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Authors Note

There was never at any time an attempt by the missionaries in California to settle the interior. The mission and the treasure are the authors inventions.







19 May, in the year of our Lord, 1777

We were not able to defend ourselves, and the mission, rich though it was, has fallen to the Indians. Every day we pray and tremble, every night we move a little closer to Mission san Antonio de Padua and the coast of California. I fear the Indians know our whereabouts with some certainty, and that we will not be able to evade them much longer. Therefore, I dip pen in ink to leave a record for my brothers in Christ, to tell them of the history of the gold.

—from the diary of Fray Juan Estévan de Bautista





Chapter 1

California 1846

Frozen in battle, the bull and the man eyed each other.

Toro, toro. Borne on the wind, the sound of the man's voice wafted to Katherine, as sweet as if he called a lover, deep, low and coaxing.

Against the twelve-hundred pounds of belligerence, Damian de la Sola stood armed with a red cape: velvet, with fine embroidery and a shredded hem. The whipcord strength of his shoulders strained against the seams of his smudged white shirt. He stood, one tanned hand on his hip, as if the bull were insignificant, not worthy of his consideration. Katherine noted the hand, dark, capable. She noted the hip, and heat brought a flush to her cheek.

He was well formed—beautifully formed.

He cracked the cape held tightly in the other hand.

She jumped; the lack of reality wrapped her round. The drama in the corral possessed her. She stood as silent and as intense as any who sat in the stands. The sun of midday almost blinded her. The restless California wind stirred the dust in the corral, and the scent drifted to her nostrils. It mingled with the stronger smell of the bull, crafty, aware, almost too clever for the man who faced death—taunted death.

The cape cracked again. The bull exploded from standstill to a full gallop. He flew at Damian, who barely moved to let the animal by. The bull passed beneath his arm with inches to spare. As if she stood inside the corral, Katherine felt the brush of death on the sensitive skin of her arm. She felt the pounding of the earth beneath her feet.

The combatants froze, evaluating each other with new appreciation.

Katherine loosened the top button of her dress. Despite the mild March temperature, sweat trickled down her back and tickled her forehead; dust devils swirled, but not a creature moved. She didn't understand what made her so warm.

It couldn't be anxiety. She was Katherine Chamberlain Maxwell of Boston, and she was a sensible woman. She understood that when a man chose such a hazardous pursuit, the consequences were his own responsibility. So it couldn't be anxiety that made her clutch the wooden rail so tightly splinters dug into her palm.

In the stands, the señoras fans drifted to and fro as they tried to cool their faces and their excitement. The rustle of their fans blended with the snap of the cape, but Damian paid them no heed; nor did Katherine. She focused all her attention on the beast and the warrior.

She had seen this bull before, many times. He was a prize stud. The warm, rich brown of his coat reminded Katherine of cocoa, of the thick sweet mud of springtime between her toes. His nose looked velvety. His eyelashes made a pretty fringed arc on his face.

She had seen Damian before, many times. The beauty of his pure, classical bone structure reminded her of a Greek god. His high forehead was swept clear by the wind that caressed him. Below the ridge of his brow, his eyes were set deep, lending him a scholarly thoughtfulness. His nose was long and noble. Well-defined cheekbones revealed sensitivity; his square jaw revealed determination. His was the face of civilization, of poetry, of philosophy.

But it was an illusion. It was all an illusion.

The bull was a competitor, a fighter by instinct and a gladiator by chance.

The man was a conqueror, intent on proving his superiority in primitive conflict.

The crowd sighed, and Katherine heard a first hushed call.

Olé, torero. Olé! It sounded like encouragement of the brutal sport, but she couldn't tear her eyes from the corral to frown her disapproval. Staring fixedly at Damian, she saw him stomp his foot. She heard the small sound of provocation, saw the little puff of dust it raised and how it spooked the beast.

Olé! Show us your colors, my son!

That did make her glance aside. Damian's father held a fist to the sky, proud as the devil, proud of his son.

Stupid, she said, disgusted with Don Lucian, with the bull-fight, with the whole barbaric display. Her comment was whisked away on the wind.

As if Don Lucian's encouragement released them from restraint, everyone erupted in the blast of cheering. The women came to their feet, the men surged forward, and from every throat roared, Olé. Olé, torero!

The bull responded with arrogance. His ears pointed sky-ward. His head swayed to the rhythm of the cheers as he studied Damian and the tattered cape. Walking in a circle, the bull acknowledged the crowd, then came to a stop facing his opponent. His eyes fixed on the gold metal gleaming around Damian's neck. His head lowered.

The razor-sharp horns reached for Damian, for his stomach, his chest, but Damian never retreated. With flicks of the cape, he lured the beast in. He evaded him by a hairbreadth. The bull made a swift running turn and raced back.

Damian stood there, prepared, disdainful. His passes were precise. He stayed tuned to the moods of the beast, not hearing the screams of the crowd, moving the cape with the sweeping sensuous dance of the bull.

The game was horrible and graceful and free. Katherine could see the beauty, but more than that, she could smell danger. Watching Damian's straight back, his small, confident smile as he turned his head, she wanted to leap into the corral and stop the nonsense.

The bull leaped and whirled, coming straight at Damian and not at the distraction he waved. Damian laughed, tossed the cape aside, and waited.

Katherine wanted to cover her face with her hands, but she couldn't move. All was silent; no fans fluttered. Damian reached over with his hands. Slowly, yet in a blur of speed, he grasped the horns. The bull lifted his head. Damian tucked and somersaulted over the broad back. Landing on his feet beside the astonished animal, he raised his hands high and bowed.

The air exploded into pandemonium. Women screamed, men bellowed. Four vaqueros vaulted over the fence and dashed toward the bull. Confused by the disappearance of his prime target, he charged at them zealously. The cowboys darted around, working in teams until the beast entered the gate and dashed down the chute to the pasture.

An auxiliary part of Katherine's mind sighed with relief. She just couldn't loosen the grip of apprehension from her body. Her breath still caught, her fingers still clutched; all her concentration riveted on Damian. She looked, feeding eagerly on the beauty that underlay his brown skin, the hint of black beard on his chin, the mustache that defined his upper lip.

Then he swung that face on her.

He observed her attention, her admiration, her surprise.

Echoing the moment when the bull had rushed at him and he'd tossed the cape away, he laughed, softly at first, with personal satisfaction. Then flinging his head back, he laughed out loud.

She wanted to glance around, see if any of the Californios noticed. She couldn't. She couldn't tear her eyes from the exultant man.

Like the brightness of the sun and the endless wind, his pleasure made her uncomfortable. He measured her. Measured her responsiveness, measured the life that returned to her in a rush.

It had been almost a year since she'd been aware: of her body, her surroundings, her self. A numbness had protected her from the vicissitudes she couldn't face. Now life rushed into her mind, and it hurt. It hurt like blood rushing into frozen limbs.

Someone jolted her, and she jerked from Damian's spell. She glared at the boy who had smacked her from behind, but he climbed through the fence. All about, humanity moved and cheered. Men leaped the rails, women stood on the benches. Children danced, heedless of the dust that rose at their feet. Everyone called Damian's name.

She looked for Damian, but men surrounded him in the corral, clapping and whistling, making clear their approbation of his magnificent feat. Then he rose on their shoulders, teetering as all hands sought to carry him. He laughed again, but it was a pleased and public laugh. They carried him around the ring, and without a glance, he passed the spot where she stood.

An odd mood possessed her, as if she'd stepped into a timeless world for a moment. Now she'd returned, and she was out of place.

That wasn't unusual, though. She was always out of place.

The tingling in her hand demanded her attention. It still clutched the rough wood railing with all its strength, and it required a moment of willpower to loosen her grip. The palm and the pads of her fingers shone white. On e by one, she straightened her fingers, and a thousand needles pricked at her from beneath her skin. Blood oozed around one large splinter at the base of her thumb.

What did you think of that, Doña Katherina?

She lifted her gaze from her hand and stared at Damian's father. She had no time to dissemble, to gather her composure and be the steady, reliable pragmatist she knew herself to be. When her voice projected normally, she was pleased. Quite unusual. Is that the way all bullfights proceed?

Don Lucian de la Sola smiled. Never. Never have I seen a torero who fought with such courage. Taking her cramped hand in his, he massaged it and watched as the cheering crowd passed Damian a boda bag filled with wine. Of course, he is my son.

The guests seem to agree that he fought bravely. Katherine smiled at the elderly gentleman who had guided her through this foreign society and taught her its ways.

The bull is very dangerous, even more than you can imagine.

I found I could imagine quite a lot, she said with exasperation.

 A woman's fantasy. He chuckled and patted her hand. I should have known. You're a sensitive woman.

I am? Astonished by such a misreading of her character, she covered her annoyance. The word is sensible.

Of course. Of course. I thought you were concerned about the fate of my son.

Yes, I was concerned. He's been my employer for almost a year, she said primly.

Quite so. His fingers pressed on the splinter and when she started, he looked at her palm. He squinted and patted his coat. I don't have my reading glasses with me. He carried her palm as far away from his face as he could and focused. Tsk, tsk. You mustn't let this fester.

I'll take it out, she assured him. I have a medical kit in my room.

And where did you get that?

She smiled at his astonishment. I brought it from Boston. I had no idea what I'd find here in the wilds of California.

He snorted in disparagement. Is it as wild as you suspected?

She looked out over the seething corral. In some ways.

That's not what you were supposed to say, he reproved with mock seriousness. You were supposed to reassure me that my Rancho Donoso is the equal of your Boston, and that you love it here.

A smile broke across her face at his droll reproof. I d o love it here, and California isn't the equal of Boston, it's better. It's clean and bright and new. When the United States annexes this land, it will be the best country they've ever acquired.

Don't tell Damian that, he commanded.

Why? Doesn't he want the United States to annex California? As a sovereign, Mexico has don e it no good.

Damian would have agreed with you once. With old-world courtesy, he tucked her good hand into his arm and strolled with her toward the hacienda.

The previous four days of fiesta had furthered Katherine's acquaintance with the Californios. Seeking the cool of the shade trees, everyone would assemble on the grass eventually. Only the few who sought to escape the stifling crowd at the corral already clustered on the benches. The others would trickle back, demanding refreshment.

In a thoughtful voice, Don Lucian remembered, Two years ago, he urged annexation on Señor Larkin.

Her mind elsewhere, Katherine asked, Who?

The American consul. Damian urged annexation on anyone who would listen to him. Now an American threatens to take Damian's land when it comes under the jurisdiction of the United States, and Damian fears for the rights of Californios under the new law.

She chewed her lip and frowned. My uncle is a lawyer, my father was a lawyer, and I know a bit about the law. Land title transfers from one jurisdiction to another can be awkward, but I believe the United States will be fair in its decisions.

Explain that to Mr. Emerson Smith. He's a vulture, waiting to pluck the heritage of my son from his grasp.

Mr. Smith? Isn't he that tall man with the face like a gravestone?

Don Lucian nodded. The one who looks like he escaped from the circus.

The lack of kindness in the remark and the snap in his voice startled her. Why is he here at this fiesta if Don Damian dislikes him?

We welcome everyone. It is our way.

Yes, she said, stopping and facing him. I've noticed, and I'm indebted.

I wasn't speaking of you. His face mellowed and his eyes warmed. You're family.

Thank you again. The words seemed inadequate, superficial, yet she didn't know how to express the gratitude she felt. In Boston, she'd been taught she was a burden, a responsibility to be endured. These people, these Californios, had no sense of place and rank, taking friends and strangers to their bosom indiscriminately. And for her, the regard had been warmer, sweeter, gentler. Stumbling to express herself, afraid she would offend, she said in a low voice, You've behaved as if I were the prodigal daughter, returned from my travels.

Don Lucian moved closer and put his arm around her shoulders. You are the daughter I've never had.

She looked up at him. No one seems to realize I'm only the housekeeper. The other servants aid me with respect. The guests insist on treating me as if I were an honored friend.

Then we're happy. He paused just inside the edge of shade, close to the trunk of the tree. Let me take you to Doña Xaviera Medina. She'll surely have the implements to take care of your splinter, and you'll not have to leave the fiesta.

I couldn't.

Nonsense. She stepped back, but he turned to the matron who sat on a bench and fanned herself so negligently. Doña Xaviera, could you help our little friend?

The lady was dressed in a large black tent designed to conceal her ample contours and let the air cool her. She ruled the fiesta like a queen, or like the unofficial hostess, which she seemed to be. She took the hand Don Lucian thrust at her and examined it. In a smooth, languid move, she pulled a two-inch hat pin from behind her ear and flicked it beneath the skin of Katherine's palm. The splinter disappeared with only a bit of pain, but the blood welled u p and Katherine sat beside Doña Xaviera in a sudden display of weak knees.

Our little friend is not as brave as she'd like you to think, Doña Xaviera observed, grasping Katherine's neck and shoving it down.

It would seem not.

Don Lucian moved to block the view of her weakness from the other ladies, and Katherine concentrated on controlling her queasiness, turning her face sideways, gulping great breaths of air. She let her hands dangle beside her feet. The wind helped, and the massage of Doña Xaviera's beefy hand on her shoulders. When she felt well enough to sit up, she pushed against the hand and it fell away. She leaned back against the tree trunk with a sigh, and her hair tumbled around her arms. Ah , Señora Medina, she complained. No t you, too.

You bind your hair so tightly, it must rob you of your circulation, the señora said in simulated reproof. You should leave it down. It draws the eye like a river of gold.

Katherine tried not to show her exasperation. These dark-haired aristocrats were fascinated with her blond hair. No matter how diligently she pinned it, no matter how expansive the headgear that covered it, when she encountered a group of men or women, her hair always ended up around her arms and her pins disappeared onto the floor.

It had become a game, she suspected, one that began when her hair slipped loose and ended when she blushed. They'd found she blushed easily. They'd found that she was unused to compliments. They'd found it a combination too irresistible to ignore.

The women observed benevolently while the men complimented her on her eyes. The green of the sea at sunrise, one said. The still serenity of a mountain pool, said another.

They complimented her on her skin. Like the golden kiss of the sun, said one. Warmed by the sweet sprinkle of freckles, agreed another.

And everyone, men, women and children, commented with admiration on her figure. Of little more than average height in Boston, here she stood out among the shorter, plumper Spanish women. They made her feel as if her long arms and coltish legs were fluid as a ballet dancer's. It astonished her to find how avidly she had begun to listen to the plaudits—and how much she wanted to believe them. Yet she found herself at a loss to deal with their informality. She couldn't understand how they could dismantle her coiffure and stroke it with their fingers while maintaining a civilized demeanor.

Why don't you wear the lace mantilla I gave you? Doña Xaviera asked. It's black, but it's romantic and feminine.

In stern reproof, Katherine replied, That's why I never wear it.

Her response brought nothing but a husky laugh and a kind pat on the cheek. The time will come when you wish to flirt, to smile, to put off the worn black dresses. Your year of mourning is almost over.

I'm aware of that, señora, Katherine agreed stiffly.

The gentlemen who so admire your beauty will soon be released from the constraint of propriety and flock to your side. Señora Medina passed her fan in front of her face with lazy assurance. Your creamy skin will glow from beneath the black lace. Keep the mantilla.

Yes, señora. Katherine didn't trust herself to move, to reach up and bind her hair without another fainting spell, so she looked at Doña Xaviera without turning her head. Thank you for helping me, she said. I can't stand the sight of blood.

Poor child. Doña Xaviera touched her arm. No wonder.

Wanting to change the subject, not wanting to dwell on the memory of her grief, Katherine offered, I have never seen anything like this before.

This?

This fiesta. 1 would think half of California has come.

The other half sent their regrets, Doña Xaviera agreed.

In Boston, Katherine waved an arm, we have nothing to compare to this.

How boring you Americans are, Doña Xaviera said with indulgent humor.

Katherine gave it some thought. A melange of parties and feasts, games and displays, the fiesta celebrated Damian's feast day. The tradition of celebrating the eldest son's feast day was a custom brought from the old world. The feeling of tradition, of an unbroken chain that reached back into the mists of time thrilled her, and she agreed, Yes, I suppose we are dull. At my uncle's table, there were only Americans. Here there are the Spaniards whose families settled California seventy-five years ago. There are Americans, who come to California to trade. There are Russians, Germans, and Englishmen.

With a calm authority, Doña Xaviera claimed, You like it here.

Very much.

Good . That will make your life so much easier.

Doña Xaviera chuckled, a deep, soft sound, and Katherine raised an eyebrow. She hadn't meant to amuse, yet her inbred reserve made it impossible for her to question such a venerable lady. Instead, she asked, All the other men who fought bulls did so on horseback. Why did Don Damian dismount?

Don Lucian shook his head. To give this old man some grey hairs.

Señora Medina protested, No t you, Lucian. Your hair is a distinguished silver.

He smiled at her but spoke to Katherine. In Spain and Mexico, they fight the bull on foot, and in the end, when the bull is wise—

Wise? Katherine raised the other eyebrow.

The bull improved. Couldn't you tell?

I thought so, but how could a stupid animal know? Appalled, Don Lucian raised a finger to stop her. Bulls are not stupid. They're powerful and wily and courageous, an opponent worthy of a man. A bull is only fought once. Only once, for they realize the cape is illusion and they never make the mistake of attacking it again. In Spain, in Mexico, when this happens the torero takes a sword and kills the bull. Here in California, we're not so foolish. Our cattle are our lives, our most precious resource. We fight the bull on horseback, to give our men some small advantage against the dynamic, clever beast.

Doña Xaviera sighed. Your son had to make a show.

His woman was watching. Startled, Katherine looked around, expecting to see this woman, but Don Lucian continued, He acts like a peacock faced with a chance to display himself.

Where did he learn to jump the bull? the older woman asked. I tell you, Lucian, my heart stopped when he stood while the bull rushed him.

I taught him. Lucian shrugged at her horrified moue. My family has practiced it time out of mind. But only in the dark of night, for fear our wives would catch us.

Xaviera nodded with serene amusement.

And with heifers. God knows, they're tricky enough. When he faced that bull and I realized . . . He shoved his hands in the pockets of his short jacket. I hope he lives through the courting.

Ah, he will. The lady opened her fan and began a languid waving before her face. I believe he has his dear one's attention at last.

Absolutely. I'll be interested to observe the courtship ritual. It promises to be unusual.

Katherine felt rather like a china doll: on display but easily ignored. She took the time to look around, to see if she could discover this woman Damian courted with such intensity.

Only one señorita was a stranger. A tall girl, young and shy, hovered behind Doña Xaviera, and Katherine felt sure this must be the candidate for Damian's hand. Masses of blue-black hair streamed down her back, seeming to be too great a weight for the delicate neck. Her shoulders were rounded, like the shoulders of a girl who'd outgrown her contemporaries and slumped to make up the difference. Her pale skin was untouched by the blazing California sun. Her eyelids quivered shyly as Katherine surveyed her with a forthright gaze, and her birdlike hands fluttered.

Vietta. Doña Xaviera noticed her and called her forth. How good to see you here. Are you over your illness?

The girl Vietta limped over, listing to one side in obvious distress. Katherine felt a great compassion, and an admiration for Damian. What a noble man, to love a girl so handicapped by birth or misfortune!

Doña Xaviera. Vietta acknowledged her greeting, and when she spoke her voice chimed like mission bells. I'm feeling better, gracias, and I couldn't stay away from Damian . . . from his celebration one more day.

Doña Xaviera slid to one side of the bench in invitation, but Vietta ignored her, moving closer to Katherine. She wasn't as young as she appeared from a distance, Katherine realized. Her eyes burned with some kind of fervor, and tiny lines emphasized her frown. Her turned-down mouth gave her a pinched look of petulance, but there was, too, such an obvious intelligence that Katherine felt an immediate kinship.

Katherine waited until Doña Xaviera performed the courtesies. Katherine, this is Vietta Gregorio, the daughter of one of our oldest and most noble families. Until her family moved to Monterey, she was a neighbor of the de la Solas. Remember, Lucian, how she used to trail around after Damian and Julio and try to do whatever they did?

Indeed I do, he said.

Katherine gave a little seated bow, murmuring, Tengo mucho gusto en conocerla.

Doña Xaviera continued, Vietta, this is Katherine Maxwell.

You're in mourning, Vietta interrupted, with abrupt disrespect for her manners and the señora.

This was not what Katherine had come to expect from the Californios, with their never-ending courtesies and their kindness, but she answered mildly, Yes, I'm a widow.

Recent?

Vietta! Doña Xaviera admonished.

It's all right, Katherine soothed, and then replied to Vietta, Less than a year.

Why are you here?

Ah, Katherine reasoned. That explains it. She's jealous, unsure of Damian, and Katherine thought to reassure her. I'm Don Damian's housekeeper. I make sure the house is run efficiently during the time he's away, so when he comes back, he'll be comfortable.

He's here almost all the time.

I assure you, he isn't.

This is his favorite hacienda.

Katherine smiled, but with restraint. I've seen no evidence of that.

Vietta tapped her nervous fingers on her waist. He's always here.

Katherine couldn't help the stab of hurt that came with Vietta's insistence. She'd devoted herself to making this house welcoming, prepared at all times for Damian's infrequent visits. Holding in the embarrassment, she replied, After he settled me here, he left for his rancho in the Central Valley. He visited infrequently, and I saw him for the evening meals. During the days, he rode with his vaqueros or ordered the stocking of the barns.

That's all?

He hardly wiped his boots on the veranda.

Then why did he hire you? Vietta said. You're an outsider, an Americana, and we all know what Damian thinks of Americanos.

Ah , child. Doña Xaviera groaned, but Don Lucian set Vietta in her place.

He hired her for her charm. He smiled and bowed, took Katherine's hand and led her away.

Poor girl, Katherine murmured as they walked. How was she crippled?

They say she took a fall . . . let's see, last August, while resting in the mountains. In my opinion, she needs to rest her tongue.

Surprised at the anger in his voice, Katherine stopped him with her hand on his arm. Why do you say? . . . Oh , her rudeness. Don Lucian, she spoke Spanish so rapidly, I had trouble following all she said. As to why she said it, you must pay no attention. She's young, and afraid she can't hold her man.

Young? He snorted. She's older than you.

Surely not, she said mildly. I'm twenty-four. Quite the old woman.

Vietta's much older than you. And she hasn't got a man, no man will have her. She's too . . . too . . .

Intelligent?

I would have said cranky, but yes, she's intelligent, too. Far too intelligent for her own good.

That's what men always say about women who are less decorative than clever.

He raised her hand in his and pressed his lips to the back. Lucky for you, you are both.

Amused, she smiled at him. Gracias. You are ever the gentleman.

And you are ever the sleeping beauty.

Katherine lay on the feather bed and stared at the ceiling. The night air cooled rapidly, bringing a chill temperature to the third-story attic bedroom. The wind blew the curtains, and she knew she should rise and shut the window, but she was tired with the kind of bone weariness that hard work brings.

Unfortunately, that weariness couldn't shut down her mind. The apprehensions she'd kept at bay during the day leaped about her head now, and she seemed to have no control.

Visions of Damian: vaulting the bull, raising his hands in revel. Visions of Damian: looking like a god, staring into her eyes.

He was handsome.

It had taken her this long to notice. She'd been in a state of shock for too long, and she blamed that for her lack of attention. That, and the fact that she wasn't used to seeking beauty in the swarthy complexions and dark eyes of the Spaniards. Today she'd noticed Damian, and it had been an upheaval that jarred her to her roots.

She'd regained control of herself immediately, of course. A lady of Boston never betrayed her emotions by word or deed. When she glimpsed Damian later, moving among his guests, speaking to Vietta, she'd been able to admire him as one would a statue, or any work of art.

But now, tonight, it wasn't so easy.

He'd laughed at her. Why had he laughed at her?

Two weeks ago, he'd returned to prepare for his birthday fiesta. He'd stayed at the house and she'd seen how intimately he'd been involved with his servants, his family. She admired a man who knew what he wanted and how to get it. He handled people with a finely honed instinct she valued, soothing tempers, easing mistakes, making every person an important cog in the planning and execution.

Sometimes she wondered why he never extended his charm and his skill to her, but she was an honest woman.

She was an outsider. Damian had done what was honorable to care for her, and no more. The smile he gave to his aging, toothless nanny, he would never waste on Katherine Chamberlain Maxwell. The hugs he handed out to the Indian children, he would never extend to Katherine Anne. He treated her differently because she was different, and she'd do well to keep it in mind.

A gust of wind blew out her candle, and she jumped at the sudden darkness. A black night, the clouds raced past on the breeze and a tiny moon peeked in and out timidly. Restless, she turned on her side and tucked her hand under her cheek. With a little willpower, she could block these thoughts of Damian and his enigmatic actions and go to sleep. She'd never had trouble sleeping before last year; she was too sensible for such nonsense.

So sleep, she commanded herself, and dream of anything but Damian.

She dropped into sleep like a rock into a well, a long, dark descent.

Rain wet her face. Fog obstructed her vision. She knelt in the dirt of the street.

She could hear the roar of the ocean muted by distance. She could hear people, murmuring around her, and a woman screaming. She could really hear it. She was there.

She could smell the horse feces under her knee, but it couldn't mask that other smell. The smell of blood.

She could see him. Face up, he lay in the mud, his mouth open, his jaw cocked askew. She couldn't see his features well. They were obscured by fog and a great rhythmic spurting of blood. A woman's hands pushed against his throat, trying to hold the blood inside. The hands jerked with each stream that gushed out.

The sound of the waves seemed to be the sound of that blood, but the blood stopped, and the waves did not.

Those hands lifted away, and they were her hands. She turned them over and over, and she could feel it. All that blood, so slippery. All that blood, so sticky. She didn't want to wash it away, because it was his.

And then she couldn't wash it away. It wouldn't come off.

Blood seeped in so deep she could taste it.







21 May, in the year of our Lord, 1777

The Indians who roam the mountains of the interior and live in the great central valley are wild and savage. Our mission was established to convert them to the true Christ and bring salvation to their souls. I led the mission, for God had planted the idea in my mind I am a strong man, healthy, determined, and well trained in the arts of medicine. Among the Franciscan brothers in California, I am considered to be the ablest curandero. The grace of God sends healing through my fingers, and only the poorest wretches are beyond my help. Fray Amadis speaks the Indians heathen language. Like our Lord Jesus, Fray Patricio is a carpenter. Luis Miguel, Joaquin de Cordoba, Lorenzo Infante: they all performed their special purpose. Frail as he is, Fray Lucio begged to come, also, and Pedro de Jesus convinced me to bring him.

Now only four of us remain: Amadis, Patricio, Lucio and I.

—from the diary of Fray Juan Estévan de Bautista





Chapter 2

Katherine groped down the stairs through the dark with her wool cape clutched tight around her. Feeling her way along the hall to the door, she knew when she'd found Damian's study; she smelled the smoky cigar scent that permeated the room. Slipping through the open door, she breathed that warm, sweet odor, and she began to relax.

She didn't like cigars; she thought they were extravagant and messy, but the smell of these particular cigars symbolized safety to her. Reaching into the darkness, she stretched until her fingertips grazed the desk. With one finger on the whorled edge, she inched along until she could see the French doors, their windows lighter than the rest of the wall. She knew that outside hung the second-story balcony. That was where she wanted to be.

In two big, careful steps she was against the doors. Her hand scrabbled for the knob; she turned it and pushed. As she expected, the wind rushed into the gap, trying to tear the door from her grasp. She eased it open and stepped out. In the moonlight, California spread out before her. Clouds scuttled across the sky, passing dark bands over the narrow, flat valley of the Salinas River.

She shut her nightmares in the house behind her and leaned her elbows on the rail. She inhaled a deep, shuddery breath. That terror, that remembrance hadn't come to her in a long time. She had hoped it would never come back again. What had happened a year ago had changed her life, destroyed her aspirations. Aunt Narcissa's prediction of disaster had been correct; how that woman would have enjoyed knowing.

From behind her she heard the click of the latch, and she whirled around. Damian shut the door behind him and came to rest his arms beside hers on the rail, a smoky scent about him. He, too, stared out at Rancho Donoso, at the Salinas River, a mere trickle of silver, and at the plain hemmed in by mountains on either side. Can't sleep, Katherine?

He spoke English, as he always did on those rare occasions they were alone. His voice tolled deep and kind, exactly like the controlled Damian she'd always known. No trace of the magnificent warrior of the afternoon lingered.

How did you know?

I confess to sitting in my study and watching you go past.

In the dark? That made her uncomfortable. What were you doing?

Thinking.

That made her even more uncomfortable.

I'm grateful there've been no fights between the Valverdes and the del Reals boys. Usually I'm breaking up one fight after another the whole fiesta.

She relaxed. Why aren't they fighting this time?

A wry amusement colored his tone. I'm keeping everyone thoroughly entertained. What keeps you from sleeping? He was nothing but a voice beside her, and he sounded odd, strained. Tell me, he coaxed.

I dreamed about Tobias.

Well. He coughed a little. That puts me in my place. He sounded so diverted, she didn't wonder what he meant. She just knew she could talk to him; he was the only other person she remembered being there in the street with her. I dreamed about the blood.

He sobered. Ah, my dear. His hand covered hers, and she found she had clasped both her hands together in one tight fist.

I keep thinking if I'd been nearer to him, it wouldn't have happened.

If you'd been nearer to him, you'd probably be dead, too.

At least I could have seen who did it.

He stood silent. Then he asked, as someone who'd asked many times before, You didn't see anyone?

It was dark and raining.

It was night, he corrected, but it wasn't raining. There was a moon, and enough illumination from the lights of the houses to see.

It was raining! There was water all over.

Tears and blood.

I could hardly see him.

You were hysterical. You were screaming. My God, you were screaming. I came back because of your screaming. For a moment, his calm logic gave way to horror, and he squeezed her hands tight. Mastering himself, as he always did, he continued, I found you kneeling in the mud, trying to staunch the blood from his throat. A great crowd of people had gathered, and you cursed them. You cursed the smell, you cursed the noise, you even cursed the ocean. You said it was making the blood spurt faster.

Then the blood stopped spurting.

How can you remember all that and not remember who did it?

She lifted her hands to her forehead and rubbed it as if she could polish the information out of her brain. As you've just pointed out, what I do recall, I don't recall correctly.

His hand slashed the air. You remember the chain of events perfectly. You left my home—

—after the wedding reception you gave us. It had been one week since I'd disembarked in Monterey. You and Tobias had greeted me.

Only one week. He sighed as if he couldn't believe it.

You arranged for us to be married in an English ceremony right away. You stood up with us and you loaned us your home while you stayed at the Medinas so we could be alone.

Yes.

He sounded grim, but she ignored that, lost in memories of the happiest time of her life. You arranged the reception for us at your house. After the guests left, you and Tobias teased me into going to the cantana for a late supper. You went on ahead to arrange the meal. I stopped to speak to Señora Medina. To-bias waited for me, but the señora told him she'd bring me when we'd finished talking, and he went on ahead.

You're a trusting soul, you know. Standing up straight, he reached into his pocket and pulled out one of the long, thin cigars. He rolled it between his fingers and sniffed it with a connoisseur's appreciation. You come here with me after your husband is killed with no thought to the facts. It could have been I who slashed his throat.

He sounded sharply critical, but she said, No. She said it with complete certainty. It wasn't you.

Placing the cigar in his mouth, he brought forth a wooden lucifer and pulled it through the abrasive paper. A shower of sparks, the noxious odor of rotten eggs, and the stick blazed. I don't look like the attacker?

I didn't see the attacker, she insisted, watching his eyes in the brief glare as he ignited his cigar, then shook out the flame. Señora Medina left me at the corner. I could see Tobias, his shiny domed head before me, crossing the street. She examined the scene in her mind and turned to him. Smoke drifted about them, the cigar clutched between his fingers. The clouds had whisked away from the moon, and a feeble light illuminated his face. With earnest candor, she put her hands on his shoulders. I always knew I could trust you, even when I couldn't think. You weren't nearby when he was killed, and I was. You didn't know me at all. Her fingers gripped him; they trembled. Perhaps I'm the one who slashed his throat.

She wasted her candor. His mouth turned down on one side and he struggled to keep a straight face. No. For several reasons, no. If you could have seen yourself that week . . . you glowed. Your hair gleamed like living sunshine, your eyes changed with your every mood. Green when you argued, blue with your happiness, a lazy gray when you were sleepy. Men were falling like fools at your feet, and you never even noticed.

Were they? she asked, charmed.

How like a woman to ask! His voice lowered, deepened. And how unusual for you to act like a woman.

What else have I been acting like?

He stuck his cigar in his mouth with decision. Like someone encased in cotton wool, unaware of events around her yet doing her duty without conscious thought.

She took her hands from him as if he burned to the touch. You've been watching me.

Indecision chased across his face. Taking his cigar from between his teeth, he examined the glowing end as if it were quite fascinating. When he answered, his voice sounded light and indifferent. How could I be watching you? I haven't been here.

She didn't answer. He was right, of course, but something about the way he stood made her uncomfortable again. In the past year, he'd been kind, but distant; caring, but disinterested. He'd allowed her to find her own feet, only taking time to teach her enough Spanish to communicate with his servants before leaving her alone in the house.

She had been, it must be confessed, relieved. In the shock following Tobias's death, she'd don e as Damian had told her with no thought to the future. But as shock had worn off, leaving greater awareness, she'd realized Don Damian de la Sola's position.

He was not some elderly philanthropist. His age matched Tobias's. At thirty-one, Tobias had been older than she, but she'd been twenty-two on the day she'd accepted his proposal. So Damian was of an age to attract her, and that thought alone frightened her. Like a child providing a distraction, she argued, I could have contrived his death somehow.

You'd have had to be the finest actress God ever created. However, there's another part to slitting someone's throat. To-bias was my best friend, and he wasn't stupid. He wasn't a big man, but his hands contained a workman's strength. How could someone have gotten close enough to slit his throat?

What do you mean?

There are so many strangers moving into California. Some of them have an unsavory past. Tobias knew that. He was wary, but you don't slit a man's throat in the midst of a crowd.

She winced, awash again in the memory of blood. Panic lurked not far away, and she rubbed her hands up and down her arms in sudden chill.

Damian didn't seem to see, remembering his friend's acute mind and searching for an answer to the puzzle. He must have believed the killer presented no danger to him—and the knife must have been very sharp.

He was robbed!

His wallet was gone, he corrected. Only his wallet. Not his watch, not his rings. Tobias wasn't a rich man. Why would the thief take his wallet when the gold of his jewelry represented so much more sure money?

I don't know.

And to slit his throat. That takes skill. At the time, I thought perhaps a farm hand or a rancher was guilty. Someone with experience with the slaughter of cattle. He turned away from her, placed his elbows down on the rail again, stared out at the view.

Butchered like a steer. The comparison made her ill. Butchered like a dumb animal with no choice. A pleasant man, a decisive man, a man who loved children and puzzles and telling a good tale. A man who never met a stranger, who inspired her with enough confidence to join him on his travels and be his wife.

Who could take a man's life coldly, methodically, without concern? Who could so disguise himself that Tobias never suspected the ice in his veins? Her hand crept up to her mouth as sickness assailed her, and she couldn't repress a shudder.

Yet this pain had come to her before. She mastered it, as before. She knew, in her sensible, well-ordered soul, that such a reaction reeked of indulgence. She knew fainting at the sight of blood showed weakness, and that the dreams that haunted her should be suppressed. She had never raged or screamed or shown openly emotional signs of grief. To do so would be weakness . . . but why, after almost a year, was she still so affected?

Lost in his own futile anger, Damian didn't notice anything but her silence, and he tried to explain further. Everyone I found who knew of such ways of death had an alibi. I've don e everything I could to find his murderer, and I've found nothing.

His despair bit through the fog of misery surrounding her. Seeing his hunched shoulders, she knew a moment of kinship. He suffered, too, from the death of his compadre, and he suffered in a different manner than she did. He was the patron, the lord of his lands, of his people. He held himself accountable for the well-being of all who depended on him. Like an umbrella, that deep sense of responsibility protected his family and his friends.

Whether or not he should, he held himself liable for her heavy heart. He held himself accountable for the unavenged justice in the death of Tobias. His compassion touched her, his dejection gave her the courage to speak. With light fingers, she touched his hand. I'm grateful.

What?

He sounded bewildered, and she sought to explain. I'm grateful. I'm grateful to you for your search for Tobias's killer. I'm grateful for all you've done for me.

Grateful?

His voice rasped, but she plunged on, afraid to stop for fear she'd lose her nerve. I'd be a heedless boor if I never said it. No other person would have been as kind as you've been. To take me into your home, give me a position, pay me well. As she catalogued his indulgences, her voice thickened and quavered. She lowered her head, tears trembling on her lashes. If there's ever anything I could do to repay you in any way . . .

No. Flinging the cigar to the deck, he crushed it beneath his heel.

What?

No. I never want to be paid back. He stood straight and proud, his shoulders stiff, his chest thrust out. He looked as he had when facing the horns of the bull, but she didn't understand why. Everything I did, I did for Tobias. It had nothing to do with you. Nothing.

Swinging on his heel, he marched to the door and jerked it open. The wind caught it, slamming it back against the hacienda with a crash. Katherine cringed, but he never stopped to see the damage. He left in silence, and she stared after him, wondering at the outraged pride of the man.

The riders thundered down the track, controlling their glowing palomino horses with verve and skill. Katherine sat alone on the top step of the porch and hugged her knees, thrilled in spite of herself. The hidalgos were centurions all, bred to the saddle from birth. Their minds and bodies were dedicated to racing. The señoras screamed with excitement, breaking their fans on the shaded benches as the men streaked past. They called the names of their husbands, their sons, their friends, as their flashing eyes and exuberant gestures displayed their pleasure.

There was a great deal of laughter when Don Julio de Casillas beat Damian by a nose, and Katherine smiled tentatively towards Don Lucian as he mounted the stairs to join her. I don't understand what's so funny.

Don Lucian seated himself on the end of a bench and lit one of his cigars. Damian claimed he lost because he was a good host and let Julio win.

Oh . She stared at the shouting crowd around the riders, avoiding his eyes. That's not correct?

Neither Julio nor Damian ever consider manners when given a chance to surpass the other, he assured her. Did you enjoy the races?

Yes. They were . . . exciting, in an odd sort of way.

We'll make a Californio of you yet.

It's a unique experience for me. In Boston, women are never allowed to attend such an entertainment. In Boston, the men have all the fun. She bestowed on him a prissy smile.

There you are, Doña Katherina. He touched her cheek. I thought you must be angry with me. You refused to look at me.

She should have realized that he would notice. Normally she wasn't such a coward. Normally, she looked everyone right in the eye, but she felt a constraint today. A constraint that had its origins this morning, when the servants had cleaned up the broken pane of glass on Damian's patio. Not a word had been spoken, and she'd wondered at the lack of questions and comments. What could she say to Don Lucian? A social lie won out, and she said, I broke a window last night.

He puffed on his cigar. Yes, I heard you . . . break it.

From inside the cradle of her arms, she asked, Who else heard?

The hacienda's grapevine is swift and sure, he said obliquely.

Everyone knows? She'd wondered if there were ever any secrets in such a large house, and she'd wondered how many of the guests knew Damian had spoken harshly to his housekeeper.

Don Lucian patted her shoulder. Don't distress yourself. It's not sensible.

Was he mocking her? Her head snapped up and she examined his face, but he was watching the events below. Look! He gave a shout of mirth and stood up. Damian's trying to fight Julio.

Distracted, she stood also, squinting through the afternoon sunlight. Two figures danced around each other, one dressed all in black, one a rainbow of brilliant colors. Why, Don Damian's trying to smash that man's face in.

You seem so shocked. Didn't you think Damian was a man?

He sounded so superior, so amused, she lifted her chin. Ignoring that inner voice that reminded her she'd noticed exactly how much of a man Damian was, just yesterday, she sniffed. Indeed? Is that how you judge a man? By his abilities with his fists?

I judge my son to be a man because he uses his fists only on those capable of defending themselves. He only displays his talents for those capable of appreciating them, and he only courts the woman he loves.

With stiff dignity, she said, The fighting gentlemen seem to have been separated by their friends. What are those stable hands doing now? She indicated the boys running out to the track, one lugging a cage full of roosters, the other holding a shovel.

Don Lucian accepted the change of subject without a qualm. A rooster is buried up to its neck in sand in the middle of the race track. Young caballeros race past and snatch the rooster out of the ground by its head.

Katherine winced. The rooster soon looked somewhat the worse for wear. Another rooster was shoved into a hole, another youth charged at it, leaning so far out of his saddle he rode the side of his horse. She covered her eyes and over the fervent cheering, she said, Perhaps you won't make a Californian out of me. She heard a shout, a thump, and a groan so loud it shook the air.

You'll excuse me. Dropping his cigar onto the step, Don Lucian ground it out with his heel. Young Guillermo just broke his arm.

Katherine rose with him. You'll excuse me. I'll send for the curandero and prepare a bed.

Don Lucian waved an acknowledgement and leapt off the porch with a vitality that belied his age.

The servants, prepared for just such an emergency, assumed responsibility with hardly a nod to Katherine's authority, and she was secretly grateful to be relieved of the chore. As she left the patient's bedroom, she heard Guillermo's uncle tell the father, Your little boy is gone forever. He is a grown man, now.

How brave, gushed the beribboned girl who kept vigil in the hall.

Katherine didn't think Guillermo was brave, she thought he was stupid. This break wouldn't heal well, and he would be pained with it for the rest of his life. Rheumatism would settle in it, and every cold day he would remember the time he fell off his horse and hit the ground so hard his bone snapped.

Out loud she said, See, Don Lucian? I'll never be a Californio.

Perdón, Señora Maxwell? A serving girl looked around the hallway for the person to whom Katherine spoke. Her puzzlement at seeing no one made Katherine acutely uncomfortable.

Nothing, nada, she said.

The girl shrugged, used to the peculiarities of her mistress. Leocadia says that all the wine chosen before the fiesta has been finished, and you must speak to Don Damian. He needs to select more, and you carry the keys.

Now? Katherine asked, horrified.

Si. With all the excitement, the guests are thirsty. They drink to the return of spring, they drink to Guillermo, they drink to . . . to anything. We need the wine now.

Of course, I'll get it. In a moment, she thought, as she hurried away. First she needed to brace herself for the impact of Damian. Stepping out onto the porch, she took several deep breaths. She couldn't see him, and she was glad. She should want to get the job done at once, but her own mortification kept her cringing on the porch. If she were daring, she'd search him out. If she were daring, she'd face a scene like the one last night with aplomb. If she were daring, she'd demand an explanation for his extraordinary behavior.

She wasn't daring. She hated scenes. She was a coward.

She watched the crowd until she spied Cabeza Medina and hailed him. The sixteen-year-old came running to stand on the step below her, a grin on his handsome face. You want me, Señora Maxwell? He flirted with his eyes, giving his question unsuitable connotations.

Starting at the tips of his deerskin boots and ending on the fringe of his gold-trimmed sombrero, she surveyed the young man. Her survey failed to dent his conceit, and he posed for her. She scowled at him. I need a favor, if you please.

My heart is in your hands. He placed his hand in the starched ruffles of his shirt and bowed slightly.

His slurred speech, his open flirtation engendered in her a suspicion. Have you been drinking wine? She stepped aside, avoiding his hand as he snatched at her black cap.

Si, señora. Don't you approve of drinking wine, either? Her maneuver was unsuccessful; he snatched the mob cap and stuck it in his pocket.

Not in such a young man, she said. What do you mean, either?

He swayed close to her, and the sweet smell of the grape fanned her face. Madre says you don't approve of any of us.

Slapping at his fingers as they went pursuing her hair pins, she complained, I don't know what you mean.

Cabeza leaned back on the step and almost overbalanced. Katherine grabbed him by the lapel and stood him upright. The boy didn't seem to notice, preferring to explain, You never come out to dance with us. You don't wear the lace mantilla my mother gave you. You frown at us all the time. He peered at her. Like now.

I certainly do not! Ladies never frown. She frowned harder. I like you all very much. I do not believe in making friendships that must be broken when I leave here.

Leave here? Distracted, the young man stared at her in astonishment. This is your home.

No, strictly speaking, my home is in Boston, in the United States of America. I'm a stranger here. I speak your language with an accent.

No, no, no. He sighed.

I have different customs, different ways.

Charmin g and old-fashioned.

I must leave here, she concluded.

Leave? He seemed to be stuck on the word. You can't leave.

I assure you I can leave when I choose.

Haven't we made you welcome? Haven't we become your family?

Cabeza seemed insulted, and she hastened to affirm, Indeed, everyone has been most generous, most kind. But you must admit I'm out of place here. I'm like a blackbird in a nest of cardinals and finches. And chattering magpies, she added to herself, but she wouldn't for the world hurt Cabeza's feelings by saying so.

He crooned, Your golden hair alone, señora, earns you a place among the most beautiful birds in the world. We call you Sunrise. He peered at her slyly. Didn't you know?

What nonsense, she said with brisk decision. I know what I am. I own a mirror.

I suspect, señora, that your mirror is distorted. He sounded sure of himself, rather amused by her bluntness. On e day soon you'll learn the right of it.

Katherine controlled her annoyance at being chided by such a young man. I've been saving the generous salary Don Damian has paid me this last year. I've almost earned enough to support myself for an extended period of time. I'll be gone soon.

Does Don Damian know about this?

We've never spoken of it, no, but I'm sure he realizes I can't stay here in his hacienda forever, she answered. More than that, she realized he wanted her gone. He wanted her gone, and she had worked to that end. But this is of no moment. I wish you to take a message to him. I need to see him at once. I'll wait for him in the library. Can you tell him that?

For you, señora, I can do anything. He bowed deeply and staggered. He walked backwards, eyeing her with the masculine eye of a young roué, and mumbled, You've been saving for passage home. This explains why you hide that magnificent figure behind those old mourning clothes.

Katherine whirled on her heel. Her hair tumbled down, her pins scattered on the tile floor by Cabeza's inquisitive fingers. Slipping into the dim room they called the library, she sat on the fainting couch, and pulled her hair over her shoulder. With her fingers she combed and braided it. Prepared for the inevitable loss of her pins, she pulled a ribbon out of her apron and secured the ends.

It made her uncomfortable to realize there had been speculation about the way she dressed. It distressed her to realize there was motivation to the gift of clothing she had received. She wished Tobias were here; he'd tell her how to handle this situation. Reaching into the pocket at her side, she pulled out the massive watch that had been Tobias's. She smoothed her hand over the gold and silver decorations on the cover. It was a work of art and her dearest remembrance of her husband.

Tobias had been a watchmaker, a hardheaded Swiss who had come first to Massachusetts to ply his trade. Restless, he'd moved on to California, drawn by the lure of new lands, new legends, new explorations. That had been one of the things that had drawn her to him—that mix of total practicality and impossible visions.

Sometimes, before Tobias had died, she had dreamed impossible things. A dream had drawn her to California. A dream had grown with her wedding, blossomed during the short week of her marriage. And all the dreams had withered in the blood in the street.

It was time to go away, to leave her friends in this warm, golden land and find a new place. The dream was dead.

She popped the catch on the watch and the cover sprang open. Music filled the air, and she smiled. Such an unusual song for her pragmatic Swiss to build into his watch. Bonnie Barbara Allen, with its tragedy of lost love and the tune that brought tears to her eyes. In her pure voice she sang softly,


He was laid to rest in the lower chancel,

Barbara Allen all in the higher;

There grew up a rose from Barbara Allen's breast,

And from his a briar.

And they grew and they grew to the very church-top,

Until they could grow no higher,

And twisted and twined in a true-lover's knot. . . .



A prickle on the back of her neck brought her to her feet. She swept the room with an anxious look and saw only the dark drapes, the heavy furniture, the small dim branch of candles. She looked again, and saw him.

His black coat and trousers blended with the curtains, his face was a dark blur. Like last night, they were alone, but this was different. Today his eyes glittered, alive in a way she'd never seen before, and the upward slant of his eyebrows seemed pronounced and demonic.

Don Damian, she stammered, uncomfortably aware that he'd been observing her as she braided her hair and sang. She tucked the watch in her pocket. I didn't hear you come in.

He took the step forward that brought him to her side.

Too close. She stammered, wishing he looked less like an apparition of night, wishing he would remove his mesmerizing gaze from her face.

Hurriedly, she said, I asked for you to say—

He picked up her hand and put it to his mouth. Say nothing, Catriona, he whispered. We will speak our words in other ways.

The warmth of his lips shocked her. His gesture shocked her. And the small nip of his teeth against the pad of her thumb made her jump, made her tug at her hand.

Catriona? Who was Catriona? Oh , Don Damian. You've made a mistake.

His other hand reached out to her mouth and he covered it. They stood like matching statues: hand to mouth, mouth to hand. Catriona, it's you who've made a mistake.
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