silk. Any enterprise wanting entry to the American Union’s Pacific or Atlantic coasts sought out Bully’s networks.

The man himself, knife dug deep into his steak, appeared deaf to Leilani Manolo’s playful goading.

Her attention returned to Aristide. She’d half-extended her hand, though it was impossible to reach him across the table, and she drew it back again with a quick quirky grin, as if to say “Silly me.” Beneath the sparkle, her dark eyes were quiet pools of reflection, watching, assessing.

When he didn’t respond, she continued, “Am I right in thinking that? You’re into wine?”

Aristide was a spaniel emerging from a deep pond and shaking himself vigorously, all wagging tail and keenness to please.

I’m a Frenchman. Mon Dieu, I know how to charm women. I seem to have lost it with this one.

He drew his hands up under his rib cage, as if the gesture would quell an inner longing he couldn’t recognize or understand.

“Yes, I am in wine. I run Sir John Russell’s Vino d’Oro estate in Sacramento County.”

He glanced to the neighboring table, where his boss sat with the night’s senior dignitaries, including one of California’s representatives in Washington, Senator Hector de Vile, and Alycia’s bereaved husband, Basil Stockton, all of them shakers and movers in California’s rising status as a powerhouse.

“We’re looking for an agent to handle our exports to the East Coast and Europe.” He hesitated. “I’m not sure I know what your interest is.”

“Sugar. Some molasses, some pure cane.” She glanced a couple of places away, where an Adonis of a young man with a warrior’s stature and long hair tied neatly at the back of his neck was talking to Candy. “My brother Kaleo and I. We’re hoping Bully will agree to import our family’s sugar.”

She gazed back at him, her deep brown eyes solemn.

“A lot of lives back home depend on it.”

 

Candy Meadows wasn’t so captivated by the Hawaiian prince beside her—he had to be a prince, she told herself, with those magnificent eyebrows framing sculpted cheekbones, the massive shoulders, the quiet grave dignity—that she didn’t notice how mesmerized Aristide was by the prince’s sister. What was her name? Leilani or something? Leilani Manolo. That was it.

Candy always liked to keep the competition well pegged. That was how she’d become her father’s most valued confidante, and how Meadows Wines had become one of the most successful vintage houses in California, not only bottling their own wine but processing for a dozen other smaller concerns.

No one else would have noticed, but she spotted it immediately. Aristide’s unusual quietness. The slightly distracted, mechanical tone to his responses, as the islander wittered on about the family’s plantations. He wasn’t taking much of it in, she could see that, but it wasn’t because he was bored. Quite the contrary. He was enraptured.

Her ears burned. She’d put in a lot of work to lure Aristide and his boss John Russell and their Vino d’Oro business to her father’s agency, and she wasn’t about to see it threatened by some upstart who should be a steamship ride away on the other side of the Pacific Ocean. Aristide had worked for them for several years before he’d joined Sir John, and his departure still hurt.

D’Oro was one of the state’s rising wine companies, and multi-millionaire Sir John was a powerful figure in industry and commerce, so it had been a great opportunity for Aristide. But it was humiliating for a woman desperate to secure the business relationship with a marital one. Create a wine dynasty, that’s what her father wanted, with a charming, talented vintner filling the gap for the son he’d never had.

His move to Sir John had been a shock, but she wasn’t about to give up yet. In fact, there were advantages to it. With Aristide now in control at d’Oro, he was perfectly positioned to bring one of the state’s up-and-coming houses under the Meadows canopy. She couldn’t imagine a nicer wedding present.

Her father had made an enticing offer for the d’Oro agency but, infuriatingly, she had no real sense of how close Aristide and Sir John were to accepting it. He was still dallying with Bully, trying to push through some special deal.

Well, good luck with that one. Everyone knew Bully had an exclusive arrangement to represent the Buena Vista Cooperative, rumored to be linked to Hector de Vile, although the senator never openly acknowledged any connections. And Russell and de Vile never saw anything eye to eye, so that wouldn’t be happening in the near future. She wished Aristide would admit he was chasing rainbows, and settle for the inevitable—the Meadows as d’Oro’s official representatives.

She placed her left hand on top of Kaleo’s right one, positioned by her bread and butter plate, and gazed up at his profile, angling to catch his full attention. He was breathtaking, no doubt about it. Cloakroom chatter reported he was some sort of water god too, one of the hallowed fellows who rode the surf back in Hawaii. Imagine that! Too bad she wasn’t risking losing Aristide off her hook.

She glanced to where the winemaker sat, strangely isolated as the chatter flowed around him, lost in thought, and the anger bubbled deep inside. He hadn’t even noticed her bid to capture the water god’s attention.

 

“Misty told me you twins were coming to town. How is my little angel?”

Bully Pike leaned over Leilani. His lips grazed her cheek in a haze of whiskey and tobacco. The face she’d last seen shining with sea spray, fresh and tanned, was fuller, and flushed an unhealthy pink.

In the lull between dessert and coffee they’d found a quiet corner on a settee to catch up. Around them the other guests mixed and mingled, seeking out those they hadn’t seen yet as they waited for the evening’s formalities to begin.

Bully Pike was still a mountain of a man, but something about her Uncle Bo had withered since the long-ago days in Lahaina when he’d led her into the Maui waves, she an intrepid ten-year-old wanting nothing more than to learn how to surf like the boys. Silver glints showed in his straggly black beard.

His eyes peered out of wrinkled pouches. As he gazed at her fondly she noted a tightness, a tiredness, about his mouth.

But the midnight eyes she’d once believed detected every fib she’d ever told still flashed with black calculation. She knew better than to underestimate the man who together with Cyrus and Misty May had been her and Kaleo’s closest “family” after her mother and then her father died. She’d been too young to remember either of them.

Bully was no blood relation, but he’d been a supportive “uncle” in the Hawaiian way. However, she knew his reputation when it came to business. He might still have a lingering affection for the orphaned twins of more than twenty years ago, but he’d be reluctant to make any concessions for old times when it came to profit.

And she needed concessions. The Civil War boom in sugar, when Hawaiian cane had been in high demand after the North refused Louisiana exports, had ended with the Peace, replaced by sugar tariffs which made it even more difficult for struggling island growers.

She brought her arms up around Bully’s neck and returned his kiss, her lips brushing the smooth skin above the whiskery line of his beard, close to his ear.

“We’ve only been here a couple of days. I’m just getting over two weeks of seasickness.”

She grimaced. “But we’re great now, Uncle Bo. Kaleo’s missing the surf, but he’ll survive.”

“What brings you to San Francisco? I thought you were so devoted to your grandpa you’d never leave Honolulu.”

Leilani’s heart gave a hollow thud. “Now that Grandpa’s dead it’s up to Kaleo and me.”

“Yes, I was sorry to hear Archie had gone to Lua-o-Milu.” The Hawaiian place for the dead. His fingers were warm on hers. “But why does that bring you to the Bay?”

Lani shot him a teasing smile. “Intelligence not as good as it used to be, Bo? I thought you’d have heard.”

Bully gave her a censuring tongue click and she laughed out loud.

“I’m not a baby any more, Bo. And you haven’t ridden Waikiki in a long time.”

Bully nodded kindly assent, and then his craggy face drew serious.

“I did hear whispers. Union Sugar bought by that New York outfit when Archie was hardly cold?”

His eyes softened as he gazed at her. “So what? Is Diamond changing the rules on you?”

“Changing the rules? Worse than that. They’re dumping us. It doesn’t make sense. They buy an agency and then get rid of one of their most profitable suppliers.”

Her brow contracted in worried ripples. “I don’t understand what’s going on, Uncle, but we have to find new agents if we want to sell into the United States. And that’s the only place we can sell.”

The hectic pink that flushed his cheekbones deepened to a warning red.

“I hope you’re not expecting me to help, Leilani.” He took in a big breath, as if preparing to deliver bad news. “I can’t get involved. My arrangement with Diamond is exclusive. In return for not dealing with anyone else I get favorable margins for my clients.”

Lani’s breath hissed indignation.

“An exclusive deal?”

She glanced around and saw waiters were delivering coffee. Guests were resuming their seats. She plunged on.

“Who’s behind Diamond anyway? We can’t even find the right people to talk to. We get fobbed off by middlemen. It’s been impossible.”

Like a cloud looming up on a clear horizon, Bully’s eyes darkened with what she could only interpret as guilt.

“If Diamond doesn’t want your business, you can’t do anything about it, Leilani. You’ll have to find somebody else.”

“What? What is it you’re not telling me?”

Her voice was sharp, accusing.

Bully shook his head.

“Nothing. It’s nothing. It’s business, Leilani. I know you’re a very accomplished young woman, but this one is beyond your fixing.”

“Uncle Bo . . .” She hated that it came out sounding like a wail. “What’s wrong? Is it something Archie did?”

Her grandfather, Archie Arnold, has been a legend in the Hawaiian kingdom, adviser to three Kamehameha kings, a former missionary turned statesman and fix-it man who had been a steely power behind the throne for decades. It was inevitable he’d make enemies.

Bully’s brow was shiny with sweat.

“I can’t help, Lani. I won’t intervene. It’s not something I can fix. Simple as that.”

Her jaw dropped and she gaped.

Too hard for Uncle Bo?

He got up to walk away and she stood up with him, reaching for his arm.

“But Uncle Bo, our family . . . Ani’s getting old. She needs special care. And there’s Malia’s failing health and Kaleo’s hopes of marrying. We need our sugar income to take care of everything.”

“Archie should have thought of that a long time ago, Leilani.” Bo’s voice was gravelly and testy.

She became aware they were attracting attention. She’d grown taller since she’d last stood this close to him, or he’d shrunk. Maybe it was a bit of both, because she didn’t have to look up into his eyes any more.

She dropped her hand from his arm, but she didn’t step back.

They stood, shoulder to shoulder, two iron-willed people, their eyes shooting daggers.

“I don’t even understand how this ancient thing got started.” Her voice was a mournful whisper. “If only you’d give me a clue to what’s going on.”

“Drop it, Leilani.”

His black eyebrows drew into a warning dark line, and his full lips curled up. Was he snarling at her?

“It’s not my business to tell. It’s your grandfather’s doing. But let me make one thing clear—you’ll get no help from me.”

He wheeled on his heel and strode away. A sharp acridness pierced the fuggy tobacco cloud he carried away with him.

If Lani didn’t know better, she’d say it was the smell of fear.

But what Bully, ever the dominant male, had to fear, she didn’t know.

 

The party was breaking up. “Professor” Thomas had replaced his cocktail shaker with a coffee machine, his ruby-ringed fingers flashing as he poured the thick black brew into tiny cups.

The murdered Alycia’s husband, railway and real-estate magnate Basil Stockton, had made a speech thanking Senator Hector de Vile as a major supporter of the trust set up in his wife’s name. More young men of modest means and good character would get the education or training they needed thanks to the trust’s activities.

Appetites sated, thirsts quenched, the city’s leading citizens had contributed their largesse, and were rising to go home with that satisfied sense of doing something for others while catching up on the latest gossip.

“What was up with Bully Pike and that girl? That didn’t look good.” Candy cast a sidelong glance toward Aristide with barely disguised glee. “Did you have a good night?”

“Fine, thanks.” He knew he sounded a little short, but he couldn’t be bothered moderating his tone. He had too much to think about.

He too hadn’t missed the sharp disagreement between the alluring Hawaiian and the big man. Hardly anyone had. And, like probably everyone else in the room, he didn’t know what to make of it.

Outside the hotel he found Sebastian Russell, the middle of the three Russell brothers, six foot two of sun-browned outdoors man, standing tall with the bearing of the military man he once was. An engineer, he looked after Basil Stockton’s business, as well as retaining close ties with Russell family interests.

Sebastian approached. “Just looking for you. The carriage is around the corner. John’s gone home already. Pania needed to feed the baby.” Sir John and his wife Pania, once a star of the San Francisco stage, idolized their new son, Robert.

Aristide and Candy followed Sebastian away from the throng, around a corner into the hotel’s side courtyard. The dark street was lit by a glimmer from the hotel kitchens, the slickness of light rain on the cobblestones picked up by the gas streetlamps.

Candy threaded her arm lightly through his, a safeguard against slipping on the wet pavement.

“Oh, no.” She stopped abruptly and pointed.

He followed the line of her arm, and saw movement in the gloom. A brief glimpse of someone running. Maybe more than one person, vanishing into the darkness. And then others running toward them. No, not toward them, but toward the body of a man, spread eagled on his back, his form partly in darkness, a full dark beard catching the available light.

“Isn’t that—?” Candy stared. “It’s that woman. The Hawaiian.”

Before Aristide had a chance to reply, a high-pitched keening rent the air. Candy was right. Leilani Manolo was on her knees in the street, bent over Bully Pike’s mounded body. Standing over her was a second woman in a shiny red satin dress, her tousled black hair tumbling in disarray down her back. And it was she who was wailing, unintelligible words. He registered a lament in Louisiana French, but that was all.

Leilani rocked back on her heels and wiped at her right cheek. Even in the night gloom, Aristide could see her skin was smeared with blood.

“Oh my God! She’s killed him.”

At the sound of Candy’s voice, Leilani looked around, her eyes glassy with shock.

“He said . . . He said to meet him outside. When I got here, he was bleeding.”

She stared with wild eyes. “Bully was like a father to me. I’d never . . . I didn’t do anything.”

She struggled to get to her feet. Halfway through the movement she faltered.

In one stride Sebastian was at her side, catching her as she pitched forward, insensible to everything around her.

“Please. Step back everyone. Someone get a doctor.”

In the bedlam that followed Aristide did what he could to assist. A doctor stepped forward. Leilani Manolo was carried inside. The doctor returned and pronounced Bully Pike dead. As Aristide helped Sebastian and a few others lift his draped bulk onto a gurney they were interrupted by a dapper, tweed-suited fellow with a pen and notebook in hand.

“Felix Duchamp from Alta California. I’m their French correspondent.”

Alta California was one of the city’s most-read newspapers. He paused and glanced around the circle, his eyes resting on Aristide for a few long seconds and then flicking back to Sebastian.

“Are you in charge here? What happened?”

Sebastian shook his head. “I’m sorry, sir. Not now. It’s too early to say anything.”

Aristide glanced to Candy, who was standing a few feet away watching.

“I’ll be back directly,” he said. Then with lowered eyes he took a corner of the gurney and guided the husk of the man who had once been Bully Pike inside, wishing with every step he could escape from the grim cortege and vanish.


Two

Kaleo draped a blanket around Leilani’s neck. His hand lingered on her shoulder. “Are you OK?”

She glanced up at him through chattering teeth.

It was muggy and hot in the Occidental Hotel’s luggage room but she was frozen to her core.

Kaleo drew her into his side protectively and glared at the man who stood over her.

“It’s time I got her home, Russell. She’s answered enough questions for one night.”

He fixed Sebastian Russell with an uncompromising eagle eye. Officially Russell was assisting the local police captain with investigations. He wasn’t a sworn officer, although he’d acted as such in the past. However, he’d assumed direction of the crime scene with a natural authority.

“She doesn’t know any more than what she’s already told you. Can’t you see that?”

Russell’s mouth was a tight grim line as he shook his head.

“She’s told me nothing. Apart from some garbled story about some boy telling her she was needed. And then Bully staggering up to her clutching his chest.”

Kaleo let out a frustrated snarl. “Because that’s what happened.”

“And what was she doing out there anyway? What’s this disagreement she had with the deceased?”

Russell stepped back, giving them breathing space. He tipped his head toward the door which led into the cocktail bar.

“A lot of people saw it. Your sister and the victim parted on bad terms, from what I’ve been told, not more than an hour before.”

Kaleo made a dismissive sound in his throat.

“And you think she organized herself to kill him within an hour because of some ticklish business discussion? Bully’s like an uncle to us.”

His deep voice dripped with scorn. “What? She came prepared with a knife? Is that it? And where did she dispose of it?”

Her usually imperturbable brother was exasperated.

“Neither of us has seen Uncle Bo for a decade. My sister had no motive to kill him. You’re being ridiculous.”

Lani snuggled into her brother’s firmly muscled ribs and let his warmth flow into her, melting the ice inside, strengthening her. Then she cleared her throat and stepped out of his embrace.

“I’ve told you all I know, Mr. Russell. Bully was annoyed about something, but he wouldn’t tell me what. Something from a long time ago. He said it was none of my business. I don’t know any more than that.”

She appealed to Kaleo with a flash of her dark eyes. “Neither of us do.”

Her inflection was flat and her eyes strayed to where Bully’s body lay, his feet hanging awkwardly over the stretcher end. They’d had a problem finding a trolley long enough to accommodate him.

“He was still conscious when I found him. He tried to say something to me, but I couldn’t make it out.”

Tears sprang to her eyes. She gathered the blanket more closely around her and crossed to the gurney with faltering steps.

“He looks so calm.”

He lay on his back, a blanket drawn up over his bloodied chest. He was like of one of those antique marble busts she’d seen in picture books, like a general or commander-in-chief laid to rest after battle, his eagle profile strong and noble in death.

She ran her hand from his hairline down the side of his face. His thick beard was soft under her light touch. Someone, she guessed the doctor, had loosened the collar of his white dress shirt and his throat showed through, unlined and lightly tanned in the gap, as if he’d romped in Maui’s breakers last week instead of decades ago.

She had another flashing image of the young Bully, like a human shark, all muscles and white teeth, the whale’s tooth emblem at his throat shining through the salty foam.

Her heart stopped.

“Where’s his whale’s tooth?”

She glanced up at Kaleo, who had followed her and stood to the other side of the litter.

“His what?” Sebastian Russell’s eyebrows contracted in irritation or confusion, she couldn’t tell which.

“His whale’s tooth pendant. He always wore it.”

Kaleo loosened the shirt at his throat. “You’re right. It was a sign of his rank. He never separated from it.”

He widened the opening of Pike’s collar, slipping his hand inside his fine cotton shirt.

His eyes went straight to Sebastian’s closed face. “Look at this. He’s got an abrasion like a rope burn mark on his neck here, under his ear.”

Kaleo stared at Bully’s throat.

“Someone has ripped his lei niho palaoa—that’s what we call it, his ancestral necklace—off with force. They’ve rubbed against his skin and left a graze.”

Sebastian moved to Lani’s side and leaned over Bully’s body to examine the spot.

“You’ll have to explain. I can see there’s a slight mark here.”

He glanced up at the twins, his handsome face clouded.

“But it’s nothing too nasty. Why do you think it’s significant?”

Lani’s voice was soft and tentative. “Bully’s whale’s tooth pendant was a rare family heirloom. His Hawaiian mother’s family gave it to him when he came of age. Originally they strung it on human hair, but by the time it came to Bully it was threaded on woven fiber from the hala tree with some of the remaining ancient hair woven into it.”

Kaleo interrupted. “It would never have broken. Someone’s grabbed it with force.”

He glanced to Lani. “It would take a man. A powerful man. And he would have wrenched it hard. Or maybe he cut it.”

Sebastian raised his brows. “So if we find the pendant, we find who killed him. Is that what you’re saying?”

Leilani nodded.

“Or someone who knows who did.”


Three

“Who’d want him dead? It doesn’t make sense . . .”

Lani Manolo dragged her hands down her face and twisted her mouth in frustration. Kaleo slumped opposite her in Cyrus and Misty May’s sitting room, his long legs stretched out on a red velvet ottoman, arms behind his head.

This was their second home, and they’d been staying here ever since they’d arrived.

“Lani, you know as well as I do, Bully was no saint. He had his share of enemies, there’s no doubt about that.”

By the time Sebastian had released them from questioning and they’d got home, it was close to dawn and, exhausted as Lani was, sleep was impossible. Her nerves were on edge, her mind careening from childhood memories to wild searching for an explanation.

They’d made themselves a hot chocolate nightcap and were going round in ever-decreasing circles positing questions they had no answers for.

She could barely keep her eyes open, but hot irritation spilled through her at her brother’s languid sprawl. Didn’t he understand she’d come close to being arrested for murder tonight? That Russell brother still regarded her with suspicion, just because Bully had died in her arms.

Her head pounded like a sharkskin drum played with a heavy hand.

What was it Bully said? It was a whisper, a few words expelled on a wraith of breath before the man who’d been so unavoidable in life had expired like sea spume. One moment he was a mountain, the next he was tumbleweed on the sand hills. She wasn’t sure of those last words, which was why she’d mentioned them to no one.

“Oh for goodness’ sake, Kaleo!”

She spat out the words, but Kaleo barely registered her frustration.

He lifted one brow—his scarred right brow, the brown arch broken by a clear diagonal mark, souvenir of a flying surfboard—and continued as if she hadn’t spoken.

“It could be a jealous husband. It could be a business enemy. It could be—”

Lani spoke over the top of him. “Honestly? What could he have done to get someone so furious they’d want to kill him? No one’s mentioned any public feuds.”

Kaleo shrugged.

“Let’s face it, Lani. We haven’t had anything to do with Bully for years—not since he came here when we were twelve. A lot can happen in ten years. We have no idea what he might have gotten into.”

He lurched forward, his elbows on his knees, a quizzical look on his handsome face.

“And we might be riding the wrong wave entirely. It might go right back to the old days. You know a lot of bad juju went down around the time we were born. Maybe it’s the Manolo curse.”

“Oh, be serious, Kaleo.”

His face showed no sign of humor.

“Serious? I am being serious. You don’t take the old ways seriously enough, that’s your trouble.”

An icy trickle ran down Lani’s spine.

What had got Bully so angry at dinner tonight? Maybe Kaleo has a point.

She mirrored her brother’s stance, leaning forward in her chair and gazing up at him, eyes bright with determination.

“Kaleo, it’s today we’ve got to be concerned about. Not some ancient vendetta. Who will buy our sugar? How will we take care of Ani and Malia?”

Her heart panged as she saw her haina mother in her mind’s eye, her once erect carriage stooped and wasted, her sight almost gone. Precious Ani, who’d been a protective angel when Grandmother Cornelia had died.

At the thought of her wise, deeply grooved face, the one-time sparkle in eyes now clouded with cataracts, a riptide of fear washed through her. Would they even see her alive again? First Archie, now Bully. If Ani was next, Lani didn’t know how she’d bear it.

She pushed to her feet, unable to sit any longer, determination surging in to replace the fear.

Malia, their gorgeous, irrepressible adopted sister, could be relied on keep Ani’s spirits buoyed up while they were away.

Malia was as impossible to rein in as a Waikiki curler, but she adored Ani as much as Lani and Kaleo did.

They were both relying on her and Kaleo to patch up the disaster that had broken over the family following Archie’s death. Their nearest and dearest were depending on them. One in the shadow years of life, the other blinded by childhood measles which limited her opportunities if not her joyous spirit.

“We can’t stand around talking any longer, Kaleo,” she said abruptly. “We’ve got to do something before we lose everything.”


Four

“You’re looking dreadful, Aristide. Anything I can do to help?”

“Nothing. But thanks for asking.”

He gestured her to the breakfast table. “Help yourself to croissants, Sis.”

His eyes, usually sparkling with good humor, were dull, ringed by smoky shadows.

“Things went from bad to worse last night, that’s all.”

Madeleine dropped into the empty chair beside him. They had already used two settings at the small gingham-clothed table because Sir John and her husband Caleb Stewart had risen early and were out and about on their joint business.

It was after ten o’clock, so she and her brother were starting late. The sheriffs had kept Aristide until the early hours making a statement about that man’s death. She knew that. And she was enjoying the luxury of a few sleep-ins, pampering herself after discovering she was in the early stages of coming motherhood. She’d wed only three months ago, and at thirty she was old to be having her first child, so she was digesting the news for a while.

She’d sensed this morning was no time to be sharing the happy event with her younger brother, although he’d greet the news with enthusiasm.

“A terrible business last night. I’m sorry you were anywhere near it.”

He stopped in mid-pour, the coffee pot poised above his half-filled cup, and stared up at her, his eyes troubled. There was a long silence.

“You’re all right, aren’t you, Aristide? It must be upsetting, a violent murder and all, but it’s nothing to do with us, is it?”

He shook his head and finished pouring his coffee without speaking, before passing the pot to her. He hesitated before the plate which held several fresh croissants oozing strawberry jam, his usual appetite notably lacking.

“Now that shows me there’s something seriously wrong, when you don’t look happy about croissants,” she joked.

He had the grace to give her a weak smile.

“Sorry, Maddie. I’m not very good company today.”

“Why don’t you tell me about it?”

Ten months ago, he’d been a rock when she’d endured terrifying blackmail threats from a murderous ex-husband who deserted her years before in France and whom she’d assumed was long dead.

“You were an anchor in the storm for me this last year. Let me return the favor now.”

She reached out her hand and gave him a brief touch. “It can’t be that bad. I mean you didn’t have anything to do with his death.”

A dart of pain darkened his handsome features.

“Something is wrong, isn’t it? Tell me, Aristide.”

“That girl. Woman. The Hawaiian. Leilani Manolo.” His words were coming in short, pained bursts.

Croissant-laden hand poised midair, he paused to take a deep breath.

“She had a public spat with the man who was killed right before it happened. It just feels as if something’s not right. I’m not saying she killed him. Although Candy’s not so willing to give her the benefit of the doubt.”

“Candy?” Madeleine couldn’t help the doubtful tone that crept into her voice. She didn’t like Candy Meadows, the princess daughter of a powerful California wine merchant, who’d suckered herself onto her brother like a tick on a Bordeaux deer. “What would she know about it?”

Aristide shrugged. “Nothing, Madeleine. You’re quite right. Not a thing. But she’s certainly got it in for her.”

Madeleine choked on her coffee and broke out coughing.

“Well, it’s not hard to see why that would be. She’s not too fond of competition, as far as I can make out.”

“I’m in a stew about it, that’s all. I was putting a lot of hope in a special deal with Bully to get our wines into the Golden Gate Symposium.”

He paused to finish his croissant.

“We need an official export agent to show we’re ready for the big time. Winning the right to have our wines on the menu at the famous places—Delmonico’s in New York, or Le Café de Paris—would set us up for international sales. It’d be an announcement that we’d arrived. There’d be no more battling the terrible reputation of California wines.”

Madeleine took in her brother’s pale drawn face, and wondered if finding an agent was all that was bothering him.

“Bully Pike’s death is bad luck. I can see that. But surely you’ve got other options. One in particular staring you right in the face.”

“You mean Ramsden Meadows?” He put his coffee cup down with a bang.

“That’s who I mean, yes. Candy’s father. Isn’t it obvious?”

“Too obvious, if you ask me.”

His eyes flickered with uncertainty. “Honestly, Maddie, I get the feeling more strongly all the time that they think this is a package deal. They take over Vino d’Oro sales, and in return Candy and I tie the knot. They’re expecting a family as well as a business alliance.”

“And you don’t want that?”

“Firstly, I’m not convinced Ramsden can handle the wines the way I want him to. You know how fanatical I am about protecting them from adulteration or tampering. That’s what’s giving California wine a bad name. The practice is far too easily accepted here. I’m insisting we have security from any possibility of adulteration.”

The energy returned to his voice at this topic, one of his pet hobbyhorses. He’d seen too much evidence of lax practice among California wine merchants and exporters to trust his precious drop to anyone.

“This is my first big chance to make something of myself, Maddie. I don’t want to be like our father, all big dreams and hot air. I want to do it right.” He paused, reached out for a refill.

“And the rest? The alliance? You’re not sure about that either, are you?”

His face took on a reluctant, guilty expression.

“I’m not.”

He shot her a weary smile. “Terrible, aren’t I? Candy is smart, beautiful, comes with the promise of a substantial inheritance as the sole heir. She’s been trained to manage it all after her father goes . . .” There was a painful silence.

“But?” Madeleine was flooded with warm relief at her brother’s discomfort. Thank goodness he’d had the sense to see through Candy’s scheming.

“But I’ve got cold feet. I’m not convinced her father is trustworthy. That’s important, isn’t it?”

Madeleine eyed him with bubbling humor.

“That’s not the whole story though, is it? It didn’t escape my notice that you seemed more than a little enchanted by Miss Hawaii last night—and that Miss Meadows wasn’t impressed.”

Aristide shot her a sheepish grin.

“Was I that obvious?”

She shook her head, laughing.

“Only to a sharp-eyed sister who loves you dearly. Don’t worry. I’m sure everyone else was too engrossed in the food to notice.”

“Well, I guess I can be thankful for small mercies.”

He pushed his chair back from the table and gave her one of his lopsided grins. “You caught me red-handed.”

He hesitated, hands resting on the back of the chair.

“But Maddie. What if she did have something to do with that agent’s death? How stupid am I to even think of getting involved?”

“Is that what you’re doing?”

His eyes momentarily couldn’t meet hers. She sensed him steeling himself to confront her gaze.

“Yes.” He straightened his shoulders.

“Yes, I am. It’s fool’s talk—pure la folie de l’amour, I know. But I can’t let this one go. She—” He shook his head as if he couldn’t believe what he was saying. “She’s different from any woman I’ve ever met.”

He wiped a hand across his tightly screwed eyes.

“Please God let her not be mixed up in murder.”


Five

“Misty, you know about Bully’s business. You worked for him for ages. You must have a pretty good idea of what was going on.”

Lani leaned her elbows on a chair back, watching Misty May prepare breakfast at the kitchen bench in the Mays’ elegant Victorian. Bright California light poured in through expansive arched windows, picking up the kaleidoscope of fruit—yellow pineapples and bananas, vermillion oranges—displayed on the sideboard. Through the hallway, columned archways and an opulent crystal chandelier reminded Lani of the pictures of Napoleon’s palaces she’d seen in their children’s books.

This was how they lived in the prestigious part of Folsom Street, close to Mansion Row where the real-estate kings, bankers and silver-mine shareholders chose to reside.

It was Sunday morning, so the Spanish housekeeper had the day off. Misty stood with her back to Lani, chopping pineapple with fast and fluid wrist movements, the curved knife she was using similar to the ones used to trim sugar cane. It tapped out a regular rhythm on the wooden chopping board.

Misty was still the willowy elegant woman Lani had adored as a child, her blonde fall of hair framing high cheekbones, green eyes and an ivory complexion. Even now in her middle years her beauty was arresting, but her appeal wasn’t due to appearance alone. She reminded Lani of Hawaii’s tranquil Nene goose with its beautifully barred gray-and-white form.

She had an unattainable allure, an inner serenity that seemed indifferent to seduction. She was the calm at the heart of things, always flying ahead of the eye of the storm. After their mother’s death, Ani gave them her fierce protection, but Misty gave them a secure place to stand.

Like the godmother she was, Misty kept chopping as if Lani hadn’t spoken. That was another thing about her. She wouldn’t be hurried or rushed by anyone or anything.

“Misty? Who would want to do something like this? Did Bully have any enemies?”

Misty’s hand movements slowed, then stopped. She turned sideways on to the bench, fixing Lani with her unflinching gaze.

“Enemies? There were folks who didn’t get what they wanted from him, but enemies? I don’t know of any.”

“What about a jealous husband?”

Bully’s first wife had died years ago and he’d never remarried, but that didn’t mean he denied himself the pleasure of female company. Over the years he’d had a string of “companions”—high-class admirers, wealthy widows, desirable socialites, who saw him as a challenge—but as soon as they got their claws into him he detached and moved on. That’s what Lani had always believed, anyway.

Misty’s jaw tensed at the suggestion.

“Not a chance. Bully was careful about that kind of thing. And besides . . .” Her voice trailed off and she turned back to the chopping board.

Lani moved to stand beside her.

“Besides what? Was he involved with someone?”

Misty stopped the knife’s movement and her eyes narrowed.

“No. I think you’re barking up the wrong tree.”

Lani leaned back from the chair and crossed her arms over her chest in frustration.

“Then what is going on here, Misty? People like Bully Pike don’t get stabbed in the chest in the street in the middle of town. Outside the Occidental, for goodness’ sake.”

Her hand flew to her mouth as a thought struck.

“Maybe it was a random attack. A robbery. Maybe some vagrant was attracted by his pendant.”

Misty’s already pale face went chalk-white and a light sheen of perspiration rimmed her top lip.

“His pendant? What are you talking about?”

“Oh, sorry. Didn’t I mention it? His whale’s tooth pendant is missing. You know how he valued it. Looks like it’s been ripped from his throat. Kaleo noticed it. You could see the graze on the side of his neck where it had been pulled away.”

Misty clutched her waist. She bent over abruptly with a low moan.

“Misty! What’s wrong?”

“Sick. I feel sick.”

She stood again, one hand covering her mouth, her words distorted.

She stared at Lani with hollow eyes—as if she was seeing something far removed from the quiet kitchen. And then she dashed for the bathroom.


Six

“Aristide! Come in! How are you after that dreadful scene last night?”

Ramsden Meadows widened his arms as if to greet Aristide like a long-lost son, but halted his advance mid-stride, moments before he grasped his shoulders, as if sensing the younger man’s resistance.

Candy tensed as she watched the two most important men in her life circle one another like wary dogs, unsure of whether the bone would be shared or guarded.

“Fine. I’m fine, thanks.”

His face looked more gaunt, his cheekbones more pronounced than last night, but the French winemaker’s warm smile still made her heart beat faster. He stepped in to peck her gallantly on each cheek in the chic way that was second nature to him. Then he spoiled it by drawing his hand over his lightly bearded chin with a distracted air, dismissing her without even being aware of it.

“Still a bit shook up, I admit,” he said. “But I’ve got to move on.”

Her father gestured him through the hall into the sunroom and turned to Candy. “Can you organize coffee, sweetheart? Then come join us.”

She tamped down a mild annoyance at being dismissed on domestic duties, but graciously obeyed. With her mother’s death when Candy was twelve, she’d had years to grow into the role of her father’s right-hand man but, being female, she would also always be his prime hostess.

“Your usual, Aristide?” There was the hint of flirtation in the query, and she affected a languid pose against the door pillar as she awaited his response.

When he’d worked for her father as the Meadows Estate winemaker, Aristide’s preference for black coffee with the consistency of tar had been the subject of friendly teasing from the other workers.

He nodded quick assent and turned back to her father.

Dismissed twice in as many minutes. That was too bad. She’d make sure she did something about it.

When she returned she carried a tray of coffee and some hot-from-the-oven madeleines. Their cook had made them at her request, shell-shaped part-cake, part-cookie treats, all lemony and crumbly, the way Aristide liked them. The men were already deep in conversation when she returned, and as soon as she crossed the threshold she sensed they were at cross purposes.

Her father’s face had the pinched look it got when his wishes were thwarted. Aristide ran his hand through his hair, as if at a loss for a solution.

“I’m not willing to take the risk, Ramsden. We’ve been over this a dozen times.”

They’d got straight into arguing the question of who would represent the Russell wines—who would take care of export documents, freight details, all the aspects of distribution for which a winemaker did not have the expertise or connections.

Ramsden Meadows was certain it should be his business, yet Aristide still seemed to hesitate.

“Let’s face it, Laurent, Bully’s gone and goodness knows who will be taking over his business—if anyone. There’s no obvious successor. You’re plumb crazy to keep knocking, as I’ve tried to tell you.”

“Ramsden, I appreciate your experience. I do. It’s just . . .”

He glanced from father to daughter with a self-conscious grin.

“Frankly I want to put them into the Golden Gate Symposium and try and crack the nut that way. If d’Oro won that competition and got into places like Delmonico’s, we’d be halfway up the ladder.”

Ramsden gestured irritably to Candy to put the tray down on the occasional table.

“Listen to him! You’d think he didn’t trust us.”

“It’s not a matter of trust . . .”

Aristide hesitated.

“Ramsden, I don’t expect you to understand. Put it down to the weird ways of the foreigner.” He flashed a weak grin in Candy’s direction, an appeal for her support in calming her father’s temper.

But Ramsden rose to his six-foot-tall frame, his frustration boiling over, and paced behind the settee set at right angles to the one Aristide occupied.

“There’s a lot more than a shipment to New York involved here, Aristide. Why don’t we get it all out in the open?

“I don’t know why you’re so fixated on getting Vino d’Oro wines into Delmonico’s anyway. There’s dozens of French restaurants on the East Coast we could sell wine to. What’s the rush? I’ve always made it clear. Meadows Exporting is willing to take all you can produce and sell on your behalf. We understand the business. We’ve been doing it for years. You’re an excellent winemaker, Aristide, but you don’t understand the business here in California. It’s different from France.”

He paused mid-stride and gestured to Candy.

“Let’s face it, this isn’t only about New York. It’s about whether you and Candy are joining forces. Whether Meadows Estate is expanding as a family concern. Why don’t we face facts?”

The coffee pot lid rattled as Candy’s hand shook and she abruptly set it down. Heat rose up her neck and into her face.

Curse you, Father, for your Good Ole American Boy brashness.

“Father, that’s quite enough!” she snapped. “You’re entering territory where you’ve no right to go.”

She rose from her seat, powered by equal parts indignation and humiliation.

How could he?

Aristide’s legs were frozen. He was the only one left sitting.

Then with a deep calm he summoned from the depths of his embarrassment, he too stood.

His voice when he spoke was unwavering.

“Ramsden, I owe you the humblest apology. I mean it. You’ve offered me nothing but kindness. You gave me a job, taught me so much about the local scene…” He hesitated and glanced to Candy. “Allowed me to escort your beautiful daughter . . . I’ve been honored to be counted as an employee, and, I hope, more recently as a colleague and friend.”

He gestured to the coffee tray.

“Your hospitality has been without peer. And I’m afraid I must appear the most ungrateful of fellows to decline your kindness.”

He looked from father to daughter and his self-assurance faltered. He sank back down to the settee and gestured to Ramsden.

“Sit down, Ramsden, please. Sit down. You too, Candy.”

He fiddled with the handle of his now-cold coffee.

Candy huffed, the quiet puff of warm air defrosting ice.

“That will be about set solid; would you like a fresh cup?”

Her attempt at defusing the tension was pathetic, but he shot her a wry grin.

“I’m fine, Candy. Thanks. . .”

He steepled his hands and expelled a big sad breath over them.

“It’s not easy to explain why New York means so much to me. It just does. My father…” He let out another uncertain sigh. “As a boy I vowed I would never be like my father. Never.”

His deep bass echoed with a fierce edge.

“He was a man who dreamed big dreams but never did a thing to achieve them. He barely fed his family, but he was always jawing on about what he was going to do. Buy this. Win that. It made me sick. I don’t know how my mother tolerated it.”

He blew through his fingers and dropped his hands to his knees.

“It probably sounds terrible to you, but the last thing I ever want to be is, as we say in French, tel père, tel fils. Like father, like son. The very last thing.

“I’ve got big dreams, you know that, of making my name as a winemaker, of putting Vino d’Oro up there with the best of the best in California wines. Sir John has trusted me with a lot and I’m not letting him down.”

He ran his hands down his face, then rallied his attention.

“It’s as simple as that, Ramsden. As simple as that.”

He stood abruptly. “I’m sorry. I have to go. I’ve got another appointment.”

He made an apologetic sweep with one hand. “Candy, thanks for the coffee and everything. I know my way out. We’ll talk again soon.”

And with that he was gone, without even a perfunctory farewell kiss.

And he hadn’t touched the madeleines.

 

Aristide sank onto the oak bench seat in the Montgomery Street coffeehouse and inhaled the aroma of hot chocolate that pervaded the place, a legacy from the Ghirardelli factory down the street. For a few moments he allowed himself to sink into its velvety fragrance, basking in brown, consoling blankness. Then a punishing anxiety spiked through him. He was ready to admit it. He was rattled.

Head rested in his hands, he took deep breaths, willing the tightness in his shoulders and chest to ease. He was oblivious to the hubbub around him—the bank clerks and bookkeepers, power brokers and politicians—who frequented Monties to share the latest business intelligence over their coffee and cake. Monties was the dealmakers’ hub in downtown, the place to pick up commercial tips and money-making gossip.

“Can I get you anything, sir?” A beanpole of a waiter with a spotty complexion and nervous eyes stood before him, perilously angled tray in hand.

Aristide’s thoughts slipped to Candy and her jest about his taste in coffee. He recalled the coquettish tilt of her head as she’d teased him. The familiarity had a heavy-handed desperation.

Had he led her on? He’d never viewed the many women he’d romanced as anything more than a means to an end, as pleasurable playthings. He was gallant, he was courteous and entertaining, and then he moved on. He’d assumed they’d understood.

The young attendant waited patiently.

“A choca, s’il vous plâit. I feel like a change from café noir.”

“Mocha or java blend, sir?”

“Mocha.”

Just the antidote he needed. He ran his tongue around his mouth, anticipating the creamy mix of coffee, hot milk and chocolate. He was punch-drunk from bad news and the choca had been a French favorite for more than a century, Napoleon’s choice, so an apt consolation.

He counted the blows. First Bully’s death. Then the beautiful Hawaiian covered in blood, possibly incriminated. And that damn Duchamp . . .

Did he recognize me? Remember where we met last?

He hoped not. Shivered at the thought.

He heard the thud of closing cellar doors in his head. He was running out of chances for entering his wines in the contest that could make his name. He wasn’t going anywhere without a reliable agent and distributor, there was no question about it.

Ramsden had never spelled out the options as blatantly as today: working with him meant marrying Candy.

Aristide had rocks in his stomach. Why hadn’t he seen where it was all heading?

He was in the ring, flat on his back, and the referee’s count was closing.

Six . . . Seven . . . Eight . . .

The young attendant slapped down the foam-topped ceramic mug and Aristide gulped down the first hot, reviving mouthful, awaiting the clarity it would bring.

His options for finding a capable agent, one with integrity, were shrinking. Should he settle for Meadows after all? He knew the business. He had connections, networks, experience. And Candy was a desirable, intelligent woman.

Two days ago, he’d seen it as tempting. He admitted it. The end justifies the means, see it all as a business arrangement.

But now? The weight on his chest lightened. He had other choices.

His body warmed at the memory of Leilani Manolo, the challenging sparkle of her eyes, the flashing white smile. And the lingering frangipani fragrance from the flowers in her shining dark hair. He couldn’t make any commitments to anything but d’Oro now, but . . . in the future? He hoped it would be different.

He massaged his forehead between thumb and forefinger, smoothing away a dull ache.

Another image came to him—Madeleine in her wedding gown, her face glowing with eager anticipation at the future she and Caleb had chosen together.

A fierce longing clutched at his insides, catching him off guard. He wanted that. A family. A sense of his own place, his own people.

He’d been feeling the stirrings of this sea change within for a few months, but now it was roaring like a riptide.

He had to get himself moving. Settle on the agent. A man of integrity. Had to be.

And when he’d got the wines set up, then he could satisfy this hunger to find a mate. Set up a home.

He cast his mind back to the previous night, and all the people he’d met. He thought of the Hawaiian consul to California, Cyrus May. He’d surely be a man with the right connections? He must have known Bully Pike well if they’d grown up together. Hawaii wasn’t that big, especially back then. He might know who was likely to take over Bully’s business, or have other ideas about who to target as an agent. Maybe he’d be able to give a pointer on the man’s enemies.

Leilani Manolo was staying with the consul and his wife, wasn’t she? He seemed to remember someone had mentioned that last night.

Yes. For the want of any better idea, that would be his next step. Search out Cyrus May. Offer his condolences at his friend’s death, and ask his advice. Who would he recommend? While he was at it, he could query him on Bully’s business and see if there was a likely successor. Maybe there were still possibilities with Pike Consulting.

He drained the last of his choca, savoring the faint clove aroma that lingered in the dregs, and stood to leave.

He’d be killing two birds with one stone. Find an agent and have an excuse to see the charming Hawaiian again.

A noisy group of stockbrokers at a nearby table who’d interrupted his musings with rowdy speculations on ways to corner the precious metals market—gold, silver, or tin—pushed back their chairs at the same time. A burly fellow whom the others had deferred to tossed the daily news sheets his way.

“Take a look. We’ve finished with them.”

Aristide sat down and considered the crumpled sheets. Alongside an account of a Lick House bar brawl between a well-known pugilist and his “friend” in which the loser was left “profusely covered in claret” and a review of the British Blonde Burlesque Troupe’s “charming rendering of Rossini” at MacGuire’s Opera House last night, there was a single column heading that caught his eye.

 

SENATOR’S FRIEND MURDERED

Prominent San Francisco import-export dealer Bully Pike was struck down outside the Occidental Hotel last night, where he’d been attending the Alycia Stockton Educational Trust dinner with other prominent citizens, including California Senator Hector de Vile, Mrs. Stockton’s husband, real estate king Basil Stockton, mining magnate and Vino d’Oro owner Sir John Russell, and San Francisco’s Hawaiian consul, Cyrus May. Guests who’d been at the charitable event, including Sir John’s French winemaker Aristide Laurent, rushed in their formal dinner attire to assist the popular San Francisco businessman, but he died at the scene.

Police could not say if the incident was a random strike by footpads or a planned attack. Mr. Pike, a well-respected local businessman, was a close colleague and long-standing friend of Senator Hector de Vile through their Hawaiian connections. No arrest has been made.

 

Well. There’s your answer as to whether Dupont recognized you.

Aristide’s knees turned to water. He needed another coffee, but this time it had to be café noir.


Nine

Hector de Vile’s son Alex and Will Davenport, the pipsqueak upstart who was temporarily running Pike Consulting, were warm buddies within minutes of shaking hands. The senator sat watching through narrowed eyes as they chatted on about Will’s experiences in New York, and Alex’s involvement with the diverse de Vile business interests, as if he wasn’t present. He’d been sidelined, a rare experience for him.

He had brought his reluctant heir along with him because he hoped he’d get inspiration from meeting a young man of a similar age to himself who was already winning plaudits as an energetic and innovative operator.

Will Davenport was unobtrusive, a pale, quiet chap who could be overlooked. De Vile wasn’t fool enough, however, to miss the shrewd glint in his gray eyes, the quick resolution in his jaw, even as he took a back seat, ever the quiet observer who recorded and stored away every word. These two young men both had gray eyes, but that’s where any resemblance began and ended.

In contrast to Davenport’s reticence, Alex had a dashing appeal. With his shock of dark hair and buoyant personality, he stood out from the crowd. He’d inherited it all—the looks, the vivacious temperament—from his Spanish father, the virtuoso photographer Rafael Castellanos. Of that Hector was certain, though he’d never known the man—or even seen a daguerreotype of him, for that matter—but he’d heard the stories.

Alex had been separated from his family by a catastrophic accident as a small boy, and Hector had adopted him in a convoluted process, believing him an orphan. He hadn’t asked too many questions, and he’d never regretted the decision.

Since Cyrus’s mention of Davenport he’d asked around and discovered the entrepreneur was universally liked and widely respected as an up-and-comer who worked all the hours God made, was quick to build networks and happy to help others solve problems.

Outward appearances could be so deceptive. Will Davenport, who could so easily be undervalued as a mouse, was a clever powerhouse when it came to business.

Alex, who looked as if he was born to run a corporation, had no talent for business at all. He was popular wherever he went, but he had no killer instinct. His sole ambition was to be an artist, a photographer like his long-dead sire.

De Vile didn’t know how Bully’s will disposed of the Pike estate, but he was already giving serious consideration to financing Will Davenport into Bully’s business—if he needed it—as a shrewd future investment.

The admission left him with his recurring problem. What to do about Alex? His son was conscientious but uninspired in business. He tried hard to please, but the senator was recognizing what he’d long tried to deny—business was not Alex’s passion or vocation. It was something he applied himself to with fastidious attention to please his father, but his heart lay elsewhere, in his damned photography.

“You didn’t!” Will Davenport was now gazing at Alex de Vile in open admiration, as the younger man told him the story of how he’d rescued historic photographic plates from a studio fire, only to later discover they were of his long-lost mother (now dead) and sisters (still both very much alive).

De Vile shifted one buttock and then the other in the easy chair he occupied in Bully’s comfortable study, which doubled as a parlor for entertaining visitors. Davenport had brought in coffee and almond biscuits. Not a man for hard spirits, apparently.

De Vile craved a stiff Scotch, and he bit down on an impulse to ask for something stronger. He sensed that Davenport wouldn’t join him, and he wanted to preserve the illusion of congeniality.

He’d satisfied himself on one count. Davenport was a gifted manager and a creative businessman.

But is he biddable?

“I’m most impressed to see how well you’ve settled into Bully’s chair,” de Vile said to the sandy-haired clerk. “You’ve only been in California a few months and you’ve picked it up remarkably quickly.”

Will’s expression was bland, his eyes fixed on the plate of biscuits. “The work is much the same as I was doing back East,” he replied. His accent carried the cadence of Brooklyn. “It required that I get an idea of who’s who out here. And Bully and Misty both were very helpful.”

“I see,” said de Vile. “And your family business—what sort of commodities were you dealing with there?”

“Oh, sugar, coffee, manufactured cotton, spirits, tobacco—all sorts of stuff. Anything where there’s money to be made. As long as it’s legal, of course. We drew the line at the slave trade.”

“I see. And your father is still alive?”

Will’s face clouded, and his eyes lifted to the wall as though he was taking in a distant view.

“My father died a long time ago. My older brother runs the company now.”

His gray eyes darkened to the color of thunderclouds. He sat for a long minute, reflective, not moving, and then seemed to rally.

He rose from his seat with a determined thrust. “Enough of this chat. Let me take you on a tour. Down to the warehouse and around about. It’s not the only warehousing we have, but we tend to keep the finer articles on the premises and leave the bulk goods down at the wharves.”

He turned to Alex. “We’ve even got some cameras you might be interested in.”

An hour later when they’d completed the tour and even the young men had grown quiet, they settled at the parlor table for a second coffee.

De Vile cleared his throat. “I don’t know if Bully ever mentioned it, but we were close friends and business colleagues for a long time. A lifetime. I suppose you could say he knew my secrets and I knew his.”

What a liar you are, Hector. There’s a lot he didn’t know about you. And a lot, no doubt, that you don’t know about him.

Will looked up, a keen interest lighting his face. “Really? What sort of secrets?”

“Oh, where the bodies are buried, that sort of thing.”

Was it his imagination? Will seemed to flinch at the joke. His jawline set hard.

“Just kidding, of course. But we were together in Hawaii when we were about the same age you and Alex are now. Friends you make at that time in your life tend to stick, I’ve found.”

Will Davenport gazed at him, waiting.

“Anyway, I’m hoping we might grow to be as close—in a business relationship—as Bully and I were. Nothing formal, you understand. An exchange of intelligence and business favors now and then?”

“What sort of favors, Hex?” asked Alex. “Sounds interesting.”

“Well, one example. Right now, the state’s winemakers are working hard to get a cooperative off the ground. They’re banding together in their efforts to get Californian wines more widely recognized. It’s a battle to get our wines into the best restaurants in New York or Washington or Boston—and even harder to be taken seriously in Paris.”

“Okay,” said Will, dragging out the second vowel. “Sounds reasonable. And what can we, Pike Consulting, do about it? The wines, I mean.”

De Vile cleared his throat. “You’re already handling the shipments for some California growers. I’d ask you to restrict your arrangements to companies that are members of the Buena Vista Cooperative. Same goes for sugar imports. Take guidance on whose sugar to handle and whose to leave alone—with good cause, of course. Nothing sinister. It’s not as if we’re blacklisting people for no reason.”

Alex frowned. “That sounds a bit cavalier, Hector. Why would you want to block genuine traders?”

De Vile toyed with his empty cup.

“Bully had an exclusive deal with one agency. Diamond Sugar—have I got that right, Will? His customers get a favorable price in return for Bully handling a limited exclusive list. Had he told you about that?”

Will nodded, but he’d lost his sunny demeanor.

“He did, Senator.” He frowned. “Though I must say I have my reservations about it. Comes close to contravening fair business practice, I’d have thought. Doesn’t sit well with me.”

“You’ll follow his practice, though?”

“Let’s say I will take it on a case by case basis.”

There was an awkward silence.

“I see.”

De Vile stood and turned in a slow circle, surveying the room.

“And how much longer do you expect you’ll be here in San Francisco, Mr. Davenport?”

Will shrugged. “Nothing’s ever permanent, is it? I’ll take it day to day.”

“That’s good,” said de Vile. “Because who knows? After Bully’s will has been read there mightn’t be a job.”

He allowed another calculated pause.

Alex glanced at Will in consternation. “I say, Hex, that sounds a bit rough.”

Will shrugged, unperturbed. “He’s quite right, Alex. Nothing is forever.”

“Of course,” said de Vile smoothly, “there’s always the possibility of a financial backer putting money in and setting up a partnership. Do you have that sort of money, Mr. Davenport?”

“What? To buy Bully’s business, do you mean? I guess that depends.”

De Vile was suddenly irritated by the cat-and-mouse game he’d initiated.

“Depends? Depends on what?”

Will shrugged. “On how badly I might want it, for one.”

He flashed de Vile a bland smile that showed nothing of his true feelings and thrust out his hand. “So very good of you to call on us today, Senator.”

He turned to Alex and with a note of genuine pleasure added, “And you, Alex. Do hope we have the chance to talk again sometime. I’d love to see some of your daguerreotypes, when we can.”

He stepped back and considered de Vile.

“All the very best with your re-election campaign, Senator. You can’t afford to be anything except squeaky clean with that looming, can you?”

He took another step away, as if subtly distancing himself. “Let’s hope they find out who killed Bully soon. The longer it lingers unsolved, the more chance there is for scandal. And I’m sure you wouldn
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