
Of Gold & Blood series


Poisoned Legacy #1



Brother Betrayed #2



Double Jeopardy #3



Tangled Destiny – A Christmas Novella and Prequel #4



Unbridled Vengeance #5



Hope Redeemed – A Spanish Novella #6




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
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“We’ve got to make sure that woman shuts up.” Gérard Le Blanc stared moodily out of the American Fork House windows to the busy scene outside. The bustling stagecoach stop and Pony Express station ten miles north of Sacramento, the state capital, was an essential stopping point for miners and visitors on their way to the northern mines.

Roland Durand sat across from him as they mulled over the disastrous encounter two nights ago. He fiddled with the handle of his beer mug and scowled.

“So,” Le Blanc resumed. “That means we’ll have to make another visit to the Russell establishment.” He tapped stiff fingers in a tense beat on the edge of the bar room table. “It’s unfortunate, but it can’t be helped.”

Roland screwed up his face in distaste. “I’ve no intention of swinging for her. If you need to get rid of her, then do it. But as far as I’m concerned, it’s personal to you, it’s not business.” He bent his head to the mug of beer in front of him, foam dribbling down the sides of the receptacle onto the table. He slurped at the ceramic edge and wiped away the residue of white froth from his upper lip with the back of his hand. “You’re sure she recognized you?”

“She recognized me. And it’s business if it affects the deal we have with the San Francisco barons.” Le Blanc leaned back in his chair and stared out over the busy highway with unseeing eyes. She knew him. Even with his newly grown mustache, how could she not? She’d been married to him for six — or was it eight? — months.

Madeleine. He’d forgotten what a good-looking woman she was. More than good-looking. A rose in full bloom. She didn’t appear to have wasted any time crying over him.

He picked up his beer. Two of the half-dozen stages that made the daily trip from Sacramento up into the Sierra Nevada mining towns were pulled up outside the bar, in the process of refueling passengers and horses. Ten Mile Station did an equally good job of watering the two- and four-legged creatures that passed by. The dining room could feed a hundred diners; extensive corrals catered for a hundred or more horses.

He and Roland had been staying at the hostelry ever since Sir John Russell had tossed them out of the winery two days ago, but they hadn’t been idle. They’d already located several more landowners who were up to their ears in debt and wouldn’t be able to hold the bailiffs off for much longer. Their debtors would soon be foreclosing. Just the ideal time for Buffer, Jones and Cottlesloe, or their agents, to step in and offer to “rescue” them, promising they’d arrange it so they could stay on the land — with a percentage of the land turned over to the law firm as the fee, of course.

Depending on the circumstances, they presented different offers. A joint venture, perhaps. It wasn’t their fault if the landowner wouldn’t be able to meet the repayments and would forfeit the land within a few years. And then there was Russell’s wine operation. It was imperative he roped Vino d’Oro into the wine collective his San Francisco partners were intent on setting up. Catching a big fish like Russell in his net would make it a lot easier to coerce the smaller fry.

“There’s plenty of rich pickings here. We don’t need to be moving on just yet,” Gérard said. “There’s no way they can place us anywhere near Rancho Del Oro last Friday night. None at all.”

His neck prickled. He reached up and rubbed at it irritably. In his mind’s eye he saw Caleb Stewart as he’d been the other morning, alert and dangerous, his rancher’s long-sighted gaze raking the room, missing nothing. Particularly his wife’s every move — he’d picked that up as soon as he’d entered the room. Bile burned the back of his throat. He would never forget the humiliation as she betrayed him to the local gendarme, her eyes shimmering in relief. She was glad to have escaped his clutches. He’d been double-crossed, good and proper.

He turned his attention back to Roland. “I knew the woman in France. She knew me all right. However, I don’t think she’ll want too many people to know about our connection. Particularly not Caleb Stewart.” He curled his lip in contempt. “I’m certain she’ll be very keen her employers don’t know about that little bit of her past. Maybe she hasn’t even told her brother.”

She might be ashamed to admit what happened. A man can hope.

Roland wiped his mouth clear of froth again. “You’re saying she’s worth more to us alive than dead?”

Le Blanc allowed himself a slow smile and nodded. “We don’t have to kill her. Come to think of it, wouldn’t she just make the sweetest little spy. You never know, she might have already found her way into Stewart’s bed.”

He’d hazard a guess she’d do anything to save her brother and that rancher honcho. Anything at all. Stewart hadn’t got a clue what was coming. Once he realized his whole ranch was up for grabs in the Land Claims Court, he’d forget about everything else. Especially finding the killer of the traitor who’d put in the claim.

Another coach was unloading, the staff hustling to serve the new arrivals. He leaned back in his chair with a satisfied grunt. They were in the right place at the right time, and they were going to make their fortunes.

He ignored his sour-faced companion, concentrating on his beer, enjoying the moment. The click of cues hitting balls at the saloon tables, the occasional roar of excitement or despair from men huddled around card games, all punctuated by the yeasty smell of hops and char-grilled meat from the kitchens. Coming to California was the best move he’d ever made.

“We’ve got a lot of very influential contacts in San Francisco.” Durand was still staring down into his mug. “I might be even getting to meet that Senator next time I’m in town.”

The place was infused with an electric energy he’d never felt back in France. He cleared his throat. “Are you listening?” It irritated him that he’d been the one to set up all the contacts. Durand was useful as a muscle man who knew his way around the mountains, but he was really just a hanger-on, a drifter down on his luck at the poker tables. Not like me.

He nudged him for a response. Durand’s surly expression was modified by a raised eyebrow. “If you say so.”

“I do. With the bad luck and the high living of the Californios, well, let’s just say they’re riding their bucking broncos into the gutter. In a few more years they won’t have anything left.” He rubbed his hands together gleefully, as if he could already feel the wads of cash he would flick between thumb and forefinger.

“A couple more for the road, and then we’ll go take care of the woman. She won’t be expecting us after dark... And there’s no moon. Perfect for a midnight call.”



Caleb found Aristide in the cool Vino d’Oro cellars, whose walls were lined with oak barrels to twice the height of an average man. It was ten o’clock in the morning, the glass and spittoon at Aristide’s elbow evidence he was in the midst of a tasting.

“You’re at it early.”

The Frenchman set down his glass and greeted him with twinkling blue-gray eyes and a cheerful smile. “Ah, goes with the territory! Just testing the latest Zinfandel.” His face sobered. “Wonderful send off for Miguel yesterday. You did him proud. But what brings you out so early?”

“We didn’t have a chance to talk yesterday, and there’s information I’m keen to find out.” The dim hall was deserted, but Caleb knew he was interrupting Aristide’s work. “Have you got a minute? Can we talk?”

“Sure.” Aristide ushered him to a bare wooden bench at the end of a barrel row and sat down. “Happy to help if I can.” He rubbed his hands together as if to warm himself to the task. “I’m not sure I know anything that will be of interest but try me.”

Caleb shifted uneasily on the hard, wooden bench. “Those two characters who called here on Saturday — New Year’s Day. Who are they, and how long have you known them?”

Aristide cleared his throat and ran a hand through the short dark beard that followed his clean jawline. “They’ve turned up here twice before, trying to get us interested in joining that cooperative I mentioned the other night. I gathered it was something some gros bonnets — you know, bigwigs.” Aristide looked up, uncertain if Caleb was following him. “They are pushing it.”

Caleb nodded encouragingly. “Yep, I get it. The San Francisco set. Go on.”

“Oui. Similar to what they do in Bordeaux. Except there it was all controlled by locals. Here it’s more les gros fromages — the big cheeses — muscling in.” He stroked his chin again. “In Bordeaux the growers had a big say in the decision-making. But this seems to be run by rich men and lawyers. I’m not keen on the idea and neither is Sir John. It sounds too much like they’re trying to corner the market. And also you lose the chance to build your own house, you know, like Cliquot in Champagne.”

Caleb grinned. “Wow! You’ve got big ideas for Vino d’Oro?”

Aristide gave a Gallic shrug. “Bien sûr. Naturellement.” He sighed. “But that Le Blanc doesn’t like to take no for an answer.”

Caleb stood and took a few steps away from the bench, flexing his hands at his sides as he walked. “What did you make of them?” He fixed his gaze on Aristide’s face.

Aristide’s brow furrowed. “In what way?”

“Well, did they strike you as capable of murder?”

Aristide’s head jerked back. “Murder?” The first syllable with drawn out and emphasized, as if the very idea seemed too shocking to contemplate. His hands widened in a gesture of disbelief. “Really, Caleb? You’re serious? They weren’t particularly likeable — or honest, I’d wager. But cold-blooded killers? I’ve no reason to think that.”

He gazed out into the cellar, staring at nothing for a long moment. “Rory Mackinnon did a bit of work for us here over the last few months. Did you know that? He appeared on the scene seeking work around harvest time in October. We haven’t had much for him lately because of the winter. He seemed le bon gars — a good guy. But I gather you’ve had your problems?”

Caleb’s shoulders tightened, and he shrugged to ease the tension. “Our fathers worked Del Oro together in the early days, and Rory and I were like brothers. But that all ended when Rory’s mother died and his father, Dougal, took up with Consuela. She’s a viper. Much younger than him. She had the old man dancing to her merry tune. My father bought him out to get rid of them. He had no obligation to give him anything, but he was trying to be decent.” He pinched the bridge of his nose. “Consuela’s never been satisfied, though. Before my father died, Dougal put in a claim of fraud against us. Stated he hadn’t been fully paid out, that money was still owing him. The court finally tossed it out last year. Both the old men were dead by then, but it’s been an awful business.”

Aristide nodded. “I heard the talk.” He stood and ambled over to where Caleb stood, still flexing his hands in a tense dance. “Let me give you a bit of a tour while we talk. Now the partnership with Sir John is settled, you’ll have a financial interest in it all, won’t you?”

They wandered out of the building and into the field next door, where bare-branched vines stretched in long, straight rows. As they strolled, Aristide explained the details of winter pruning and the coming bud burst. “This’ll all be fresh green by next month. There’s a lot of difference from how we did it in France, but I love it here. I’m confident we’ll make some very good wine.” He grinned up at Caleb, who was struck again by his steady good humor. “I’m sure you’ve heard of the good reviews some local wines have been getting? The whites Charles Krug is making for example? They’re ‘light, clear, brilliant and very superior indeed’, according to California Farmer magazine. Of course, Krug is a Prussian. We Frenchmen do it much better.” He laughed. “We’re very lucky to have Sir John’s backing. And the time is right.”

Their loop of the new planting completed, they paused on the doorstep. Aristide took Caleb’s elbow. “I think it’s time for morning coffee. Why don’t we go in and get some?”

Madeleine was silent as she served them and disappeared again like a sylph. Her eyes never met Caleb’s.

Aristide and Caleb were standing to say their farewells when the vintner halted halfway to the door, a frown on his face. The sense of warm camaraderie that had developed between them over the last hour momentarily faded. “You know, Caleb, something’s been bothering me for the last few days. I didn’t think anything of it before, but now I’m not so sure.” He ushered him down the hall and into the courtyard where Caleb’s horse stood. At the hitching rail he frowned and turned to face him. “On one of the occasions when those agents came, Rory was in the packing shed getting a shipment of table grapes ready for market. I got the distinct impression he’d met them before. It was just something about the way he acted. He seemed ill at ease. He didn’t say anything, it was just an impression.” Aristide stroked his chin reflectively. “Rory wasn’t mixed up in that land claim of yours? I thought you said not. But I definitely got the impression he’d met Le Blanc before.”

Caleb’s heartbeat accelerated. His fists clenched again, and then he remembered where he was, what he was doing, and shook his head. He wasn’t in court now. He opened his palms and let his hands fall. “You know, Aristide, one of my biggest regrets is that I didn’t make things up with Rory before he died. I heard he was back in the area. I suspected my sister might have met up with him at our aunt’s house, but I couldn’t stomach seeing him with the court case still so raw. It cost us a lot of heartache and money to get it thrown out.” He shook his head. “I honestly don’t think Rory was involved. It was all Consuela’s doing. I’m sure of it.”

He pulled on his gloves ready for the ride home. “I did have a hunch of my own, though, that I’d like to ask you about.” He fiddled with his glove hem, pulling it tighter, suddenly nervous at the thought of broaching the subject of Madeleine’s possible involvement. He took a deep breath. “Have you any reason to believe that your sister knows those men? I got the distinct impression the other night that she did.”

Aristide’s usually open face shut down. His brows drew close, and his jaw tightened. “Madeleine? So help me God, I doubt it. Apart from the fact that they are French, they wouldn’t have anything else in common. Why do you think this?”

Caleb shrugged. “I don’t know. It might be nothing. But I was watching her that night. She wasn’t acting normally. I know it was an upset, the way they barged in, but she was in shock. I’m certain of it. It was more than reacting to an unpleasant interruption. She was frightened of something. I don’t mean to cast doubts on her integrity—”

“Her integrity?” Aristide’s smile was tight, his eyes wintry. “Merde! I don’t believe it.” He fixed Caleb with eyes that had turned from blue-gray to dark charcoal. “Madeleine is one of the most trustworthy women I know. She’s incapable of doing anything underhand. I’m shocked you’d even suggest it. C’est incroyable.”

The quivering in Caleb’s stomach that had been there all morning was replaced by a fiery certainty. “I’m sorry if you don’t like it, Aristide, but something is going on there. And if you’ve got Vino d’Oro’s best interests at heart, you’ll find out what it is.” He turned on his heel and strode out.



Gérard Le Blanc waited under a dark tree canopy, stamping his feet to warm his frozen toes. He’d worn his thickest leather boots, but they didn’t offer protection from the freezing night. It was past ten o’clock, an hour past the time he’d insisted they meet, and Madeleine still hadn’t shown up. Every time he opened his mouth his front teeth spiked with pain from the cold air.

He’d made certain she received the letter he’d sent her, hand-delivered for a small fee by one of the patent medicine salespeople who circulated the county selling miracle cures and wrinkle creams. So he expected her to show, was surprised that she hadn’t, but he had also not forgotten how treacherous she could be. His mind flicked back to a blue-sky spring day in Bordeaux, bees buzzing in the vines, the ancient aphrodisiac grape flower fragrance hanging heavy in the air, and a man lying dead at his feet. That would have been the end of it, if it wasn’t for the meddling little bitch.

She set him up good and proper. And then she stayed behind with her damned invalid mother when he’d been forced to flee France. Said she had to look after those she loved. Plainly I hadn’t been one of them.

He scowled into the scarf wrapped around his neck. She might not care about him, but her avowed love for her family would play right into his hands this time. She wouldn’t want anything to happen to her precious brother. He rubbed his gloved hands together.

What a stroke of luck discovering her brother!

He supposed the old duck back in France was dead or Madeleine wouldn’t be here. He’d certainly never expected to see her again.

But now that she’s here...

He recalled the willowy body, the slender, elegant grace of her long stride — and wondered what was to stop him picking up and starting over again. After all, they were still married, weren’t they? And she was still an enticing woman.

He kicked at the canvas bag at his feet, the satisfying metallic clunk that came from inside sending a fizz of excitement up his legs and through his body. He would get this business done with Madeleine, and then he’d find himself a decent bed. Staking out the Russell place had been a damned pain. The combined estate — ranch and vineyard — stretched for miles, with no hotel nearby. He’d been forced to bed down in a stable up the road — the second night in a row he’d be sleeping rough, and he’d had it.

He stamped his feet irritably. Come on, woman! You might think we’re done, but you’ve no idea.

When he and Roland returned from Ten Mile Station two nights ago, he’d thought it would be simple to winkle Madeleine out of the place without attracting attention, but it hadn’t been easy at all. It soon became evident she and the rest were well-guarded.

He’d had to rethink his tactics and enlisted the snake oil salesman’s help. He’d left Roland behind while he made this rendezvous tonight. His sideman didn’t need to know any more than he already did about what had gone on between him and Madeleine. Not yet. anyway.

The minutes ticked on, and still she didn’t show. A hollow uncertainty leaked into his core as he considered what that meant. He’d threatened dire consequences for her brother if she didn’t respond and had been sure that would frighten her into submission. Had he got it all wrong? Had she changed that much over the eight years they’d been apart?

Just as he was seriously questioning whether this had been the right approach, he saw the gate that closed off the house courtyard open and a slim figure slip through it and peer up the driveway. Good. At least she’d taken him seriously. He wouldn’t have to kill anyone else yet, just to make the point.



Madeleine couldn’t believe she was so stupid as to do this — meet up with her murdering ex-husband! If he and that cold-eyed agent Durand hadn’t threatened Aristide, she wouldn’t be here.

She shivered as she considered the driveway. It was very dark, and she couldn’t make out anything except black tree boles and dark shadows. She moved cautiously forward, keeping close to the tree cover, seeking anonymity in the darkness, her eyes raking the dim light for any sign of Phillipe.

Sorry, “Gérard.”

What a farce. And why the new name? She wondered what new misbehavior had required a name change. Maybe he was just being super-cautious about being recognized by someone who might know him from the old days.

There was a man-made pond halfway down the driveway, set up as part of the vineyard irrigation network. That’s where he’d said he’d be waiting, but as she neared the spot, it appeared deserted. She came to a halt, peering into the dark, when a twig cracked behind her and a broad hand reached across her face and wrenched her mouth tight shut. She was enveloped in the smell of the man she’d married, the man she’d wanted to believe in. A familiar aroma, a mix of smoke-filled bars and maleness, but it was overlaid by something new. The smell of horse manure. Le Blanc was fastidious about his personal habits, so that was surprising. He’d slept rough last night; she’d bet on it.

He wrested her roughly against his hard-muscled chest and hissed in her ear, “Well, well. Ma jolie femme!” His breath was warm on her neck. “Ma jolie femme, here in America,” he whispered, with a hint of mockery. “Who would have thought it? Maman died, did she?” He gave a cruel barking laugh. “I guess it had to happen sometime.”

He dropped his hand from her mouth and spun her around so she was facing him. An angry heat flushed through her. She took a step back, placed both her hands on his shoulders and shoved him until she held him off at arm’s length, her eyes blazing. “I’m not your jolie anything. And yes. Maman is dead.”

She dropped her hands to her sides and took another step back. “What are you playing at, insisting I come out here in the middle of the night? I’m not doing it again—”

He laughed derisively. “You’ll do it as many times as I tell you to.”

She shook her head. “I told you, Philippe. The night you left. I don’t want to have anything to do with you or your schemes. Leave me out of it. Whatever it is, I don’t want to know.”

He tilted his head to one side, a sneer on his lips. “You weren’t so reluctant eight years ago. Now it’s payback time.”

She felt the color draining from her face, and she felt very cold. “What do you mean?”

“We both know I wouldn’t even be in California if it wasn’t for you. Not that I’m complaining, mind. But I’m collecting on our debt.”

“What debt?” Her fingers were stiff twigs. She shook her hands to get the blood flowing.

“Come, come, Madeleine. If there’s one thing you are, it’s intelligent.” He pronounced it in the French way, with a mocking edge. “And look where it’s got you. No husband, no children, skivvying for your brother. You’d have done better to stick with me.”

“And what? Sleep rough in stables?”

She spoke sharply, and his arm lashed out so fast she had no time to duck. The blow across her cheek sent her reeling; she tasted blood in her mouth. She licked her bottom lip and confirmed a tooth had pierced it. She coughed, spitting out the bloody taste, memories of similar nights assailing her, making her nauseous. She bent over for several minutes, regaining her breath, smoothing the side of her face. He stood over her, silent and threatening. Then she rose to her full height and steadied herself. “You’ve got three minutes to talk. And then I am leaving.”

“You can drop the show, you stupid bitch. You’ll do exactly what I want, or you’ll be very sorry. Two can play your game.” In the dim light of the thin rising moon, his eyes glittered with a venom she knew only too well. It could erupt out of nothing in seconds, and when it did you couldn’t be too far away from him.

He leaned over and fumbled in the canvas bag on the ground, pulling out a cloth-wrapped object, nursing it against his chest.

“What’s that, Philippe?”

“Firstly, my name isn’t Philippe. It’s Gérard. Get used to it. And you will be meeting me again. And again. I plan for you to be my personal source of information about Vino d’Oro and the pretty boy Scotsman.”

He’d been half-leering at her as he spoke, and at the mention of Caleb he stopped abruptly. “What? He reached out and stroked down the cheek he had just slapped, setting up a smarting sensation before she could shy away. “Oh, I see there’s some reaction there. Your eyes give you away. Fancy the Scotsman, do you? I wondered the other night if there was anything going on. He seemed to be very aware of you.” He laughed derisively. “Forget that one, ma belle femme. You know he set up those murders at Rancho Del Oro the other night.”

She shoved at him and the object he held was hard as steel against his chest. “No. He never did.”

“Oh yes. He’s a bad one. Even worse than me. He and his father cheated their friends, and now he’s killed the son to shut him up. Too late, though. The papers have already been served.”

She stared at him, tutoring her face to give nothing away, but her thoughts were racing. Caleb? Involved in murder? “You’re lying.”

“You’ll see. You’ll just see. Meantime, I’ve got a little job for you.” He thrust the cloth wrapped item toward her. Her feet were frozen to the spot. She would not reach out and take it.

The muslin draping the barrel of a long-cylindered pistol slipped free, the metal glinting briefly before Le Blanc covered it up again.

“What on earth?”

“You’re taking this. You’re returning it to where it belongs, in Caleb Stewart’s stables. You’re hiding it in the hayloft, the next time you’re there. I don’t care how you manage it. Go for a walk, make an excuse you need some air. Pet the horses. You’ll think of something.”

She backed away, seized with an impulse to turn and run.

He grabbed her roughly. “No. There’s no escape.” The words were said in sharp staccato, the planes of his face shadowed and implacable. “Remember Bourreau. If I go down, you go down too, Madeleine. Because he would never have been where he was, a sitting duck, ready for me to kill him, if it wasn’t for you. And don’t you forget it.”

He towered over her, his face screwed up in leering contempt. “You’re smart, I give you that, Madeleine. But not smart enough to escape the noose, if it comes to it.” He thrust the gun towards her, the canvas bag dangling in his other hand. “Now take it. I want it delivered tomorrow.”

When she didn’t respond, he dropped both gun and bag at her feet and turned. Madeleine watched his retreat into darkness, shoulders high, arms swinging, a man confident his instructions would be obeyed to the letter.

She knew in her heart she had to make a choice. She had to follow his orders and do what he told her to do. Or she had to run.
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