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INGRESS

 


Tuesday, June
13

“We’ve got trouble,
Lucky.”

“What sort of trouble, Sheriff?”
Detective L.L. Lawrence II, a.k.a. Lucky Lawrence, frowned as she
turned the Ram Charger off Highway 98 and onto the shale-coated
road flanked by columns of ancient, moss-draped cypress trees. For
ten miles, the private road snaked through wide, flat pastureland
dotted with summer-green hammocks of oak, pine and cabbage
palms.

It was shady and cool beneath the
cypresses, but even with the windows rolled up and the a/c on,
Lucky could feel the dampness. It was all encompassing, making the
air feel heavy and close, as if everything were wrapped in some
sort of invisible winding-sheet.

The microphone squawked and she
heard Roger Danforth take a deep breath. “There was an escape from
the Union Correctional Institution at Raiford a couple of hours
ago. Clell Trueax.”

The shale was rutted from the
almost daily afternoon thunderstorms and in the low spots, black
and slippery with mildew. Lucky slowed and downshifted as she made
the first of the four sharp turns along the road.

“Raiford is 175 miles from here.
The state or local guys will get him before he gets this far
south.”

“And if they don’t? I was there
when he threatened you, remember?”

Trueax had a harsh, raspy voice
and eyes that were the color and temperature of late autumn frost.
He wasn’t the sort anyone forgot. “That was sixteen years
ago.”

Danforth cleared his throat.
“Makes no difference. Until he’s back in custody, I’m assigning you
a partner.”

“10-4. Whom shall I
expect?”

“Paul Trowbridge.”

Lucky gritted her teeth. Trueax
would be preferable. “You know how I feel about Trowbridge,
Sheriff.”

“I don’t give a rat’s red rectum
how you feel about him. Trowbridge is going to watch your back and
that’s that.”

“But—”

“The alternative is protective
custody.”

“You wouldn’t!”

“I just did. Trowbridge is the
best I’ve got, and right now your safety is more important than
your personal feelings. Is that clear, Detective?”

Crystal clear. And utterly unacceptable. “Affirmative,
Sheriff.”

“A word of warning, Lucky. Bury
your grievances with Trowbridge, or this time you’ll get busted to
Traffic. Permanently. Danforth, out.”

The words were followed by a hiss
of static as Lucky hurled the radio mike onto the floor of the car.
Trueax, Trowbridge and a thirty-year-old corpse. It was shaping up
to be a hell of a week. And it was only Tuesday.

Lucky braked and downshifted
again before going into the second turn. Here the road had been
flooded from last night’s storm. Stopping at the edge of the water,
she locked in the Ram’s 4-wheel drive before continuing. The last
thing she needed was to have to dig herself out while coping with
the humidity and mosquitoes that were the hallmarks of June in
Florida.

Once she had safely navigated the
treacherous turn, she mentally checked off the information she’d
gathered so far. On Monday, workmen employed by the new owner of
what had once been the Montoya Land and Cattle Company discovered a
skeletal jigsaw puzzle concealed beneath the raised floor of the
rose-enshrouded gazebo. They also found a weathered, stainless
steel Smith & Wesson .357 Magnum with a 6-inch barrel. One shot
had been fired.

There was no identification with
the bones, no clothing, no hint as to how the body had arrived
beneath the gazebo. Forensics matched dental records and I.D.‘d the
remains as Robert James McCutcheon, a detective formerly with the
Dixie City Sheriff’s Department. The .357 was subsequently
identified as the weapon registered to the victim. He’d been
missing since April 2, 1971.

McCutcheon had been a single
white male, 6 foot 1, 172 pounds, blond hair, blue eyes, thirty-two
years old. Considered one of the best detectives in the department,
his only family consisted of his widowed mother, Isabel. He had few
friends and had broken up with his girlfriend a month before his
disappearance. He had been investigating the savage murder of Derek
Langford.

Langford, whose throat had been
torn out, was the steady boyfriend of Carmen-Lourdes Montoya. Prior
to Langford’s death, Carmen-Lourdes’s father, Ramon, threatened him
in front of witnesses. That night, Langford allegedly attempted to
rape Carmen-Lourdes, but according to the statement taken by
McCutcheon, she was able to fight him off and walked home. She had
sworn it was the last time she saw him alive.

Unable, or unwilling, to provide
an alibi for himself, Ramon Montoya had been taken into custody,
only to be released when his estranged wife, Ann, arrived and
avowed she had, in fact, been with him at the time of the murder.
Carmen-Lourdes substantiated her stepmother’s claim. Ramon Montoya
was released from custody shortly before midnight on the 1st of
April, and early the following morning, McCutcheon went
missing.

Langford’s murderer was never
found. Ramon and Ann Montoya also disappeared sometime during the
early hours of April 2nd. Carmen-Lourdes claimed no knowledge of
her father’s whereabouts. She left for Europe a month later, taking
an Andalusian stallion and an XKE Jaguar with her. She never
returned.

Inquiries were made concerning
McCutcheon. The 1969 Dodge Charger he drove was parked in his
regular parking space at his apartment complex. His apartment
appeared to be in order. He left no outstanding debts. He and his
girlfriend had parted on friendly terms. Foul play was suspected,
but with no body in evidence, it was impossible to proceed. The
case, like that of Derek Langford, remained unsolved. End of
file.

Except for the single, creased
sheet of plain typing paper the investigating officer found beneath
the blotter on McCutcheon’s desk.

The paper contained a sketch of
some sort of medallion with a rose in the center and a series of
glyph-like symbols surrounding it. No one could identify the
symbols, so the paper was dropped into the file and forgotten.
Until now.

But things were looking up. Dr.
Drago, the new owner of the Montoya property was a world-renown
expert on ancient languages. Lucky sniffed. A dusty old academician
on sabbatical from Oxford University. But, a dusty old academician
that might provide the only break they were likely to get in this
case. And he was due to arrive at the ranch today.

The ranch. Casa Montoya. Once the
center of operations for the Montoya cattle and grove holdings, the
hacienda was still a showplace, despite nearly thirty years of
disuse.

Red barrel tiles covered the
pitched roof, and elaborate wrought iron grilles framed the windows
and enclosed the balconies. The walls were fashioned of smooth,
white field stone and stood two stories high, but there was little
of them to be seen. Instead, blood-red climbing roses formed a kind
of living siding that wrapped around all four faces.

In the rear, a low-walled, tiled
plaza, defined by Moorish arches and graceful columns, was cloaked
with more of the conquering rose vines. In the center of the plaza,
a magnificent, three-tiered green marble fountain, graced by a
crouching, winged gargoyle that had once spewed water from its open
mouth, stood empty and silent. Thirty-five feet to the east, a
garage big enough to house four full-sized cars was connected to
the hacienda by a tile-roofed walkway called a dogtrot.

A quarter-mile to the northwest,
a twelve-foot circle of barren ground, surrounded by piles of rose
vines and a perimeter of yellow tape marked the crime scene. Behind
it, and half a mile west of the hacienda, a neat, single story
bunkhouse was cloaked by more of the trailing rose vines.
Three-quarters of a mile to the southwest, a gigantic, tin-roofed
barn yawned vacantly beneath its rose veneer, and a mile south of
the hacienda, the Montoya family’s private mausoleum stood silent
and stately amid another riotous profusion of roses. Like some
fairy-tale kingdom, the hacienda and grounds had slept undisturbed
these past decades. Awaiting the arrival of a new owner.

And the discovery of old
bones.

In front of the hacienda, Lucky
jammed the brakes. The Charger came to a dead stop in front of a
tree-sized limb from the ancient, moss-draped oak in the front
yard. Drifting from somewhere behind the hacienda, demonic
screeching pierced the air, while up on an extension ladder, braced
against the front wall, a hulking workman scooped broken red clay
tiles from the roof.

“Damn it!” Lucky shouted,
slamming the door and hurrying across the yard. “This is a crime
scene, and I said I didn’t want to see any workmen here until
tomorrow!”

The man tossed the broken tiles
to the ground and turned to look over his shoulder. “I was under
the impression the crime scene was located within the yellow tape.”
He gestured toward the spot where the gazebo had recently
stood.

He hadn’t been here yesterday.
She snatched her badge from the pocket of her blazer and flipped it
open, holding it up for the workman to see. “Detective. Dixie City
Sheriff’s Department,” she snapped. “I’m in charge of this
investigation and I’m in no mood for any crap this morning. I said
no workmen and that’s what I meant. Now get your butt down here
right this minute.”

The man looked back at the roof.
“There’s another armload of loose tiles up here. Let me get them,
and I’ll come right down.”

Danforth, Trueax, Trowbridge and
now this joker! “I said now, Mister! I’m
in charge here and nobody is going to
jeopardize this investigation while I’m around.”

“The winds are picking up.
Someone could get hurt by these tiles.”

“Not if the area’s
cleared!”

Shrugging, the man climbed down
the ladder. He wore enormous black Western boots, Levi’s and a blue
chambray shirt. His hair was jet black and tied back in a ponytail
with a length of black leather. When he reached the ground, he
turned to face Lucky.

Bowing deeply, he said, “As you
wish, fair lady.”

The voice and manner seemed far
too cultured to belong to a workman, but that didn’t necessarily
mean anything. Lucky plopped her hands on her hips and widened her
stance. She hoped she didn’t look as flustered as she felt. “Do you
have a name?”

The man was enormous. 6 foot 5,
if he was an inch. Dark and dangerous looking, like a Brahma
bull.

“Navarrone.”

Lucky stared into his startling
sapphire eyes and felt a small flutter in the pit of her stomach.
“What?”

He had a strangely compelling
face. High, wide cheekbones, a fine-boned, aquiline nose and a
full, rich mouth. The kind that could be cruel in anger yet tender
in love. His looks were intense and unsettling. But there was
something undeniably attractive about him just the same.

“You asked my name. It’s
Navarrone.”

Trying to regain at least a
modicum of composure, Lucky snugged her dark glasses against her
nose and averted her eyes. “I don’t suppose you’d know if the new
owner has arrived?”

Navarrone shot her a wry smile.
“As a matter of fact, he arrived early this morning.”

It was all she could do to keep
her breathing even. What was it about the man? He had arms like
battering rams and a strange, bison-like curve to his shoulders. He
certainly wasn’t her type. And yet . . .

The wind moaned around the eaves
as she mentally shook herself. Business and pleasure, like oil and
water, simply didn’t mix. If she had any doubts, she only had to
think back to last April. And Paul Trowbridge. Once burned, twice
cautious. “We should be finished up here tomorrow, then you and the
rest of the crew can get back to work.”

The wind slithered around the
railroad cornice, keening eerily. “I’m sure the owner will be
delighted to hear that.” He turned to leave.

“Uh,” Lucky began uncertainly.
“I’m sorry I was so abrupt earlier.”

He turned around and flashed her
a smile capable of melting the polar ice cap. “No apology
necessary, Detective.”

Not knowing what else to do, she
extended her hand. “It’s Lawrence.”

His dark fist swallowed hers.
“Does the detective have a first name?”

She felt herself blushing and
hated it. “She does. It’s L.L., II.”

He arched one rascally eyebrow.
“The Second?”

“It’s a long story.”

He glanced briefly at the roof.
“As it happens, I have nothing else to do at the
moment.”

The wind shrieked again, and a
jagged piece of red clay smashed into her temple. She blinked. Then
everything went black.

“Detective Lawrence?” Navarrone
called from somewhere far away.

She became aware of the scent of
leather. And warmth. As if she were near something large and
comforting. With an effort, she opened her eyes and looked
around.

To her amazement, she was inside
the hacienda, propped on a gold brocade camelback sofa large enough
to hold the backfield of a pro-football team. Her navy blazer, dark
glasses and the 9mm Beretta she called Mel lay in her shoulder
holster on a long, low mahogany coffee table in front of the sofa.
All the rest of the furnishings were covered with
sheets.

Navarrone knelt beside her, his
electric-blue eyes filled with genuine concern as he twirled an
errant curl of her hair between his thumb and
forefinger.

“Gorgeous hair,” he explained
when she noticed his hand. Yet he made no effort to remove his
fingers. “It’s the color of raw honey.”

“Thank you.” She felt her cheeks
burn as she breathed in the clean, leathery smell of him. “Call me
Lucky.”

“All right, Lucky.” He gently
touched the tender spot on her temple. “The tile didn’t break the
skin, but I suspect you’re going to have a nasty bruise from being
hit.”

“Goes with the territory,” she
replied.

“And what territory would that
be?”

She grinned at him. “I suspect
that would be the territory of Stupid, in the province of Apologies
Owed.”

The collar of his shirt was
unbuttoned, exposing his thick neck and offering a glimpse of
golden chain nestled in the dense black hair that covered his
chest. He rose and removed the sheet from a throne-like leather and
mahogany armchair sitting across from the sofa. “No apology
necessary. But I would like to hear that long story concerning your
name.”

Hideous gargoyles grinned out
from the shoulders and arms of the chair. Four more decorated the
legs of the table. Dropping the sheet onto the floor, Navarrone
lowered himself into the chair, looking for all the world as if he
belonged there.

Lucky glanced around. “Are you
sure Dr. Drago won’t mind us sitting here?”

He shot her another thousand-watt
smile. “Absolutely. Now as I recall, you were just about to tell me
the story behind your name.”

She sighed. “I have two older
sisters and my dad promised my grandfather on his deathbed that
he’d name one of his kids after him. Mom said three kids were
enough, so even though I was another girl, I was named L.L., the
Second.”

“Which stands for . .
.”

Lucky grimaced. “Lucius
Llewellyn. But when I turned ten, I decided I wanted to be called
Lucky.”

Navarrone’s jewel-bright eyes
glittered with amusement but his lips remained unsmiling. “Indeed.
Why Lucky?”

“Because I felt lucky that such
an awful name hadn’t killed me.”

At that he laughed out loud. The
sound was deep and rich, as if it welled up from an oaken cask.
“I’ve always admired people who could make the best of a bad
situation.”

Without meaning to, her eyes
snapped to the hump behind his shoulders. Clearly he knew a thing
or two about making the best of a bad situation. “Well, with a name
like that, what else can you do?”

“Still, that name gave you
character, and that’s a wonderful legacy.”

She blushed again. What was it
with this man? “I can’t argue that.”

Navarrone deftly changed the
subject. “Earlier you asked if the professor were here. I assume
you want to speak with him.”

“I . . . yes.”

He settled back in his chair and
folded his massive arms across his chest. As if he were waiting for
something.

Then the light bulb clicked on.
Lucky realized she’d only thought she was blushing before. “Oh, my
God. You’re Dr. Drago. I don’t know what to say, Sir.”

“It’s Navarrone.”

“I guess I never considered the
possibility that an Oxford professor could be so young.” He wasn’t
much past thirty, if he was that.

His smile was infectious.
“Ordinarily they aren’t. But I received my doctorate at the age of
twenty. According to my professors, I was a bit of a wunderkind. Of course, having a father who was
proficient in ancient languages didn’t hurt either.” Unfolding his
arms, he wrapped his long fingers around the carved heads on the
arms of his chair. The gesture was natural, reflexive, yet with a
sort of affection apparent. Almost as if he were stroking the
beasts. “And now,” he said, fixing her with his piercing sapphire
gaze, “having donned my mantle of erudition, suppose you tell me
what it was you wanted to see me about.”

She tried to force her errant
mind back to the subject at hand. Oil and water. Remember,
Lawrence? You’re way out of your league here. “A drawing was found
in the dead man’s effects containing a series of glyph-like symbols
that no one has been able to identify. Since you’re considered one
of the foremost experts on ancient languages, I hoped you might
recognize the symbols.”

“Easy enough. Anything
else?”

She wouldn’t even think it. The
last time she’d felt this kind of attraction, her emotions had been
tied in a knot that left her heart broken. That wasn’t going to
happen again. “A few routine questions.”

He propped a booted foot across
his knee. “Ask away then.”

She leaned forward and pulled a
small notebook and pen from the inside pocket of her blazer. After
selecting a clean page, she settled back against the sofa cushions.
“How is it you decided to come to Florida?”

“I heard about this place and
determined I wanted to spend my sabbatical here.”

“Why Florida?”

He raised that eyebrow again.
“Why not Florida?”

She laughed. “Point taken. I just
meant it’s a long way from England.”

He stroked the heads on the chair
arms again. “And you wondered how I came to know about Casa
Montoya.”

“As a matter of fact, I
did.”

“My parents and the Montoyas were
very close.”

She nodded. “I see. So you sort
of had first shot at buying the place.”

His smile was enough to start her
heart pounding. “That’s right.”

“Are you planning on staying
after your sabbatical ends? Or will you be putting the place on the
market then?”

“That depends.”

“On what?”

“On whether or not I find what
I’m looking for.” His sapphire gaze was intent enough to make her
squirm.

“What are you looking for, Navarrone?”

“Love everlasting.”

She grinned back at him. “You’re
putting me on, right?”

“Actually no, I’m not. I’d very
much like to find someone and settle down.”

She jotted a few lines in her
notebook then looked up to find him watching her with an amused
expression. “What?” She said, wondering if her hair were sticking
up or if she had a smudge on her nose or chin.

“I was thinking the only thing
I’m missing right now is a cup of Turkish coffee. Would you care to
have some with me?”

“Turkish coffee?”

He smiled. “Yes, I’m afraid it’s
one of my many vices. It smells like the remains of a cremation and
bears a strong resemblance to mud, but I do love it. Can I tempt
you with a cup?”

Why not? It couldn’t be any worse
than the river silt they served at the office. “Yes,
thanks.”

Navarrone rose and moved toward a
doorway in the south wall. “I’ll just be a few minutes.”

“Thanks. The drawing is in the
car. I’ll go out and get it.”

Back inside, Lucky placed the
folder containing a copy of the drawing on the low table and sat
down on the sofa. The sound of tinkling bells filled the air. She
looked around, but found nothing to account for the
sound.

Shrugging, she let her eyes
wander around the room. On the wall directly opposite her, a large
sheet draped what appeared to be a painting. She looked away and
tried not to think about it. But, unaccountably, her gaze returned.
She wanted to see what lay beneath the sheet.

Again the tinkling of tiny bells
filled the air. Absently she scratched her cheek. Re-crossed her
legs. Studied the sheet-draped painting. What could be the harm in
one tiny peek? After all, it wasn’t as if she were going to steal
it. She got to her feet and checked to see if there was any sign of
Navarrone. Then she crossed the room and stood in front of the
painting.

Ever so carefully, she lifted a
corner of the sheet, glanced under it and felt her heart slam
against her chest. Even without the tiny signature in the left-hand
corner she would have recognized Ann Montoya’s work. She had
memorized every one of the woman’s paintings.

Or at least she thought she
had.

The canvas appeared to be about
two feet in length and slightly more in height. The painting was
framed in gilt Rococo style and showed a wide avenue of oak trees
that formed a tunnel leading to a moonlight-silvered courtyard.
Crisscrossed by stone walks, the courtyard contained a sundial
nearly hidden in the shadows and a pair of marble statues. One of a
magnificent winged dragon, and the other of a beautiful
woman.

Behind the statues, a lengthy
colonnade stretched across the canvas, covered by a profusion of
blood-red roses. A handsome man and a diminutive dimpled woman
wearing golden hooped earrings with tiny, dangling ornaments stood
as if they’d just exited the center arch of the colonnade.
Lovingly, the man held out a rose to the woman as a single drop of
blood fell from its dewy petals. The brass plaque affixed to the
ornate frame bore the legend, Where the Blood
Rose Grows.

“According to the legend,”
Navarrone’s voice came from directly behind her left shoulder,
“love lives forever where the blood rose grows.”

She dropped the corner of the
sheet and whirled around. Embarrassed. Ashamed of the curiosity
that drove her. “I—I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to snoop.”

Navarrone set the silver tray he
carried on the low table. Then he stepped forward and removed the
sheet. “I don’t believe that. You are, after all, a
detective.”

Lucky grinned guiltily but
couldn’t tear her eyes from the painting. “That’s the artist, isn’t
it?”

He nodded. “Yes, it’s Ann, and
her husband, Ramon.”

She sighed. “It’s even more
compelling than her signature piece.”

“Then you’re familiar with Ann’s
work.” It wasn’t a question.

As she examined the painting, she
caught a slight movement. Staring harder, she focused on the tiny
woman standing beside the tall, dark man. Her large, expressive
eyes seemed alive with light despite being as black as pitch. A
streak of white ran through her dark hair. As Lucky leaned closer
the sound of fairy bells rang again and the woman appeared to turn
her head and nod in her direction.

Blinking in shock, Lucky looked
away then back at the painting. But as before, the woman stared up
at the adoring man offering her the dripping rose. Shaking her
head, Lucky reluctantly turned. “It’s very beautiful.”

Navarrone returned to his chair,
looking every bit as regal as a nineteenth-century baron preparing
to serve tea in his ancestral home. Even his casual attire couldn’t
disguise the elegance of the man. “A detective with such impeccable
taste in art. I’m impressed.”

Outside, the same unholy racket
that greeted her arrival began again. Then the kitchen door opened
and closed. Hurried footsteps followed, and a seven-foot black man
wearing an immaculate white crushed linen suit and a crisp Panama
hat strode regally into the room. He swept off his hat and nodded
politely when he saw Lucky.

Navarrone gestured toward the
man. “May I present Christophe Guignard, my mayordomo.” Indicating Lucky, he said, “This is
Detective Lawrence.”

Christophe smiled widely,
revealing a mouthful of tiny, pointed teeth. His skin was the color
of roasted coffee beans, and he was entirely bald. A series of
cuneiform-like tattoos covered his face and surrounded his entire
head, including his ears. He nodded again, executing the maneuver
with old-world elegance. “Enchante,
Detective.” Then turning to his employer, he said, “I have the
things you requested, M’sieu
Navarrone.”

“Thank you, Christophe. You may
put them in the bedroom.”

He nodded and announced, “Lucifer
has gotten loose again. Shall I put him back in his pen or leave
him out?”

Navarrone sighed. “Leave him for
now, and I’ll help you round him up later this
afternoon.”

“Very good, M’sieu.” Christophe nodded and exited in the direction
from which he’d come.

“Lucifer?” Lucky
asked.

“Indeed. The scourge of
Christophe’s existence.”

“I’m afraid I don’t
understand.”

Navarrone smiled, lighting up the
room. “No reason you should. Lucifer is our resident Early Warning
System.”

Lucky frowned.

“He’s a
watch-peacock.”

“Is that something like a
watchdog?”

Navarrone retrieved a cup and
saucer from the silver tray. “Something like. Only far more
temperamental.” He filled the cup with steaming black coffee and
handed it to Lucky. “Would you care for cream or sugar?”

She shook her head. “No, thank
you. After the second gallon, it tends to curdle in the
stomach.”

“I understand.” Navarrone took a
sip of his coffee and smiled again. The effect was mesmerizing. He
settled back in the throne-like chair and glanced once more at
Ann’s painting. “An appreciation for fine art is rather unusual in
your profession, isn’t it, Lucky? Or do you paint?”

She stared into the viscid
coffee. “I’ve wanted to ever since I can remember. I even studied
art for a while in college.”

“And?” Again the rascally
eyebrow.

She locked into his sapphire
gaze. “I guess you could say I’m better at appreciating it than
producing it. But interestingly enough, Ann’s disappearance was one
of the reasons for my switch to law enforcement.”

He took another sip of coffee.
“How so?”

She tasted hers. It was dark and
almost bitter, but there was an underlying richness that was
undeniable. “A beautiful, successful artist, in the midst of a
phenomenally triumphant show, leaves to provide her estranged
husband with an alibi that frees him from a murder charge. And
afterward, she’s never seen or heard from again.”

“But that was a long time ago.
You couldn’t have been more than two or three in ‘71.”

She nodded. “I was two. Yet from
the first time I saw one of Ann’s paintings, I felt a sort of
connection with her. I couldn’t accept that she was gone, and more
than anything, I wanted to know what happened to her.”

Navarrone leaned forward. “But
Ann isn’t gone.”

A chill ran up Lucky’s spine.
“What do you mean?”

He turned to look at the
painting. She could have sworn she heard the tinkle of tiny bells
again. “She’s here. As beautiful and vital as she was in life.
Because of her art, she’ll live forever.”

Lucky mentally shook herself. “I
wouldn’t have taken you for such a romantic, Navarrone.”

His smile sent a shiver up her
spine. “I’ve been told it’s one of my more endearing
qualities.”

Before she could think of a
proper retort, the cacophonous screeching began again. The sound of
a door opening and closing echoed in the house. A minute later, the
screeching slowed from furious to merely unhappy.

“How did you come to select a
peacock as an Early Warning System?” Lucky wanted to
know.

“Actually, I didn’t. Lucifer was
a gift.” His sapphire eyes twinkled. “Or possibly a curse. The
jury’s still out on that one.”

Christophe re-entered the room
with a blond man trailing in his wake. “Detective Paul Trowbridge,”
he announced.

Paul was rubbing his arm and
scowling. “That feathered horror bit me!”

“Gift,” Lucky pronounced. Paul
glared uncertainly at her.

“Would you care for some coffee,
Detective?” Navarrone asked as the man settled onto the sofa beside
Lucky.

Devil-may-care sexy and
blue-eyed, Paul was a ringer for James Dean. “Don’t mind if I do,”
he replied. Christophe disappeared in the direction of the kitchen
as Paul turned to Lucky. “Good to see you again,
`Luscious.‘“

She stiffened. “It’s Detective
Lawrence to you.”

He reached as if to pat her hand.
She snatched it away. “Now that’s no way to treat your
bodyguard.”

“I don’t need a bodyguard,” she
said, indicating the holstered Beretta on the table, “I have
Mel.”

Christophe returned with cup,
saucer, and spoon on a small silver tray and offered them to
Paul.

“Help yourself to the coffee,”
Navarrone said.

“So what have you got so far,
Luscious?” Paul asked as if nothing untoward had happened. He
poured coffee into his cup, added three heaping teaspoons of sugar
and topped it off with cream.

Lucky loosened her clenched jaw.
Took a deep breath. “Just what’s in the report.”

“No time to read this morning. I
figured you could fill me in tonight.” He took a big swallow of
coffee, frowned and added another teaspoon of sugar.

“I’m washing my hair tonight,”
Lucky replied acidly.

Paul sipped his coffee. Smiled.
“You’re a little testy, Luscious.” Turning to Navarrone he added,
“She gets that way sometimes.”

“What I get,” Lucky gritted out,
“is physically ill when I’m forced to be in the same room with
you.”

“Now, Luscious . . .”

She slammed the fragile cup and
saucer onto the low table and stared daggers at Paul, dredging up
the memory of the last time he’d said those words.

It had been in the station house.
Del Deese had just told her his wife Wanda was having an affair
with Paul. Lucky had asked the bastard about it. He hadn’t even
bothered with a denial, instead coming back with, “Now, Luscious .
. .” The next thing she remembered was throwing a right hook that
splattered Paul’s perfect nose and landed her at a desk for three
months.

“If you call me that one more
time, you’re going to be singing soprano in the church
choir.”

Paul smacked his cup and saucer
on the table beside hers and jumped to his feet. “We’ll discuss
this tonight,” he said angrily.

“Actually,” Navarrone
interjected, “that might be a bit inconvenient. Detective Lawrence
has agreed to dine with me this evening.”

Paul stared belligerently at the
big man. “Say what?”

Navarrone unwound from his chair
and stared down at him. “I believe you heard me, Detective
Trowbridge. Now if you’d like, I’d be happy to have Christophe see
you to your car.”

Paul shot Lucky an
I’ll-deal-with-you-later look. “It doesn’t end until I say it ends,
Lawrence.”

“I tend to take a personal
interest in threats made in my home, Detective,” Navarrone
warned.

Paul’s eyes narrowed. “I think
you presume a little too much, Professor. Detective Lawrence is
hardly the type that needs protection. And as I’m sure you’ll find
out, she’s not even that good.”

Before Lucky could respond,
Navarrone closed the distance between them and dropped Paul with an
explosive right jab. “It’s been my experience, Detective,” he said
as he watched the smaller man struggle to his feet, “that women are
very much like fine horses. Their performance is made or broken by
the finesse of the rider. Now I think an apology to the lady is in
order.”

After Christophe had seen Paul
out, Navarrone settled himself back in his chair and turned his
attention to Lucky, who was grinning like a Cheshire cat. “What?”
he asked innocently.

“Are you just naturally gallant,
or do they teach that at Oxford?”

He smiled. “Of course. Chivalry
101. All professors are required to take it.”

He was doing it to her again. She
stared down at her hands, aware that her resolve was crumbling as
surely as a sandcastle at high tide. “Thanks,” she said.

“Any time.” Then,
“Lucky?”

She looked up.

“About dinner . . .”

“That’s not
necessary.”

“Necessity has nothing to do with
it.”

“Why would you want to have
dinner with me?”

“Among other reasons, your
eyes.”

Too smooth. Too elegant. “What
about my eyes?”

“The color. They’re
beautiful.”

“They’re gray.”

“Gray is hardly adequate to
describe your eyes, Lucky. They’re quicksilver, like your
emotions.”

She’d been wrong about Navarrone
Drago. He was far more dangerous than a Brahma bull. “I don’t think
that would be such a good idea.”

“That’s not what your eyes are
saying.”

She glanced down again. Dear God,
were her emotions really that transparent?

“Take a chance, Lucky. Not all
men are like Detective Trowbridge.”

She looked up, embarrassed by his
insight. “I learned the hard way that business and pleasure don’t
mix.”

“Then we won’t discuss
business.”

Once burned, twice cautious. “I
appreciate the invitation, but I really can’t.”

Christophe reappeared, frowning.
“It seems Lucifer has struck again, M’sieu.”

Navarrone executed a polite
little cough that almost concealed his grin. “I assume you told the
detective I’d reimburse him for having his car washed.”

Christophe nodded. “He said he’d
send you the bill.”

After Christophe left, Lucky
removed the paper from the file folder and studied it yet again. It
was weird the way the symbols had managed to imprint themselves in
her mind. She wondered if they’d done that to
McCutcheon.

Holding the paper out to
Navarrone, she asked, “Is it a language?”

A sudden tightness appeared
around his lips. Then it was gone. “Yes. But so ancient it doesn’t
even have a name.”

“Can you translate
it?”

“Yes, But I doubt it would have
much meaning for you. It’s a magical conjuration.”

He leaned forward to hand the
paper back to her. As he did, a medallion the size of a $20 gold
piece slipped from the neck of his shirt. A medallion that had a
perfect rose in its center and strange, glyph-like symbols
surrounding it.

Like iron filings affixing
themselves to a lodestone, Lucky’s eyes locked onto the golden
disk. It couldn’t be. And yet it was identical to the one in the
sketch. “Perhaps you’d be good enough to tell me about that
medallion you’re wearing.”

He blinked slowly. “It’s a long
story.”

She settled back on the sofa. “As
it happens, I have nothing else to do at the moment.”
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Friday, June 10, 1949

He remembered the
angel’s eyes. Wide and innocent and licorice-black. Burning his
mind.

Possessing his
soul.

Her scent beckoned
him. Sweet and warm. Woman-musk. Unlike any other. He could almost
taste her now, despite the distance that lay between
them.

But he was
gaining.

Faster and faster he
ran. Absorbing the cool, dampness of the night into his skin.
Embracing the fiery pain in his lungs, the unexpected strength in
his legs.

The woods were alive
with scents. The track of an opossum carrying its young. The spoor
of a buck deer. A rotting oak stump, full of beetles and fat, red
worms. But through it all, her scent guided him.

On and on he ran.
Lungs and limbs on fire. Heart pounding. Muscles straining. She was
closer now. Close enough for him to catch the other scent. Pungent,
knife-edged, delicious.

Fear.

So thick it was
palpable. So intense he could almost hear it.

And he was
gaining.

He reached out his hand and felt
the softness of her flesh.

“I thought you’d never wake,
mon cher,” a heavily accented voice
whispered against his neck.

His heart thundered as he drew
her nearer. He breathed in her scent. It was warm and heavy-sweet.
But it was wrong.

Horribly wrong.

He jerked upward, fighting the
tangle that bound his legs. His eyes opened. He lay naked and
sweating in a snarl of red silk, captured like a spider’s prey in a
gigantic Baroque bed.

Elaborately gilded bombe-shaped
furniture filled the pale ivory room. Across from the bed, a
life-sized painting of a voluptuous, sloe-eyed woman wearing a
diaphanous gown smiled provocatively down at him.

The same woman who now pressed
her sybaritic body against him.

“What eez wrong, Ramon?” she
asked.

He stared at her. Lost in senses
too poignant to even describe, he was unable to sever himself from
the dream. “You’re not her,” he whispered.

An unearthly scream erupted from
the woman’s ruby lips as she leapt from the bed. “Unfaithful
wretch!” she shouted and swung a perfectly manicured
hand.

He ducked, but not swiftly
enough, and a burning handprint welled across his cheek. “Bitch!”
he ground out. She swung again, but he caught her wrist in midair.
“Stop it!”

Her pouting lips trembled. “‘Oo
eez she zis time, Ramon?”

“It was a dream, Angelique! Just
a dream.” A dream that had haunted him since childhood. A dream so
real that at times his life paled in comparison.

She leaned forward, her
bathycolpian breasts swaying with the motion. “A dream that turns
you from me.”

Ordinarily, the sight of her
loosened breasts drove him wild with desire. But tonight he
remained impervious to her charms. “Damn it, Angelique. It was just
a dream. Can’t you let it go at that?”

“Let eet go? You come to my bed
for the first time een two weeks an’ you don’ make love to me, you
only sleep. An’ then you dream of someone else, an’ I’m supposed to
let eet go?” Her voice was growing shrill.

Ramon ripped back the covers and
jumped up. “I’ve been working cattle for the last two weeks, and
you know it,” he snapped. “I’m tired because I spent the last two
days working in the pens, and as for making love, you’ve ruined the
mood!”

“I?” Shrillness became a
shriek.

The bell outside the front door
rang. Cocking an eyebrow, he asked, “Expecting someone?”

She shot him a killing look as
she grabbed a frilly black peignoir from the gold velvet chair
beside the bed. “I weesh I were. Eet would serve you
right!”

She returned and threw a vellum
envelope at him. “Eet was for you. Ze man said to geeve you
zis.”

Ramon stooped to retrieve the
envelope and impatiently tore it open. Inside, written in his
brother’s familiar hand were the words, Dinner
was at 7. Papa is threatening to disown you. Suggest you hurry
home. P.S. Consuela took ill and had to remain in Madrid. He
glanced at the mantle clock. 8:30. He’d forgotten all about
dinner.

Crumpling the note in his left
hand, he slammed his right fist into the wall. The plaster cracked
and a large chunk fell to the floor. For just a moment, the pain in
his knuckles took his attention from the pain in his
heart.

“Now look what you ‘ave done!”
Angelique screamed.

Remorse flickered momentarily but
was overcome by the unaccustomed anger he felt toward his father.
“Have it fixed. I pay for everything around here anyway, so one
more bill shouldn’t matter!” He retrieved his Levi’s from the Louis
XIV nightstand and slipped the crumpled note into the front pocket.
“I have to go,” he said as he stepped into them.

“You are going to her!” She let
the peignoir fall open as she spoke.

He ignored the display of
provocative flesh and pulled the Levi’s over his hips. “I have an
obligation, Angelique.” The words were as bitter as
bile.

Her smoky eyes blazed.
“Oui! An obligation! To her, but not to
me! You do not care ‘ow much I love you.”

The thought of the Creole beauty
loving anyone except herself brought a sardonic smile to his lips.
In the five years since he’d brought her to Florida from New
Orleans, little had changed between them. “Love has never been part
of our arrangement, Angelique,” he snapped.

Fury transformed her lovely face
into a mask of hatred. “I geeve you my body an’ my heart, an’ zis
eez my ‘sanks!” She swung a shapely arm at him.
“Bastard!”

Ramon knew this ploy all too
well. Any physical exchange between them always ended the same way.
Adroitly, he sidestepped her and allowed the force of the
roundhouse to carry her to the bed. He was in no mood for one of
her tantrums. Or its predestined outcome. “Not this time,” he
said.

Angelique lay back against the
red silk, knowing full well the extent of her very visible charms.
Changing her tactic, she managed to squeeze out a tear. “Ramon,”
she wheedled, “pleeze do not let us part like zis.”

Anger quenched any remnant of
desire. “I’ve got to go.”

She pouted prettily. “I ‘ave
strawberries an’ champagne,” she said, licking her lips
suggestively. “An’ wheeped cream.”

He scowled at her.

“Weel she be there?”

It was all he could do to keep
from throttling her. “What do you think?”

He shrugged into his shirt and
began buttoning the sleeves. She was his
bride-to-be. Consuela Anastasia Cornelia Valdez-Castillo. The
convent-raised child to whom he was betrothed. Betrothed! In 1949!
He couldn’t believe it! He was thirty years old and his father was
insisting he marry an eighteen-year-old he’d never met.

He hadn’t ever given marriage
much thought, but on those few occasions when he had, he’d
envisioned a woman like his great-grandmother by his side. A woman
with fire and unquenchable passion. A woman who would stand beside
him to face whatever life offered. A woman like Carmen. Not some
timid, gawky child from a convent. He flopped down on the velvet
chair and yanked on his socks.

“I suppose you weel make love to
her?”

He worked to keep his face still.
According to Ricardo’s note, Consuela was still in Madrid. “Is
there a reason I shouldn’t?” he growled.

“Weel she satisfy you as well as
I, mon cher?”

Angelique was the most wanton
woman he’d ever known. The pleasure she gave was beyond compare. He
doubted any woman could match her skills, but he’d burn in Hell
before he let her know that. He reached for his boots. Jammed his
foot into one. “You know what I like, Angelique. Do you think I’d
settle for less?”

He caught the faintest thinning
of her lips, a sure sign of her displeasure. Stretching
luxuriously, she offered the hourglass curves of her lush figure
for his perusal. “Does her body please you as much as
mine?”

It was all he could do to keep
his eyes turned away. “All women’s bodies please me. I would have
thought you’d know that by now.”

“You are cruel, Ramon. Cruel and
hateful. You do not deserve my love.”

He stood and crossed to the
gilded mirror hanging above the dressing table, took his comb from
his pocket and smoothed his tousled hair. “C’est
la vie,” he said. Grimly he added, “Perhaps you’d prefer
that I not return.” It was something he’d never considered
before.

“Then oo weel pay for my
wall?”

His anger flashed hot and wild.
If he didn’t leave quickly, the wall might become the least of her
worries. “You’re a bitch beyond measure, Angelique
DuBonnet!”

This time her tears were real.
“An’ you, Ramon Montoya, are a beast!”

 



Part
II

 


“Madre de
Dios!”

Ramon slammed the brakes, and the
big Lincoln Continental ground to a halt. Something huge and hairy
flashed across the headlights and disappeared into a dense growth
of palmettos to the north. Only his quick reaction kept him from
hitting it. As he sat behind the wheel, the tremulous, mournful
wail of a screech owl filled the night. A cooling breeze blew
through the open windows, and he took a deep breath, trying to
steady himself. In the air, he caught the pungent tang of damp
earth, the musty reek of rattlesnake, and a rank, greasy odor that
could only belong to a wild boar.

He’d traveled the thirteen miles
back from town in just under twelve minutes, anger driving him as
much as anxiety over the coming confrontation with his father. Now
he faced the worst, and longest, part of his journey: ten miles of
soggy, uncertain terrain and unrelenting blackness, traveling along
a treacherous, rutted road that twisted and turned as if it had
been carved out by giant serpents.

Flanking the road, towering
cypress trees dripped with ashen ropes of Spanish moss, guarding
the length like a regiment of ancient, bearded sentinels. Under
normal circumstances, Ramon relaxed beneath their watchful gaze.
But tonight, knowing what hell awaited him at Casa Montoya, he
remained tense and apprehensive.

He shifted the big car into gear
and resumed movement. Overhead, heavy clouds swathed the sky. The
damp air seethed with mosquitoes and the promise of rain. Carefully
he navigated the car through the first turn. With the ground so
soggy from last week’s rain, he worried about getting stuck. It had
happened once before, taking him more than five hours to dig out
the monstrous car. He prayed it wouldn’t happen again. He had
neither the time nor the patience to face such an ordeal tonight.
Nor did he relish the thought of having to walk home.

The second curve lay dead ahead.
The car’s headlights illuminated the wet grass growing between and
beside the two black ruts. He downshifted again and nosed the car
slowly forward. This was the lowest spot on the entire trail, and
even in the driest weather, it remained a bit marshy.

Halfway into the turn, he felt
the rear wheels begin to slip. Gripping the steering wheel with all
his might, he spun the wheel, trying to counteract the effect. The
heavy car continued to slide. He accelerated. He’d been wrong to
think Hell awaited him at the hacienda. It seemed Hell had come
looking for him.

And to prove it, the heavy black
clouds parted and the full moon peeked through, glowing red as
blood and bathing everything in an eerie crimson light. He
shuddered. It might have been the fires of Hell itself illuminating
the night.

Finally the tires gripped the
road. He allowed himself a brief smile. Then the scudding clouds
swallowed the moon again, and an all-encompassing blackness
descended like a velvet theater curtain.

Off to the left, the headlights
caught a stealthy movement. Ramon braked to a stop. Peering into
the darkness, he tried to determine what creature lurked in the
shadows. But for the life of him, he couldn’t think why it should
matter.

The chirping crickets stilled,
along with the droning of the cicadas and the croaking of the tree
frogs. The darkness was absolute, and if not for the purring of the
Lincoln’s engine, the stillness would have been tomblike. The scent
of clover and the musty dampness of the cypresses swirled around
him. Overhead, the tremulous wail of a screech owl sliced through
the ponderous hush like a stone knife. A minute passed, and then
another. Still nothing moved. Yet the sensation of expectancy
writhed across his mind in a dance of dread.

Ramon lifted a hand as if to
penetrate the void, but the murky air was formless. His senses
screamed in the oppressive silence. A trickle of icy sweat
slithered down his temple. The pounding of his own heart rose
louder, along with the bellows-like rhythm of his lungs. Finally,
chiding himself for letting his imagination get the better of him,
he reached for the shift knob.

As his fingers closed around it,
a sound like the rumbling of moving earth filled his ears.
“When the rose vine twineth, and the red blooms
anew, promises become payable and debts come
due.”

His heart slammed. “Who’s
there?”

A swirling current of air spun
through the open window of the car, carrying with it, the scent of
well-worn leather and a sound that might have been the rustling of
velvet.

“Who are you?” he called. “What
do you want?”

But he only heard the sound of
the powerful engine, and bit by bit, the resumption of the nocturne
for cricket, cicada and frog.

Whoever, or whatever it was, had
departed.

Ramon shifted the Lincoln into
gear and the next two miles passed without incident. He made the
third curve effortlessly and finally began to relax. He yawned. The
nap at Angelique’s had done little to revive him and the
unaccustomed hostility between him and his father had affected him
more than he cared to admit. He sighed. It was no wonder he was
imagining things.

Up ahead, stood the tumbledown
cracker-house that marked the midway point of his journey. For as
long as he could remember, it had nestled like a crouching vulture
at the edge of the largest cypress slough on the Montoya property.
As ancient as its owner, it might have been the bleached bones of
some monstrous beast left to rot, yet it never seemed to decay
further. In some inexplicable way, it belonged there. As surely as
the hacienda.

The headlights splayed across the
house. He noticed something in the neat front yard. Something that
didn’t belong. He slowed further. Stared hard. It was too dark to
see clearly, so he stopped the car and switched off the engine. He
knew he should keep going, but he couldn’t. Not until he made
certain everything was all right with the old woman who lived
there.

No one knew exactly how old she
was, or if she had a last name. She was simply Michaelina. And for
as long as he could remember, she’d been a part of his
life.

Ramon hurried out of the car and
discovered it was Michaelina in the yard. Wrapped in a faded quilt,
she sat slumped in her caned, bentwood rocker, her ancient, cottony
head drooped against her chest. Kneeling beside her, he touched her
cheek. “Michaelina,” he whispered.

A faint tinkling of bells sounded
as she slowly opened her eyes. And slower still she focused on him.
Smiling feebly, she croaked, “‘Bout time you be gettin’ home,
boy.”

His heart pounded so hard he
could barely hear her faint voice. “What are you doing out
here?”

Fairy bells tinkled in the wind.
“Michaelina be waitin’ for her boy.”

Scooping her into his arms, he
stood and walked toward the house. She lay against him, light as a
dried cornhusk, and twice as fragile. Carefully he carried her up
the three slanting steps to the wooden porch and opened the sprung
screen door with the toe of his boot. Ducking low to clear the
small doorway, he entered and walked through the immaculate
room.

The furniture was fashioned of
hand-hewn cypress and draped with faded patchwork quilts. Colorful
rag rugs dotted the clean but worn oak floor, and starched
patchwork curtains fluttered around the windows. Lighted candles
occupied every available surface. Sprigs of dried grasses, flowers
and herbs hung from the open-beamed ceiling, giving the room a
curious, spicy-sweet fragrance that mingled pleasantly with the
beeswax.

Dominating the wall opposite the
doorway, a stone fireplace contained a gigantic black cauldron
hanging from a movable iron support. It was where Michaelina
cooked, did her laundry and heated water for her bath. And it had
been into that very fire that Ramon had gazed as a child, while
Michaelina regaled him with wonderful stories of his
great-grandparents.

As if she spoke in his ear,
Michaelina’s frail voice echoed from the mists of his memory. “Miz
Carmen be a brave one, all right, boy. Michaelina remember the time
Mr. Miguel go to Fort Drum for supplies, an’ he leave Miz Carmen
home alone with your grandaddy Ricardo.

“Late in the day, the weather
turn bad, an’ Miz Carmen know Mr. Miguel not gone make it home that
night. So she gather up the baby an’ she head to the barn to tend
the stock. When she finish, she come outside an’ close the door
behind her. Then she hear it. A scream like a woman bein’
murdered.

“She turn ‘round slow as she can,
clutchin’ her baby on her hip. An’ not ten feet from her, she sees
a pair o’ glowin’ golden eyes starin’ at her an’ Ricardo. It be a
big yella panther, so skinny his ribs be stickin’ out o’ his
raggedy coat. The panther be snarlin’ an’ flashin’ his long, sharp
teeth an’ he give out with another scream. Then he take a step
toward her.

“She know to carry Mr. Miguel’s
gun when she be out at night, but she leave it in the cabin ‘cause
she be afraid Ricardo get ahold o’ it while she be tendin’ the
animals. As she stare into them cold yella eyes, it be a decision
she regret mightily.

“That panther take another step
toward her, an’ she begin backin’ up. Step by step, inch by inch,
she back across that yard. Never darin’ to look away from those
hungry eyes. But ever time she take a step, that panther move too,
an’ the distance between them never change.

“She keep movin’ steady ‘till she
reach the steps, but there she stumble. That panther think he got
her now an’ he scream agin. But she don’t so much as blink. She
just keep starin’ an’ backin’ up, careful not to stumble agin,
until she feel the door handle press into her back.”

“You be thinkin’ ‘bout Miz Carmen
an’ Mr. Miguel, don’t you boy?” The fireplace flames crackled as
Michaelina’s voice and the sound of fairy bells tugged him back to
the present.

“And how did you know
that?”

“Michaelina most always know what
her boy be thinkin’ ‘bout.”

The blackish-thick liquid in the
cauldron bubbled viciously and sent up a burst of pungent vapor.
Quite possibly the worst smelling concoction he’d ever breathed.
“What in God’s name is that?” he asked as he parted the starched
patchwork curtain that separated her bedroom from the main room and
settled her gently onto the iron bed.

“That be a batch o’ liniment for
Tollie Williams. He got throwed off’n that stud-horse o’ his an’
landed on a stump.”

“I’ve never smelled anything so
rank. What’s in it, dead skunk?”

Michaelina cackled, exposing
spotted toothless gums. “Asafoetida be part o’ the
base.”

Ramon choked back a gag. “Devil’s
dung. No wonder. Remind me never to ask you for any of
it.”

“Why that be the same kind o’
liniment you been usin’ for long as I can remember.”

“But what I use doesn’t smell
like that,” he said as he pulled down the covers on her bed and
tucked her in.

“‘Course not. By
midmorning tomorrow, the smell be down to a tolerable level. I jes
put that batch on ‘fore I went outside to wait for you.”

“All right,” he said as he
arranged the pillows behind her. “Tell me why you were waiting for
me.” He frowned. “And while you’re at it, tell me how you knew I’d
be coming by tonight.”

She tossed her curling white hair
back from her shoulders and set the golden bells on her hoop
earrings tinkling. “Same way Michaelina know you been visitin’ that
‘spensive lady o’ yours.”

Ramon shrugged. “A man needs
diversions,” he explained, doing his best to ignore her
disapproving stare.

“That be true,” Michaelina said,
“but that lady don’t be good for you. Michaelina’s boy need a queen
by his side, not a painted harlot.”

He sat gingerly on the edge of
the bed and took her hand into his. It barely covered his palm.
“We’ve had this discussion before, Michaelina.”

“That’s a fact, boy,” she nodded,
setting the golden bells ringing. “But tonight the Blood Moon shine
an’ everything change.”

He remembered the eerie red light
the moon had cast. “What do you mean, change?”

She fixed him with a worried
look. “This night be the beginnin’. The night o’ miracles an’ great
sorrow. The night that set your destiny.”

“I don’t believe in
destiny.”

“Believe, boy. It be so. Your
destiny be ordained long ago, an’ there be nothin’ any o’ us can do
about it.” The old woman sighed as she slipped her hand from his
and cupped his face. She stared deeply into his eyes. “Michaelina
be the cause, boy, an’ for that, she be mightily sorry.”

“Don’t be silly,” he said.
“You’ve caused nothing.” But the words were lost as she closed her
eyes and stilled.

Ramon brushed a wild tendril of
curling white hair away from her cheek as a hollow, empty feeling
formed in his chest. Michaelina had delivered him when he was born.
She’d loved and cared for him as a grandmother with a favored
grandchild. She’d taught him to fish and track and had patiently
set his broken bones. She’d seen him through the tribulations of
first love and wept when he went away to war. And through it all,
the one, unchanging constant had been her love.

Slowly she opened her eyes and
looked up at him. “Don’t you go bein’ sad, boy. Michaelina be old.
Older than you know. But she not be out o’ the picture just
yet.”

He nodded, his throat too full to
manage an answer.

“There be great darkness ahead
for you, boy. To Michaelina’s eternal sorrow, this be her doin’.
But Michaelina swear that even ol’ Mister Splithoof not be able to
keep her from her boy if he need her.”

“You should rest,
Michaelina.”

She held up a fragile, veined
hand. “It begin tonight, boy, so certain things got to be said. The
darkness be comin’, as sure as you be settin’ here. There be
nothin’ Michaelina can do to stop it. But one thing she can do is
come if her boy need her. Whatever else you remember, boy, remember
this. If the darkness get too deep, Michaelina be there for her
boy. Understand?”

He didn’t, but he nodded
anyway.

She closed her eyes and took a
deep breath. “Michaelina swear to you, boy, even the fires o’ Hell
won’t keep her away if her boy need her. Like that time you was
locked away down in that hole.”

Ramon blinked in surprise. He’d
never spoken to anyone about that horrible week.

He’d flown with the 101st
Division of the First Allied Airborne Army during the war. On
September 20, 1944, his unit crossed the Rhine River into the
Nijmegen-Arnhem area of Germany. At dusk two days later, he
destroyed a German Messerschmitt ME-109, his twenty-third kill. But
his P-51 Mustang had been fatally wounded, and it hurtled earthward
like a flaming spear.

He ejected from the burning
plane. As he parachuted earthward, a Nazi machine gunner caught him
in the shoulder, splintering his clavicle and rendering him
unconscious. He fell to earth, fracturing three ribs and his left
leg, and was captured by a band of Nazis.

The Nazis had taken up position
in an abandoned farmhouse not far from his drop point. They dragged
him there before he regained consciousness and secured him in a
root cellar that would have been a snug fit for an average man. He
remembered his horror when he awoke in total darkness to find a
pair of hungry rats gnawing on his wounds; one on his shoulder and
the other happily chomping the flesh around his shattered and
protruding tibia. He knocked one away and strangled the
other.

While he was locked in the root
cellar, time ceased to exist. He lay upon a store of mostly rotten
potatoes. They provided what little sustenance he could manage.
Blackness and cold possessed him. In the days that followed, he
felt them both enter his very soul.

The fetid confines of his prison
grated upon his nerves and tore at the shattered pieces of his
mind. Sometime during the second day, according to his
calculations, he managed to set his broken leg, almost fainting in
the process. He tore the remnants of his shirt into strips and
secured the wound. Then he rested, but as the arms of Morpheus
wrapped round him once again, he felt another troop of rats
approach and begin to feed.

In the days that followed, he
killed eighteen rats with his bare hands. Some he smashed against
the roof, some he crushed with his fists. And two, the last two he
remembered, he bit the heads off like the madman he was
becoming.

At last he felt he could stand no
more. And there in the cold, filthy blackness that had become his
world, he prayed for death. But Death was busy elsewhere on the
battlefield. His prayer went unanswered.

Then in a dream, he saw
Michaelina’s face floating above him. She called his name softly,
her frail hands touching his face. “Michaelina
bring you hope, boy,” she whispered. In his heart, he knew
it was true.

Shortly after he awoke, a
terrible blast shattered the once-secure door of the root cellar.
Amazingly, he was unhurt by the concussion and the flying debris.
Then he’d dragged himself out of the filthy darkness, and into the
sunshine.

He took Michaelina’s hands as she
opened her eyes. “I thought it was a dream,” he said.

“It was, boy. But the love
Michaelina sent be as true then as now.”

“But how could you
know?”

“Same way you know to look in the
yard tonight. Michaelina an’ her boy be linked for all
time.”

“How?”

A single tear rolled down her
withered cheek. “That be the price Michaelina pay for what she do
so long ago.”

“I don’t understand.”

“No reason you should, boy. It
happen long before you be born.

“Tell me.”

She tossed her unruly hair back
from her shoulders, agitating the golden bells. “Michaelina be
boun’ to the Montoya son that be born with Miguel’s face. Boun’ to
love him as if he be her own sweet chile. Boun’ through time an’
beyond to watch over him.”

“But how could that
be?”

“You learn soon enough, boy, but
not this night.”

He leaned down and kissed her
sunken cheek. “All right. You rest, and we’ll talk in the
morning.”

“The only thing you need to know
is that love be the answer, boy. The only answer.”

“Not for me, Michaelina. Love
brings nothing but unhappiness, and I intend to avoid that at all
costs.”

“Love be your destiny, boy. An’
whether you choose it or not, it be comin’ your way. Now you got to
git home. ‘Afore the Hours o’ the Beast begin.”

“The what?”

Golden bells jingled softly.
“Hours o’ the Beast. They be the hours between midnight an’ dawn.
The hours when sleep be deepest. When nightmares be most real. They
be the hours when the sleepless be haunted by their greatest fear,
when ghosts an’ demons be most powerful. They be the hours when
most people die. An’ the hours when debts be payable an’ promises
come due.”

Ramon shivered. Someone walking
over his grave. Those were the same words he’d heard in his car
after the clouds swallowed the Blood Moon. “Someone else spoke
about promises becoming payable and debts coming due tonight. What
does it mean?”

Michaelina squeezed his hand.
“You got to go now, boy.”

“But—”

She held up a gnarled hand to
silence him. “There be happenin’s this night that been set for
longer than you been alive. It be your destiny, boy, an’ there be
no runnin’ from it. Jes’ you remember though, Michaelina love her
boy, an’ she always be there for him. No matter whether she be
upstairs with the Lord or downstairs with Mister
Splithoof.”

He’d never heard her speak of
dying before. “I think maybe I should stay with you
tonight.”

She shook her head, setting the
golden bells jingling again. “Michaelina be fine, boy. She ‘spec
the Lord an’ ol’ Mister Splithoof got lots to talk about ‘fore she
be called.”

“I don’t feel right leaving you
alone, Michaelina.”

“Stuff an’ nonsense, boy.
Michaelina be old, but she be a long way from dead. Now you git on
home.”

“Then come with me. I’ll bring
you back first thing in the morning.”

“Michaelina not be part o’ your
destiny, boy. She be better off right here. But ‘fore you go, there
be some things Michaelina got to tell you.”

He smoothed the covers over her.
“And they are?”

“First,” she held up a gnarled
index finger, “Michaelina’s time be comin’ soon, boy.” She waved a
frail hand to stop his protest. “She be tired, an’ more than ready,
but even after she be gone, she still be there for her boy. You
don’t forget.”

He nodded, knowing better than to
argue with her. “I’ll remember,” he said.

She held up two twisted fingers
this time. “Michaelina’s earrings be the most valu’ble things she
own. They be give to her by Marie Laveau, an’ they be real gold.
Marie say the sound they make be the sound o’ love, an’ all who
hear it be touched by its power. Michaelina want her boy to give
them to the woman he love. Swear to me, boy.”

Swallowing the lump forming in
his throat, Ramon nodded. “I swear,” he answered.

Seeming satisfied, she held up a
third finger. “Never mistake gentleness for lack o’ courage. Nor a
pure heart for timidity. These be gifts more precious than rubies.
These be gifts promised to Michaelina’s boy.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” he
said.

“An’ fourth,” Michaelina counted
off the last item. “Remember always, the only true judge be the
pepper tree.”

Ramon frowned. He had no earthly
idea what she was talking about, but experience had taught him that
Michaelina had reasons for everything she did or said.

“That be all, boy. Now it be time
for you to git home.”

“Come with me.”

She shook her head, setting her
earrings chiming again. “Michaelina be jes’ fine, boy. Now you got
to go.”

“I’ll be back in the
morning.”

“That don’t be necessary,
boy.”

“Madre de
Dios!” he whispered. She was as stubborn as a mule. But he
supposed, where Michaelina was concerned, that was a positive
sign

 



Part
III

 


“Unless you’re afraid of a
friendly wager.” Ricardo Montoya folded his arms across his chest
and rocked back on his heels as Ramon entered the front
room.

“I wasn’t borned in the woods to
be skeered o’ no owl. Put yore money where yore mouth is, Seenyore
Ricardo,” Mace Jones replied.

Twelve years older than Ramon,
Ricardo was darkly handsome and heavily muscled, just like his
little brother. But at 5 foot 10, he stood seven inches shorter. He
looked around. “Nice you could make it, Sasquatch,” he
said.

Ramon frowned. Ricardo was the
only person on earth who could get away with calling him Sasquatch.
Even if he did wear size fifteen boots. “I was detained,” he
grumbled.

“Detained,” Ricardo repeated. “Is
that a new form of lagniappe?”

The use of the Cajun term for a
little something extra wasn’t lost on Ramon. “I’m sorry,” he
said.

“Well, you should be,” Mace
grumped as he smoothed the flour sack tucked into his Levi’s. He
was short and stout with gray hair parted neatly in the middle and
a thick red handlebar moustache. “Next time I spend half a day
makin’ swamp cabbage fer you’ll be when Ol’ Scratch takes to
wearin’ long johns.” He snapped his flour-sack apron irritably.
Turning to Ricardo he said, “Jest you remember, a fool an’ his
money are soon parted. But I reckon that’ll be yore tough luck.”
With a glower directed at Ramon, he added, “An’ hers.” Then as he
stomped away, he mumbled, “Consarned young rakehell.”

“What are you two betting on this
time?” Ramon asked.

Ricardo grinned. “The emergence
of your higher nature.”

“Very funny,” Ramon replied.
“Where’s Helen and the boys?”

“Home. Both Elias and Roberto
were falling asleep at the dinner table.”

Ramon nodded. “I know exactly how
they feel. A week in the saddle and five days in the pens, two of
those without any sleep, will do that to
you.”

“It will indeed,” Ricardo agreed.
“But compared to the old days, that’s hardly worth
mentioning.”

Once roundups had necessitated as
much as a month spent riding the open range to gather a wandering
herd. But little by little, fences had appeared. At first due to
the increase in blooded cattle, then because of the construction of
new highways, and finally because the influx of motorized tourists
and new residents. And now, with the Florida Fencing bill before
the legislature, and with Governor Fuller Warren as one of its
chief proponents, the death knell had sounded for the last open
range.

“That’s true,” Ramon said.
“What’s it been? Seven years now since we fenced in the
ranch?”

Ricardo nodded. “When Papa
brought in the purebred bulls.” He laughed then. “God, I remember
digging those wretched post holes. I swear, I didn’t think the
blisters on my hands would ever heal!”

“I still sometimes have
nightmares about that,” Ramon laughed.

Ricardo clasped Ramon on the
shoulder. “Well, since you’ve finally arrived, I’m going home and
sleep the sleep of the just. It might have been harder in the old
days, but I was younger then.” He pointed to the ceiling. “Papa’s
upstairs in the office . . . waiting for you.”

“Damn.”

“You’ve got that right,
Sasquatch. He’s angrier than I’ve ever seen him.”

Ramon took a deep breath. “Then
he should be positively ecstatic when I tell him I’m not going to
marry Consuela.”

Ricardo shrugged. “It’s your
funeral.”

“Thanks for the
support.”

“If you want support, get a
truss. If you want my advice, keep your thoughts, especially about
Consuela, to yourself.”

“I’ve let this go on way too
long, Ricardo. It’s got to end. I’m not going through with this
marriage, and that’s final.”

“Then hang on tight, Sasquatch.
It’s going to be a bumpy ride.” He grinned. “Time to go home,” he
said. “I’m getting too old for this kind of excitement.”

After Ricardo left, Ramon stood
alone and silent in the expanse of the Great Room. Facing north and
south, the room was flanked on the east and west by twin fireplaces
fashioned of Carrara marble. The walls had been paneled halfway up
with mahogany wainscoting, dark-hued Oriental rugs covered the
floor, and always, there were huge, cut-glass bowls of freshly cut
roses.

The furniture was also of
mahogany and sized for giants. At the south end of the room, a
dozen chairs upholstered in vermilion leather surrounded an
eighteen-foot dining table. Groupings of massive sofas, equally
substantial chairs and Brobdingnagian tables were arranged in front
of both fireplaces and in cozy groupings on either side of the
gigantic carved mahogany doors that opened into the massive
foyer.

The room would have been
impressive by means of its size alone, but even the proportions
paled before the intricately carved faces adorning the arms and
legs of every piece of furniture. Faces demonic and twisted and
grotesque, needing only the touch of a magic wand to set them free
from their prisons of wood. Yet to Ramon, who had grown up
surrounded by these bizarre furnishings, it offered familiar
comfort.

Hoping to calm his nerves before
facing his father, Ramon wandered toward the painting of his
great-grandparents hanging above the fireplace on the west wall.
They stood side-by-side in front of a moss-draped oak. To the left
of them, a linen-draped table was set for tea, and to the right, a
blue heron gazed stoically at the couple. Miguel, darkly handsome
and dressed in white shirt, black satin cravat, white silk vest,
black pantaloons and shiny black boots, stood with his arm wrapped
protectively around Carmen’s tiny waist. She wore a full-skirted
gown of coral lace and a matching mantilla. Her wide onyx eyes
snapped down at him, her generous mouth curved in an irresistible
smile. Ramon could understand Miguel’s posture. It remained
impossible to gaze into Carmen’s beautiful face and not fall just a
little in love with her. To Ramon, she was the ideal of womanhood,
the yardstick by which all other women were measured. And somehow,
always found lacking.

Yet, her beauty wasn’t what had
drawn Papa Grande to her. When they met, she had been only ten. And
Miguel, twenty-six. Ramon smiled as he recalled the
story.

On that sultry summer afternoon
in Madrid, Carmen’s raven-colored hair had been plaited tightly
into shoulder-length braids. Hectic patches colored her fair cheeks
and her enormous eyes glittered like black ice.

A dark-skinned boy had grabbed
her into his arms, pressing kisses against her soft lips. She
fought him like a tigress, scratching and biting, hissing her
anger. At last, she managed to free one hand and immediately buried
it in the boy’s left eye.

“You will live to regret it if
you ever touch me again, Pedro Lopez!” she shouted.

Undaunted, the boy continued to
hold her tightly.

Miguel was across the street a
moment later. He had no doubt Carmen could take care of herself,
yet he was overcome by an unfathomable need to protect her. He
snatched the boy up by his shirt and tossed him roughly to the
ground, not even bothering to watch as he picked himself up and ran
away. Then he lifted the little girl to see if she was
hurt.

She stared unblinkingly into his
eyes. A radiant smile spread across her lips. “You know what
happens to heroes, don’t you?” she asked, her child’s voice
surprisingly husky.

Still holding her at eye level,
he fought the urge to laugh. “I am afraid I do not, Senorita,” he replied.

“Before our conversation
continues, Senor, we must be properly
introduced.” She held herself as stiff and straight as a
ramrod.

Miguel set her gently on her
feet. “I am Miguel Manuel Lorenzo Montoya III,” he said, bowing low
before her. “And you are?”

“Carmen Rosita Magdalena Juanita
Marianna Cordoba,” she told him her full name with great
pride.

“That is a very big name for such
a small girl.”

She frowned but the flickering
lights in her licorice eyes implied she was far from displeased.
Thrusting out her chin, she answered, “Small is a state of
mind.”

Miguel nodded seriously. “That is
most certainly true, Senorita Cordoba. And
you may rest assured I will remember that in the future.” He bowed
elegantly then knelt to eliminate the disparity in their heights.
“And now, since we have been properly introduced, I would like to
know what happens to heroes.”

Carmen stared deeply into his
eyes, and when she spoke, her voice was intensely serious. “Small
senoritas grow up and marry them,” she
answered without hesitation.

Ramon smiled. If he ever met a
woman like Carmen, he’d have to rethink his position on
marriage.

“She’s spoiled you for all other
women.” The voice was husky and rough-edged, but undeniably,
devastatingly feminine.

“Lourdes!” Ramon spun around and
embraced the woman who had joined him. “I didn’t expect to see you
tonight.”

Linda Lourdes Katerina Cordoba
was that rarest of commodities, a relative as well as a treasured
friend.

“You can’t avoid me by simply
missing dinner, Ramon Montoya.” Lourdes had the same snapping black
eyes and ivory-pale skin as her great aunt. But the resemblance
ended there. Lourdes stood six feet tall and personified feminine
attitude. She stepped back from Ramon and stared up at the
painting. “You look so much like him, it could be you beside
her.”

He smiled sadly. “If only it
were.” Then brightening, he turned to Lourdes. “You look fabulous.
Evidently Paris agrees with you.”

Lourdes smoothed her red silk
Dior gown and affected a haughty pose. “Merci,” she replied. “Paris and Christian.”

Ramon nodded. “I heard you’re his
new fair-haired girl.”

“It’s so much fun, but I’m
ancient by model standards, so I probably won’t last more than
another season. But, I intend to make the most of it while I
can.”

“Then what?”

Lourdes smiled. “Then I’m coming
home, silly.”

“To the ranch?” Ramon couldn’t
hide his surprise.

“Yes. I miss it.” She tweaked his
moustache. “In fact, once in between lovers, I even missed
you.”

“You’re shameless,
Lourdes.”

“What can I say, Ramon. It runs
in the family.” She plucked a long, dark hair from his shirt
collar. “Guess I don’t have to ask where you’ve been.”

“So I was with Angelique.” He
didn’t try to hide his bitterness. “What’s the big
deal?”

She smiled slyly. “You tell me.
You’re the one on the defensive.”

He smoothed his moustache. “I’m
sorry. I guess I’m a little on edge.”

“Gee, I hadn’t noticed,” she
deadpanned.

He smiled sheepishly. “It’s been
a tough night.”

“And it’s going to get a lot
tougher when Uncle Hector gets hold of you. But,” she said with a
conspiratorial wink, “I have the antidote.”

“Indeed?”

She nodded. “Two bottles of
12-year-old Scotch.”

Ramon sighed. “Which together are
six years older than Consuela.”

“Jeez, Ramon. Most dirty old men
relish the thought of having a sweet young thing for a
wife.”

“I can’t help but wonder how
Paris has survived the likes of you.”

“Actually,” Diego Francisco
Cordoba y Garcia said as he stepped out of the billiard room and
extended his hand, “the city is still reeling.” His midnight-blue
silk-worsted suit accentuated his dapper good looks.

“Diego, mi
compadre,” Ramon shook his hand. “Good to see
you.”

“Likewise, Cousin.” Although
Diego was Lourdes’ twin, their similarities began and ended with
their looks. Diego was as conservative as his sister was
flamboyant. And while she traveled to Paris to pursue a modeling
career, he had remained to head operations on the neighboring
ranch, the facility left to him and Lourdes by their parents when
they returned to Spain to care for their own aging
parents.

“So, Diego,” Lourdes addressed
her brother, “are you going to join us later?”

He drew himself up to his full
height and stared across into his sister’s sparkling eyes. “I don’t
suppose it would do any good to remind you how sick you were the
last time you and Ramon imbibed together?”

“Of course I remember, Diego, but
some things are worth the pain. And you’d find that out if you
could relax enough to get that stick out of your ass.” Diego’s
cheeks flamed, and Lourdes’ sultry laughter filled the air. “You
really should try tying one on just once, Diego. To see how the
other half lives.”

“Believe me, living with you has
been a lifelong education in how the other half lives.”

Lourdes stuck out her tongue.
“You know what you need?”

He shook his head. “No, but I
imagine you’re going to tell me.”

“Damn straight!” she said. “You
need to get laid.”

“Lourdes!” Diego’s whole face
turned bright crimson.

“Don’t tell me you’re still a
virgin!”

“What-What I am is none of your
business.”

“My God, he is!” Lourdes shouted.
“Well at least that’s something that can be fixed, brother dear.
And I know the perfect woman.”

Diego glared frostily at her.
“Some of us prefer to wait until marriage.”

Lourdes winked. “Like I said, I
know the perfect woman.”

“God help us all,” Diego
responded, rolling his eyes heavenward. “My sister has gone into
the matchmaking business.”

“Well who better, where you’re
concerned?” she asked, quite serious.

Diego shook his head and did his
best to appear indignant. But the hint of an indulgent smile
spoiled the effect. “I’m going home now.”

“Fine. Then I’ll see you tomorrow
for breakfast.”

Diego kissed her cheek.
“Breakfast is served in the morning, Lourdes. The afternoon meal is
generally referred to as lunch.”

She hugged him and kissed him
back. “I’d forgotten just how punctilious you are. But no matter, I
love you anyway.”

Nodding to Ramon, he admonished,
“Take care of her, Ramon. She’s impossible, but she’s the only
sister I’ve got.”

Linking arms with both men,
Lourdes ushered them the length of the Great Room and passed
through the double doors leading into the black and white
marble-tiled foyer. She and Ramon walked outside, and with a
handshake from Ramon and another hug and kiss from Lourdes, Diego
bid them goodnight. As he drove away, the two cousins returned
inside.

Closing the carved entry doors
behind them and holding hands, much as they had as children, they
paused a moment to look around the room. On the matching mahogany
tables beside the doors, roses floated in sweet-smelling splendor
in etched crystal bowls. Overhead, a Strauss crystal chandelier,
imported from Austria, hung suspended from the two-story ceiling.
Its gilded canopy was surrounded by a circlet of ivory plaster
roses, duplicated in cascading sprays in each ceiling corner. Along
the east and west walls, identical winding mahogany staircases,
replete with newel posts carved in the shape of winged gargoyles
wound along the walls to join in the south, above the double doors
leading into the Great Room.

Lourdes laughed. “Remember the
time we finally talked Diego into sliding down the banisters with
us?”

“Do I!” Ramon groaned. “You
reached the newel post first and let out your Tarzan yell. It
startled poor Diego so badly he fell off and broke his arm. It was
the only time Papa ever whipped me.”

“That was the best part! I used
to get at least one whipping a week but you were so perfect in
Uncle Hector’s eyes, you never got punished.”

“I was far from perfect and Papa
knew it, but my faux pas were never quite
so premeditated as yours. Certainly they were never orchestrated
solely to test the limits of Papa’s authority.”

“C’est la
vie,” Lourdes quipped, shrugging her shoulders and employing
her hands in the French manner. “Then as now, it’s in my
nature.”

Ramon squeezed her hand. “And, I
fear, a large, albeit exasperating part of your charm.”

Together they crossed to the
stairs and began to climb. “Time to face the music, Cousin,”
Lourdes teased.

Ramon clenched his jaw. “I can’t
go through with this marriage.”

She poked him in the ribs. “Why
not? To paraphrase Will Rogers, you’ve never met a woman you didn’t
like.”

“I don’t want to get married.”

“Why?”

“Because we’re talking permanent.
As in for the rest of my life.”

Her sensuous lips curved into a
provocative smile. “Which, if you don’t make amends, could be
considerably shorter than you’d planned.”

“Thanks for your
concern.”

When they reached the landing,
Lourdes leaned sideways, as if she were trying to look behind
Ramon.

“What are you doing?”

“Checking your ass.”

Ramon frowned. “I’ll probably
hate myself for asking, but why?”

“Because,” she said with a
devilish twinkle in her espresso-colored eyes, “That’s the only way
I can be sure of how big a piece Uncle Hector’s going to chew out
of it.”

“You’re all heart,
Lourdes.”

“If you’re looking for sympathy,
you’ve come to the wrong place, Cousin. I met Consuela last March
in Seville, and I really liked her. You will, too.”

“Hmmmph.”

She tweaked his moustache again.
“Would it help if I told you she was beautiful?”

“Not in the least.”

“My, my. Times have certainly
changed.”

He scowled. “Witch.”

“Spell that. But when you do,
bear in mind that I’ve got the Scotch.”

“Just make sure you don’t drink
it all before I get back.”

“If you
get back.”

“Oh, I’ll be back,” he scowled.
“The question is, whether two bottles will fill the
bill.”

Ramon stopped in front of the
office door while Lourdes continued down the hallway to his sitting
room. “Good luck,” she whispered. “I’ll be waiting.”

Squaring his shoulders, he
gathered himself for the coming storm. And not because Hector was
the sort of man to inspire fear. He was instead, a fair and
honorable man and a caring father. He’d taught his sons the meaning
of duty and honor, and always, his lessons had been tempered with
love. Which was why refusing to marry Consuela would be the most
difficult thing Ramon had ever done.

Unable to delay any longer, he
knocked.

“Come in.” Hector’s voice sounded
weary.

The huge doors moved soundlessly
on brass hinges, admitting Ramon to the sanctum sanctorum of the
Montoya empire. Hector Montoya sat behind a wide mahogany desk
adorned with a dozen gargoyles, all grinning obscenely, as if
amused by some private joke not meant for human ears. He was a
handsome, dark-skinned man with a vibrant head of silver-white hair
and a gentle manner. Gold, wire-rimmed dark glasses covered his
sightless eyes and a heavy gold wedding band adorned his left hand.
He wore a starched white shirt with a black string tie hanging
loose around his unbuttoned collar. A black, Western-cut suit coat
hung on the back of his chair.

He moved restlessly in his carved
chair, stroking the gargoyles with senescent hands. Behind the
glasses, his sightless ebony eyes saw nothing, yet sensed
all.

“Sit down, Ramon.” He indicated
the mahogany chair across the desk from him.

In a freak accident, the day
after Ramon’s thirteenth birthday, Hector had been thrown from a
horse. His temple hit the corner of a water trough as he fell,
causing the permanent blindness. From that day on, Ramon had been
his eyes.

“How did you know it was me,
Papa?”

Ramon read the disappointment in
his father’s face. “Angelique wears only the costliest fragrance.
The scent is unmistakable.”

“I’m sorry,” he said. He could
defend himself against anger, but his father’s disappointment cut
him to the quick. Waiting for the confrontation he knew was coming,
Ramon stared at the life-sized portrait of his great-grandfather on
the wall behind his father.

Patriarch and founder of the
Montoya Land and Cattle Company, Miguel had been a devastatingly
handsome man with his raven-black hair, swarthy skin, heavy brows
and piercing, obsidian eyes. He wore a thick moustache above a
mouth that could only be described as sensuous. His teeth were
large and white, and the half-smile that toyed upon his lips was no
less charming for the scar that ran from his left ear to the corner
of his mouth.

Appearing a dozen or so years
older than in the painting downstairs, he was dressed in a white
shirt, wide black necktie, claret-colored jacket, nankeen trousers
and highly polished, knee-high Cordovan boots. Seated in the chair
Hector now occupied, his long legs were crossed and his hands also
rested on the gargoyle heads.

It was only a likeness on canvas,
but somehow, the artist had captured a spark of the man that gave
the painting a vitality of its own. Larger than life, even in
death, Miguel would always be an integral part of the
family.

Hector’s hands tightened around
the leering gargoyles. “Why tonight, of all nights, Ramon? You knew
Consuela was to have been here.”

Ramon sighed. “I didn’t intend to
be late, Papa. I fell asleep.”

“You shouldn’t have been at
Angelique’s!”

“What would you have me do? She
was on the warpath because I hadn’t seen her for the last two
weeks.”

“You are betrothed. There is no
place in your life for a mistress!”

“I’m not married yet!” Ramon
snapped. “And furthermore, I don’t intend to be!” He hadn’t meant
to blurt it out like that, but it was done. There was no taking it
back, nor did he want to.

Hector’s dark face flushed with
anger. “What did you say?”

He had no choice but to finish it
now. “I’m not going to marry Consuela, Papa.”

“I won’t hear this. Ernesto and
Estefania are my dearest friends. It is an honor that they would
entrust their only daughter to your care.”

“I’m sorry, Papa. I can’t do
this. I don’t love Consuela, and I never will.” He crossed to the
mahogany credenza along the east wall and poured himself a glass of
Scotch from the etched crystal decanter there. He took a large
swallow, grimaced at the bite. “Why me, Papa? You didn’t ordain
betrothals for Roberto or Ricardo.”

The eldest of the Montoya sons,
Roberto had died before Ramon was born. A decorated member of the
Lafayette Escadrille, he had flown in World War I. On April 20,
1916, he had taken to the air with the first French squadron made
up of American volunteers. A year and a day later, his plane had
been shot down between Gonnelieu and Banteau. Because of the
anguish it caused his father, his name was rarely mentioned. But
the despair Ramon felt made him impervious to his father’s
pain.

Hector stared sightlessly at his
son. “You are the child of my old age, and of all my sons, the one
I have loved most. In all your life, I have never given you an
ultimatum. But that changes tonight.” He slammed his fist against
the desk. “You will marry Consuela, and you will honor the vows you make!”

Ramon was nearly speechless with
astonishment. “I’m thirty years old, Papa. You can’t do this to
me!”

Hector gripped the arms of his
chair until his knuckles turned white. “It is done,” he said. “You
will marry Consuela or be disinherited.” The strain of his words
was clearly evident in his haggard face.

Despite Ricardo’s note, the words
staggered Ramon. Even before his father’s accident, he’d been
groomed to take over the ranch. Ricardo managed the groves, and
would inherit them upon Hector’s death, but Ramon handled every
facet of ranch business, including the breeding of their prize
quarter horses.

“But Consuela is a child, Papa.
How can you expect me to content myself with her?” His voice
sounded unfamiliar, even to himself.

“She is a slate on which nothing
of life has been written. Write what you will there. But accept
this now. She is your future.”

Ramon felt as if he’d been cut
off at the knees. “Why, Papa?”

Hector took a deep breath.
“Because she is the daughter of my oldest friend. Because she is a
rare and precious jewel. And because it is your
destiny.”

His destiny. Michaelina had
spoken to him of destiny. “You ask too much, Papa.”

Hector looked more frail than
Ramon had ever seen him. “The choice is yours, my son.”

“Then you’d really disinherit
me?” Ramon asked incredulously.

Hector nodded, a tear trickling
from beneath his dark glasses.

Ramon fell silent again. He knew
he’d have no trouble finding a job, and as for a place to live, he
could move in with Angelique. But the thought of being cut off from
his father and his magnificent quarter horses was enough to break
his heart. “I can’t believe you’d do this to me, Papa.”

Hector took a deep breath and
massaged his left arm. “I’m not doing it, Ramon.”

He’d never felt so empty. His
mother, Carlotta Mazzaro, had died of pneumonia when he was 10. And
since that time, Hector had been both mother and father to him. “I
refuse to marry Consuela.”

The color drained from Hector’s
face as he rubbed his arm more strenuously. “Then we have nothing
further to discuss.”

Ramon tossed back the rest of the
Scotch, savoring the burn as it traveled down to his stomach. He
was certain his father was bluffing. “I’ll pack my things and be
out of here by morning.”

“As you wish,” Hector sighed.
Then all the color drained from his face and he slumped in his
chair.

Ramon crossed the room in three
strides. Cradling his father in his arms, he whispered,
“Madre de Dios! What have I
done?”

 



Part
IV

 


“How is he?” Lourdes asked as
Ramon joined her in his sitting room.

“He’s resting.”

Ramon dropped onto the vermilion
sofa beside his cousin. It was half past three in the morning.
Ricardo had been summoned. The doctor had come, performed his
examination, administered medication, and gone, leaving Ricardo to
watch over his father and Ramon with a guilty
conscience.

Lourdes walked to the credenza
and poured a crystal water glass full of Scotch for him. Handing it
over, she asked, “How about you?”

He tossed back a gulp of the
fiery liquid. “Fine, for a guy who nearly killed his
father.”

She placed a hand on his arm.
“Don’t, Ramon.”

“Why not? It’s the truth. He’s
never asked anything of me, and the one time he did, I refused him.
If he dies, it’s my fault.”

“That isn’t going to help
anything.”

He sighed and downed the rest of
his drink. “I know.”

Lourdes retrieved the bottle from
the credenza and refilled Ramon’s glass. “I figured we’d get drunk,
but I expected it to take more than half an hour.”

He settled back into the
cushions, staring at the liquor in his glass. “Point
taken.”

“Want to talk about
it?”

“No.”

“Okay.”

He eyed her a moment then
grinned. “That’s one of things I like about you.”

“What?”

“You never pressure people to
spill their guts.” He sipped his drink. “You know . . . the way
most women do.”

She tweaked his mustache. “That’s
because I grew up around men and understand they’re incapable of
expressing their emotions.”

“Are not.”

“Are too.”

Both of them burst out laughing.
If she’d been born in the last century instead of this one, Ramon
had no doubt Lourdes would have been an instigator along with
Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Susan B. Anthony, in founding the
women’s suffrage movement.

The laughter eased some of the
tension and Ramon finally began to relax. “So tell me about Paris.
And your lovers.”

“Paris doesn’t change, thank God.
Good wine, great food, and delicious men. It’s probably the closest
thing to heaven on Earth. Or maybe the closest I’ll ever get to
Heaven.”

He took another swallow and
nodded. “I remember. When I was at University in Madrid, I spent
most holidays in Paris. I loved the city. The sounds, the smells,
the lights.”

Lourdes took a large swallow of
her drink. “It gets in your blood.”

“The men or the city?”

“Both.”

“I’m listening.”

“The first was Jean-Claude. I met
him on the steps of Montmartre as the lights came on. We shared a
loaf of bread, a couple of bottles of wine and the rest of the
winter. Then he was killed in a motorcycle accident.”

“Oh, Lourdes. I’m so
sorry.”

She shrugged and took another
healthy swallow of her drink. “C’est la
guerre,” she said, but the sadness in her dark eyes belied
her flippancy.

“And after
Jean-Claude?”

“Charles. He was a photographer.
Bright and funny and unfortunately, married. At that point, I
decided to concentrate on my career. One of my better decisions, I
might add.”

“So there’s no one in your life
now?”

She shook her head.

“And you’re comfortable with
that?”

“Amazingly, yes.”

Three quarters of an hour later,
one bottle of Laphroaig Scotch lay empty
on the floor beside the sofa. Ramon looked over at Lourdes’ empty
glass, broke the seal and peeled the foil from the neck of the
second bottle. “What are you thinking?” he asked.

“Nothing really.”

“C’mon.”

Her sensuous lips curved into a
mischievous smile. “I was just wondering if you’d be faithful to
her.”

Ramon frowned. “Who?”

“Consuela, you fool.”

He hung his head. Lourdes knew
him too well. “Don’t know.”

Her laugh was as deep and
provocative as her voice. “What do you mean you don’t
know?”

“I don’t. I honestly believe in
the sanctity of marriage, but I’ve never, ah, actually been
faithful.” He took another large sip and hiccuped.

“I’d forgotten what a total shit
you are, Ramon.” She socked him with a tapestry pillow.

He flashed her a mock-hurt look
and grinned sheepishly. “I can’t help it,” he pleaded. “I love
women.”

“Yeah, eight to eighty, blind,
crippled or crazy.”

“Not strictly true,” Ramon said.
“I’ve never actually made love to a woman over, ah,” he rolled his
eyes upward and to the right, “fifty-nine.”

“Any reason for that kind of
discrimination?”

He smiled. “Widow Barnes consumed
a little more sherry than was customary and fell asleep in the
middle of dessert.”

“And you remained a
gentleman?”

“Of course. Some things are
morally wrong. And besides, neither dead things nor virgins ever
appealed to me.”

“You’re incorrigible!”

“Thank you,” he said as he
emptied his glass and refilled it.

“So tell me, Ramon. Have you ever
been really, truly in love?”

He frowned. “Not like Papa Grande
was with Carmen.”

Lourdes took the bottle from him
and refilled her glass. “Would you want to be? In love like that, I
mean.”

He smoothed his moustache. “Don’t
know.”

Lourdes contemplated that, then
said, “For reasons beyond my comprehension, Consuela’s in love with
you like that.”

Ramon belched loudly. “That’s
patently ridiculous! She doesn’t even know me.”

She sipped her whiskey. “Well I
grant you, her taste leaves something to be desired, but she is,
nonetheless, in love with you.”

Ramon emptied his glass and
stared pensively into the barren fireplace. “A convent-raised
virgin. That’s a nightmare beyond belief.”

She socked him again with the
pillow and grabbed the bottle to replenish her glass. “Your
instincts couldn’t be more wrong.”

His eyes glowed with
Scotch-induced warmth. “Then she’s not a virgin?”

“How the hell would I know that,
you ass? What I meant was, virgin or not,” she sipped her drink
thoughtfully, “and for the record, my money’s on virgin, she’s
something very special.”

He rolled his glass between his
palms and looked over at his cousin. “Then she deserves to have
someone who could love her in return.”

Lourdes’ gaze locked onto
Ramon’s. “Yeah,” she agreed. “She does.”

Another quarter of an hour passed
while the cousins sat in companionable silence. At last, Ramon
asked, “Did you ever have a recurring dream?”

Lourdes took another sip of her
drink before she answered. “Yep. It started just before I left for
Pairs, and even now, I still have it sometimes. In the dream, I’m
rushing to get out on the runway, and when I do, I discover I’m
naked.” She laughed heartily. “What about you? Do you have
recurring dreams?”

He refilled his glass and
nodded.

“So tell me, you shit,” she said
as she jerked the half-empty bottle away from him and refilled her
glass.

He stared morosely into the
fireplace, as if he were mentally replaying his dream. “It always
starts with the angel’s eyes.”

“How do you know they’re angel’s
eyes?”

“Don’t know,” he replied. “But
what else could they be? They’re enormous, as black as obsidian and
they have the gentlest expression I’ve ever seen. I think if I ever
saw eyes like that, I’d fall in love on the spot.”

Lourdes spilled a bit of her
drink as she tried to bring the glass to her lips. “Shit,” she
mumbled. “Looks like it’s time to quit.”

Ramon looked over at her, his
movements jerky and almost mechanical. “How come?”

She pointed to her dress. “You’ve
got to be crook’d when you start wasting perfectly good
Scotch.”

“Crook’d?”

She started to giggle. “Crocked,”
she said. “I meant to say crocked.” The giggle escalated. Then
multiplied. And, in seconds, infected Ramon.

Grabbing her by the hand, he
hauled her to her feet, and in a stage whisper said, “C’mon. Let’s
go out to my office in the barn. I’ve got another bottle there, and
we won’t have to worry about being quiet.”

 



Chapter
2

 


Part I

 


Saturday, June 11,
1949

“Caramba!” Ramon awoke, but didn’t open his eyes. His
head almost vibrated with the pounding of his blood. His mouth
tasted like a cavalry division had camped there overnight. He
started to turn over, but the pain in his head exploded like
brittle glass, and he stilled immediately.

He’d been dreaming, he
remembered. But the dream was all knotted in his mind, merging
images like some mad kaleidoscope. Michaelina, his father, Lourdes
and the angel were all in it. Along with several bottles of Scotch,
a mound of fresh straw and arms and legs flailing in the
darkness.

“Are you all right?” The voice
was as gentle as the hand against his shoulder.

“Michaelina?”

“No,” the soft voice
replied.

He took a deep breath. The air
was sweet-scented and warm. “Who are you?” he asked, still not
daring to open his eyes. “And what are you doing in my
room?”

“My name is Ann,” the little
voice replied. “And I’m not in your room.”

At that, he opened one lid and
found himself staring into a pair of enormous licorice eyes. Angel
eyes. “I don’t know anybody named Ann,” he said at last.

“Perhaps that’s to my advantage,
considering your current state.”

Groaning with effort, Ramon
raised himself on one elbow and slowly opened the other eye. “What
the hell’s going on?” he demanded. He was lying on the straw in one
of the barn stalls. Before him stood the dark-eyed angel from his
dream.

She helped him sit up. “Are you
hurt?” she asked.

He shook his head and immediately
regretted the movement. Squinting to improve his focus, he stared
into the beautiful face. “Carmen?” he whispered.

“Not Carmen,” she said.
“Ann.”

Gingerly he rubbed his eyes. The
pain in his head made thinking difficult. “How is it I haven’t seen
you around here before?” he asked.

“I just arrived yesterday,” she
replied as she laid aside a large spiral pad and charcoal
pencil.

Taking a deep breath, Ramon
looked down at himself. “Christ!” he muttered, then ripped up a
handful of straw and spread it across his lap.

“Do you know where your clothes
are?” she asked.

He shook his head. “I’m not even
sure how I got here.”

“My guess would be that it had
something to do with this.” Bending forward, she retrieved an empty
Laphroaig bottle from the straw above his
head.

He caught the heady reek of the
Scotch. His stomach lurched. He waved it away. “Coffee,” he
whispered.

She nodded, sending a
waist-length, ebony braid cascading over her shoulder. “All right,
I’ll get you some coffee. And if you’ll tell me where to look, I’ll
bring you some clothes, too.”

He squinted at her again. Carmen.
But not Carmen. “You’re very beautiful,” he whispered.

She smiled and the slightest hint
of color shimmered across her ivory cheeks. “Thank you. Now, about
your clothes?”

He described the location of his
room. Then he lay back and closed his eyes. Maybe if he rested
while she was gone, he could get rid of his headache.

He thought about the
angel’s eyes as he ran. Legs pumping. Lungs on fire. Heart near to
bursting.

Faster and
faster.

Her scent beckoned.
Sweet and warm. Woman-musk. Unlike any other.

A cool hand lay against his
cheek.

He opened his eyes. Ann knelt
beside him in the straw. “I’ve brought you the coffee,” she said.
“And clothes. Can you sit up?”

His head threatened to explode.
His stomach churned. But he refused defeat. “I think
so.”

It took a bit of maneuvering to
get him upright again, but at last, she accomplished the objective.
“Can you manage on your own now?” she asked as she poured steaming
black coffee from the Thermos into a blue spatterware
cup.

Between concentrating on his head
then his stomach, he barely maintained his upright position. He
couldn’t ever remember feeling this bad. “Under the circumstances,
I think I’d better try.”

“You really don’t look well,” she
said.

The words just left her lips when
he tossed the coffee, lurched to his knees, and began vomiting into
the stall’s corner. He wretched until his sides ached. Trembling,
he collapsed back into the straw, not even caring if he were
covered.

Ann laughed gently. “I’ll get
some water. Be back in a minute.”

She was close now. So
close. Her scent was strong in the darkness. Sweet. Warm. Unlike
any other.

He ran faster. He
could feel her nearness. Taste her fear.

He was
gaining.

This time he would
reach her. And when he did . . .

“You’re all clean now.” The voice
was tender. The hand touching his forehead, ever so
gentle.

He opened his eyes.

“Feeling better?” Ann
asked.

He smiled up at her. She could
make a condemned man feel better. He reached for her hand and
slowly brought it to his lips.

At the taste of her skin,
excitement swept though him like wildfire on the open prairie.
Unexpected. Raging out of control. Groaning, he rolled over. “I’m
sorry,” he mumbled into the straw.

“It’s all right,” she whispered.
“I’ll just get my sketch pad and be on my way.”

He turned his head to look at
her. “Will I see you again?”

“I expect so.” She turned to
go.

“When?”

“I’m not sure . . .”

“Please? I’d like to have a
chance to prove I’m not really such an uncivilized
lout.”

“All right,” she said. “I need to
finish up some letters, then I’ll be back to complete my
sketch.”

Suddenly he was loath to let her
leave. “What are you drawing?” he asked, grabbing for his Levi’s
and draping them across his lap as he sat up again.

Wordlessly she opened the pad’s
cover and held up a charcoal drawing of a magnificent horse with a
blaze running the length of its face.

“That’s Missy!” he said,
recognizing his favorite mare. “You have real talent.”

“Thank you. She’s really a
spectacular animal.” She moved toward the stall door.

“Ann?”

“Yes?”

“I don’t even know your last
name.”

She hesitated only a moment
before answering “Goytisolo.”

“I’m Ramon.”

Deep dimples framed her angelic
smile. “Yes, I know.”

“How is it you know me but I
don’t know you?”

“My parents are friends of your
father.”

So were Consuela’s. But Consuela
had taken ill at the last minute and remained in Madrid. He felt
the corners of his lips twisting into a smile. “Then you’ll be
staying for a while?” There was no concealing the hope in his
voice.

“Actually, Uncle Hector invited
me to spend the entire summer, but with him so ill, I was debating
about returning home.”

“Must you?” he asked.

Her eyes were even larger than
Carmen’s, but they glowed with the same inner fire. “I was under
the impression you were expecting company of your own this
summer.”

“Those plans seem to have been
changed.”

Her smile warmed him as no other.
“I suppose I could stay for a couple of weeks if you’re sure I
wouldn’t be in the way.”

“I’m sure,” he said.

The faintest blush of pink
stained her cheeks. “You’re very kind.”

Kind had nothing whatsoever to do
with it. “Your letters,” he began. “I suppose you’re writing your
parents and,” he hoped his motives weren’t as transparent as they
felt, “maybe a boyfriend?”

“My parents.”

“But you do have a
boyfriend?”

“Sort of,” she
replied.

“What does that mean?”

“It means I’ve loved him for as
long as I can remember, but he can’t see me for dust.”

Ramon frowned. “I find it hard to
believe any man could be indifferent to you. He must be a . . .” he
groped for a word. “A beast!”

“Yes,” she said with a twinkle in
her licorice eyes. “But he’s such a perfect one.”

“Then you see a lot of him?”
Ramon asked, feeling his heart sink.

Her smile widened. “Actually,”
she said, “I’ve seen quite a bit of him recently.”

Ramon’s mind raced. Despite the
embarrassing predicament in which he found himself, he didn’t want
her to leave. For lack of a better excuse, he reached for the empty
cup lying beside him in the straw. “Is there any more coffee?” he
asked.

She nodded and pointed toward the
Thermos.

Holding the cup aloft, he smiled.
“Would you mind?” He watched her as she poured. “Whoever he is, he
doesn’t deserve you.”

Her smile reawakened his errant
desire. “I know,” she stated, a mischievous spark in her
eyes.

He took a sip of coffee while his
mind raced, trying to find a legitimate means of keeping her a
while longer. She was dressed in Levi’s and a red and white plaid
shirt. The boots on her feet looked small enough to fit inside the
ones she’d brought for him.

“Do you ride?” he finally
asked.

“Every chance I get.”

He flashed his most winning
smile. “If I were to get dressed, and promise to behave like a
gentleman, would you ride with me . . . in a little bit, this
afternoon, I mean?”

Those wonderful eyes turned
blacker than pitch, yet blazed with light. “I might consider it.
Did you have a specific destination in mind?”

 



Part
II

 


With his heart in his throat,
Ramon knocked softly on the door to the master bedroom. He’d made
up his mind and now it only remained for him to tell his
father.

“Come in, Ramon,” Hector called
out in a low voice.

He stepped into the luxurious
room. As always the shades of blue and the heavy, carved
furnishings comforted him.

Hector sat up in the gargantuan
four-poster that had belonged to Papa Grande. The bed measured
eight feet in length and the same across. Carved entirely of
Spanish mahogany, its posters reached the ceiling. Rose vines, so
detailed they lacked only fragrance, wreathed across the footboard
and headboard and massed over the posters like some wild,
long-forgotten garden. But for all the splendid realism of the
roses, they could not compete with the crouching gargoyle sitting
atop the headboard. Twisted and deformed, it was either a testament
to the artist’s imagination or his intimate knowledge of the
damned.

Had the creature been able to
straighten its hunched back, it would have towered over Ramon.
Pointed ears and small, sharp horns graced a naked head, while long
sinuous arms ended in gnarled, clawed hands. The wasted body
balanced upon lion-like feet that were encircled by a spiked tail.
Gigantic, leathery wings lay folded behind bony shoulders and a
medallion with a rose in its center and strange glyph-like symbols
hung from a chain around its neck. And always the eyes, with their
carved reptilian pupils, followed the observer, no matter where the
person moved in the room.

“How did you know it was me,
Papa?”

Hector adjusted his dark glasses.
“You smell of horses and hay. And besides, everyone else has
already trooped through here this morning.”

He couldn’t help but smile. “I
take it you’re feeling better then.”

“Yes, thank you, I am. And how
are you?”

“Fine. Why do you ask?” Ramon
stroked the rose vine encircling the closest poster.

“After speaking with Lourdes this
morning, I gathered you might not be feeling your best.”

Lourdes? Up before noon and
coherent? “Why? What did she say?”

“Something about needing to get
home to prove something to Diego. She asked to borrow a car. I told
her to take your Lincoln. I assumed you wouldn’t mind.”

“Of course not.” Unease prickled
at the back of his neck like the claws of a chameleon. “Was that
all?”

“She also said you were blaming
yourself for what happened last night.”

His stomach tightened. “She
shouldn’t have said anything to you about that.”

“Sit.” He patted the bed beside
him. “She didn’t bring it up, Ramon. I did.”

He eased himself onto the edge of
the bed. Marrying Consuela was a bitter pill to swallow, but
preferable to causing the near loss of his father. “I’m sorry,
Papa. I shouldn’t have argued with you.”

“It’s behind us now. Old men have
a tendency to over-react at times.”

Ramon clasped his father’s hand.
He’d made his decision and putting it off would only prolong his
own agony. To appease his father he’d marry the girl, but postpone
it until she was of age. That would give him time to control his
mounting dread. “Whatever else may happen, Papa, it’s important you
know how much you mean to me.”

Hector’s fingers tightened around
Ramon’s. “Of that there was never any doubt.”

He fought down the emptiness
threatening his insides. “Papa, about Consuela—”

“Let us speak of other things,”
Hector interrupted. “Pleasant things. I heard you met Ann this
morning.”

His heartbeat actually sped up at
the mention of her name. “Yes, I did. She said you were a friend of
her parents.”

Hector nodded. “She’s a lovely
girl, isn’t she?”

“She seemed very nice.” Ramon’s
mind raced. He didn’t want to upset his father by hinting at his
attraction. “It’s odd though, that you never mentioned her
before.”

“Didn’t I? That is odd.” Hector
smiled sweetly. “She told me the two of you are going riding this
afternoon.”

So much for keeping secrets
around his father. “She was in the barn drawing pictures of the
horses, so I thought she might enjoy actually riding
one.”

“I’m sure she will. And what
about you, Ramon? Will you enjoy the ride or are you merely
entertaining my guest out of a sense of duty?”

He was glad Hector couldn’t see
his sheepish grin. “As you said, Papa, she’s a lovely girl as well
as your guest.” He took a deep breath. “Now, about
Consuela—”

Hector waved away Ramon’s words.
“There will be time enough to speak of her later. For now you must
see to our guest.”
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III

 


“What do you think, pretty girl?”
Ramon asked as the big sorrel mare stuck her head over the top rail
of her stall. Above her, the name, Miss
Behavin’, had been burned into a wooden plaque.

She whickered and arched her
powerful neck to nuzzle his chin. He breathed in the warm, familiar
scents of hay, sweet feed, and horses. From outside, the slurred
tee-yah, tee-yair of a meadowlark
sounded.

He rubbed the velvet softness of
the mare’s nose. “I think so, too,” he said. “First a little
something to eat, then a little primping, and afterwards, we’ll all
go for a ride.”

His hand stroked the mare’s silky
forelock as she snuffled the front of his shirt.

With a practiced motion, he
pulled a sugar cube from his pocket and held it out.

The mare took it from his open
palm and wallowed it in her mouth, clearly enjoying the
treat.

Ramon stroked her perfect blaze.
“Do you love me?” he asked.

She whinnied loudly and snapped
her head up and down.

“That she does, Mr.
Ramon.”

He turned and smiled at the man
standing behind him in the alleyway. “Morning, Tom,” he
said.

“Mornin’,” Tom White replied. He
wore thick glasses and moved with a curious, sideways gait caused
by the broken bones he’d suffered on the rodeo circuit. “I reckon
the way she figures it, you walk on water.”

Ramon grinned. “That’s because I
never forget she’s a lady.”

Missy whinnied and tossed her
head.

“That’s a fact,” Tom laughed.
“She and the rest of these mares get better treatment than most
wives.”

“What can I say?” Ramon asked.
“My girls are special.”

Tom nodded. Ramon was not only an
acknowledged expert in the breeding of quarter horses, but also in
equine training. And while his methods might be more relaxed than
some preferred, there was no arguing the results. “Anything you
need, Mr. Ramon? I’m on my way to check on Bridgett.”

“No thanks,” Ramon said. “I’m
going to ride over to Michaelina’s with Miss Goytisolo a little
later.”

“Miss Goytisolo?”

Ramon held a hand at chest level.
“Huge eyes, long, dark hair. Her parents are friends of
Papa’s.”

“Oh, you mean Miss Ann.” The
foreman’s weathered face creased into a wide smile. She’s a right
pretty little thing, she is.”

Miss Ann. The girl with the angel
eyes. Ramon smiled at the thought. For as long as he could
remember, those eyes had haunted his dreams. “That’s the one,” he
acknowledged. “I didn’t know you’d met her.”

“She was out here last night
‘fore supper. Drawin’ pictures of the mares. She’s right
talented.”

Ramon nodded. “Yes, she
is.”

“Well, if you’re not needin’
anything, I’ll get on to Bridgett.” Crab-like, he hurried down the
long alleyway. It seemed Miss Ann had worked her magic on everyone
she’d come in contact with at Casa Montoya.

Missy nudged Ramon with her
muzzle, looking for another treat.

He fished in his pocket and held
the remaining sugar cube out to her, then headed to the feed room,
puzzling over Ann’s unexpected conquest of the ranch inhabitants.
Tom, who’d never noticed any woman to Ramon’s knowledge, had
definitely come under her spell. And his father had been so
captivated by her he’d postponed speaking of Ramon’s intended
bride. Yet even those reactions paled beside his own
response.

He frowned. She’d awakened
something in him he didn’t understand, a kind of hunger unlike
anything he’d known before. Not specifically a hunger of the flesh,
though she did have a physical effect. Nor a hunger of the mind,
although he was drawn by the intelligence behind her angel eyes.
This hunger emanated from his soul. And until he met Ann, he would
never have believed such a thing existed.

Inside the feed room, he grabbed
the quart measure from the shelf by the door and crossed to the bin
storing the sweet feed. Lifting the lid, he spotted Seymour’s
yellow head and slinky tail disappearing into the depths of the
grain. Although sometimes unnerving, the chicken snake provided the
ultimate defense against rats, and was therefore, not to be
disturbed.

Scooping a quart of feed, he
closed the bin and walked back to Missy’s stall. She stood with her
head over the railing, patiently awaiting his return. When he
reached her, she whickered softly. Grinning, he dumped the feed
into her trough. “Eat up, pretty girl,” he said. “I’ll be right
back.”

He returned the measuring can to
the feed room and collected the currycomb and brush. Closing the
door behind him, he walked back to the mare’s stall. She chomped
happily on the mixture of oats, corn and molasses and only managed
a slight snuffle as he joined her in the stall.

Running his hand along her sleek,
coppery neck, he savored her majestic beauty. At seventeen hands,
she was the biggest horse on the ranch. As well as the most
temperamental. She would allow no one but Ramon to ride her, and
the half-dozen or so who had tried had come away missing chunks of
flesh or sporting broken bones. Yet when Ramon sat astride her, the
barrier between man and horse blurred and they became a single
entity, united in fluid grace.

He stuffed the comb into his
pocket and stroked the brush along the length of her neck. He never
tired of grooming her. The feel of her powerful muscles and the
silkiness of her coat soothed him as nothing else on earth. Nor did
she mind the attention.

He smiled at the thought. If
Missy were a woman, she’d probably be a good deal like Angelique.
Vain, self-centered and possessive. But she was so beautiful, a
single glance could make a man forget all her faults.

He’d always had an eye for
beautiful females, be they equine or human. The feminine form was
God’s most perfect creation to his way of thinking. Maybe it was
growing up in an all male household. Maybe it was just his nature.
But whatever the cause, his father had sworn it would be his
undoing.

At the thought of his father, he
smiled. Hector had seemed nearly his old self again this morning.
Although confined to bed, he looked rested and in exceptionally
good spirits, which brought to mind, Robert Browning’s immortal
lines. ‘God’s in His heaven . . . All’s right with the world.’ He’d
found his missing clothes and boots in his office and a new supply
of belladonna had arrived as promised from Canada. He had an
afternoon ride planned with an angel and he even had his father’s
blessings. Despite his pounding headache, it was turning out to be
a splendid day.

The mare nuzzled his cheek as he
moved the brush across her withers and over her sturdy shoulder.
“That’s my pretty girl,” he whispered, lengthening his
strokes.

She grunted with pleasure and
returned her attention to her trough as he worked down her glossy
side. A bead of sweat trickled from his temple, and he paused to
wipe it away before continuing. The big horse sighed
contentedly.

A red-winged blackbird flew under
the wood awning and perched on the opening that served as a window
in the stall. Its loud check check slurred
into a high tee-err, then repeated. Ramon
studied the gregarious bird giving sound to his own joy in the
moment. Fearing no reprisals from either of the stall’s
inhabitants, it continued its song, adding a chorus of
liquidy-gurgling konk-la-ree, konk-la-ree
notes. Tiring of the serenade, it fluttered away leaving only the
whst of Ramon’s brush on Missy’s slick
sides and her rhythmic munching of oats.

His thoughts turned once more
toward Ann. Her resemblance to Carmen was uncanny and more than a
little unsettling. Ann was as petite as Carmen had been, neither
reaching five feet. He chuckled at the thought that either could
have served as a model for Walt Disney’s Snow White, but sobered in
the knowledge that both women were driven by passion. Carmen
through her love for Miguel and Ann by her art. Though he had seen
little of her work he recognized that only someone innately
passionate could have captured the essence of her subjects the way
Ann did.

Missy whickered, tossed her head,
and leaned into his stilled hand, reminding him to continue.
Smiling at the blatant manipulations, Ramon walked around her,
trailing a hand across her wide rump. She sighed, announcing his
attention made all right with her world as well.

Tom reappeared at the stall door.
“I expect it’ll be another day or two before Bridgett’s ready,” he
announced.

Ramon nodded. Foals, as often as
not, chose nighttime to arrive and he could do with a good night’s
rest before he was needed as the resident equine midwife. “That
puts her right on schedule. I hope her delivery goes as well as her
pregnancy.”

“With a first foal, there’s no
way o’ knowin’. But as long as you’re there, she’ll be
fine.”

New foals were always a special
joy. “Thanks, Tom.”

The foreman shrugged then held up
a rasp. “Playboy’s needin’ a trim again.” Due to the unpredictable
nature of stallions, the purebred quarter horse was kept isolated
from the mares. Anyone tending him made sure others knew their
whereabouts, just in case the animal chose to turn ornery. Tom was
no exception. He waved a hand as he went on his way.

Missy nipped at Ramon’s
shoulder.

“What?”

She whinnied.

“You’re done, pretty
girl.”

She stamped her foot and snapped
her tail across his back.

He rolled his eyes. “All right,
all right. I’ll do your tail . . . but no ribbons. Don’t want Tom
snickering again.”

“Do you really put ribbons in her
tail?” Ann asked as she stepped onto the stall’s bottom rail in
order to see.

He looked up from the mare’s
flaxen tail and grinned. “And her mane, when I’m in the
mood.”

Missy snorted. “Typical female,”
he muttered. “Always manages the last word.”

The mare’s whicker made Ann
laugh. “Uncle Hector said you spoiled your mares, but I had no
idea.”

“Guilty as charged.” He gave the
horse a gentle pat before moving toward the door. “I was afraid you
might’ve changed your mind about going riding with me.”

Angel eyes focused seriously on
him. “Why would I do that?”

“Any one of a dozen different
reasons considering the impression I must have made this morning,”
he said as he stepped into the alleyway.

She jumped from the rail to favor
him with a dimpled smile. “I assumed you weren’t really at your
best this morning.”

“You have a gift for
understatement, Ann. Thank you.”

She looked down the length of the
barn at the ten stalls on each side; most of them with names above
the gates. Across from Missy’s stall, a door opened into Ramon’s
office, and at the south end, the feed and tack rooms flanked a
ladder leading to the hayloft.

“Are you ready?” he
asked.

She nodded, excitement sparkling
in her dark eyes. “Which one will I be riding?”

Ramon led her to the third stall
on the right. A compact bay mare with a white star on her forehead
and an unruly black mane watched them over the top rail of her
stall. He smoothed her forelock and rubbed her head. “Her name is
Mandy, and she’s one of my better-mannered ladies. You two should
get along just fine.”

Ann smiled. “Thank
you.”

Ramon started for the tack room.
“I’ll have her saddled for you in a flash.”

“If you show me which tack to
use, I can manage.”

He nodded and led the way to the
tack room. After selecting the saddle with the stirrups adjusted
for Ricardo’s older son, a saddle blanket and bridle, he hesitated.
“Are you sure you can do this by yourself?”

She lifted her chin, her licorice
eyes snapping. “I’m small, not helpless.”

He tried unsuccessfully to
suppress his smile. Carmen. And yet not Carmen. “I’ll leave you to
it then,” he said and gathered his own tack, trying to hide his
grin. All that was left was for her to reel him in. And he hadn’t
even felt her set the hook.

Looking neither right nor left,
he retraced his way to Missy’s stall. With a heave, he settled his
blanket and saddle onto the top rail and gently rubbed the blaze on
her face. For the first time ever, he recognized that the mare had
serious competition for his attention. Whistling softly, he stepped
inside, slipped his arm around her neck and eased the bit into her
mouth. Just as the throat latch secured the bridle in place, the
routine movement secured his rampant emotions.

In the alleyway, he looped the
reins over the top rail, swung the woolen blanket onto her broad
back, smoothed it, and settled his saddle into place. After pulling
the cinch leather snug, he jammed a knee into her side. Missy let
out the breath she’d been holding and Ramon finished tightening the
cinch. Then he looked around to see how Ann was faring.

With a wave, she stepped into her
stirrup and swung a slender leg over Mandy’s back. Reining the
smaller mare up beside Missy, she shot him a smug look. “You
needn’t look so amazed,” she said.

Aware that the dark-haired angel
held more surprises than a Christmas picata, he decided to change the subject. “Do you have
a hat?” he asked.

She raised her right hand and
showed him a battered, sweat-stained Stetson that looked
suspiciously like one he’d worn when he was much younger. And
smaller. “Your father told me where to find it. I hope you don’t
mind.”

The only thing he minded was that
his father hadn’t introduced him to Ann. But then, his father might
very well have realized the effect she’d have on him. “No,” he
said. “I don’t mind at all.” He stepped into the stirrup and
settled himself into his saddle. Touching his heels to the mare’s
sides, he urged her forward.

A minute later, they reached the
entry gate to the penning lane. Leaning sideways in the saddle, he
opened it and urged Missy through. She pivoted without further
command, and he held the gate for Ann and Mandy, then he closed it
behind them. Twice more they repeated the maneuver and always,
Ramon and the big sorrel mare moved as a single being.

They had just cleared the third
gate when they encountered a lanky cowboy dressed in mud-spattered
Levi’s and a grimy tam-o’-shanter. He had jumped down from a
mean-looking bluish roan to punch the horse in the jaw. Rearing,
the animal screamed his outrage and pawed the air, his reins flying
in the air. Landing on all fours, the animal shied then trotted off
along the fence line.

Ramon stepped off Missy and hit
the ground running. “I warned you about mistreating the horses,
MacKenzie,” he shouted.

The man turned a surly face
toward Ramon. “That son of a bitch tried to kill me!” he shouted
back.

Ramon answered him with a fist in
the face that dropped the man to his knees. “You’re through,
MacKenzie. I want you off the property by nightfall.”

Turning his back in disgust, he
headed toward Ann and the mares. Ann screamed as a fist connected
with the back of his head. The headache that had settled to a mere
eight on the Richter scale exploded into tiny, brilliant pinpoints
of pain. The blow staggered him, but only for a minute. He spun to
face his attacker. “You don’t stand a chance, MacKenzie. Leave now,
while you still can.”

The cowboy glared venomously at
Ramon. “You’re a lot of talk, Montoya. Let’s see if you can back it
up for real.” Grinning evilly, he landed a solid blow to Ramon’s
jaw.

As a rule, Ramon tried to avoid
fighting. To his way of thinking, it was unfair because of his
size. But neither had he ever walked away from a fight when the
first punch was thrown. This time there had been two. In a single
movement, his enormous hands folded into fists and he snapped a
quick left jab, followed by a stunning right uppercut that lifted
the cowboy off the ground.

Fueled more by fury than sense,
the man jumped to his feet, slamming a fist into Ramon’s scowling
face. The violence of the blow knocked Ramon backwards. His anger
erupted like a greasy rag tossed into a fire. Tightening his guard,
he delivered a crushing left to MacKenzie’s ribs. Bone gave way
with an audible crack.

The cowboy roared his outrage,
regained his footing, and aimed a vicious kick at Ramon’s left
knee. Excruciating pain shot up his leg, but anger overrode it.
Automatically, he shifted into the rhythm of the fight, blocking
out the physical punishment and focusing on his own attack.
MacKenzie’s right dropped. Ramon’s fist exploded against his mouth.
He savored the feel of lips splattering against teeth.

Blood streamed from MacKenzie’s
chin, pattering wetly onto his shirt. His front teeth pitched
backward in their sockets, his lips hung like shredded meat. The
intensity of the blow stunned the cowboy, and his glittering eyes
dulled. He shook his head, spraying droplets of sweat and bloody
spittle as the sparkle of hatred returned to his pale
eyes.

MacKenzie jammed a right cross to
Ramon’s head, splitting his eye neatly. Blood surged down the side
of his face, staining his shirt. Ramon countered with a left jab,
followed immediately with a powerful right hook. Punch after punch
the battle continued. Grunting with effort, Ramon heaved a final
roundhouse that knocked MacKenzie to the ground and sent his filthy
tam flying. The smaller man landed heavily, his breath rushing out
like the collapse of a blacksmith’s bellows.

MacKenzie’s eyes rolled closed
and his head lolled sideways. With fists clenched, Ramon stood over
him, watching for movement. Slowly, the cowboy’s eyes opened and
his fingers dug convulsively into the sandy soil. He sucked in a
deep draught of air and waited. Ramon leaned forward. With a snarl,
MacKenzie hurled the sand.

Instinctively, Ramon’s hands flew
to his face. He fought frantically to clear his vision as his
opponent leaped to his feet and buried his fist in the damaged eye.
The next instant a flickering switchblade appeared in the man’s
hand.

Ramon circled warily, fighting to
keep MacKenzie and his glistening blade within the limited range of
his vision. He sucked in air saturated with the savage, musky smell
of blood and sweat. The images of the moment burned themselves into
his brain. Behind the moving man the cloudless sky stretched from
horizon to cerulean horizon. No birds called from the scrub. No
curious rodent poked its head from a sandy burrow. Even the horses
stood silent, waiting.

“Today you die, whoremaster!”
MacKenzie shouted as he slashed with the knife.

Ramon’s vision shaded into red,
his anger burned white-hot. A muscle in his cheek twitched.
Suddenly he sprang forward, grabbing MacKenzie’s wrist with one
hand while plowing his fist into the hired man’s chin.

Bones crunched. MacKenzie reached
out, grasping for support as his knees buckled. His fingers
snatched at the front of Ramon’s shirt, but failed to
connect.

Ramon dropped beside him and
slammed another series of punches into his face. Thick, mucousy
ropes of blood flew with every blow. Nothing existed now but the
crimson haze of his anger and the satisfaction he felt as his fist
bludgeoned MacKenzie’s slack, pulpy face.

“Ramon.” At the same time the
soft voice called him, a gentle hand touched his back. He jerked
then whirled around. With fists clenched, half-ready to strike, he
found himself staring into a pair of enormous licorice eyes. The
violence melted from his body, his mind. He sagged and welcomed the
small arms drawing him close.

At last he stood. “Thank you,” he
whispered against her silken hair. Without her intervention, he
would have killed MacKenzie.

The monotonous droning of a wasp
broke the silence. It hovered around MacKenzie’s bloodied face,
inspecting the damage. With a groan, the cowboy opened his eyes and
focused on the insect. Struggling to move away, he fell backward.
Tried again. “Deadly allergic,” he rasped.

The wasp seemed to lose interest
and buzzed erratically onward. MacKenzie continued to watch long
moments after the insect disappeared. Then he dropped back against
the bloodstained sand and closed his eyes. He sucked in a lung-full
of air before dragging himself upright. “It’s not over between us,
Montoya,” he gritted out.

Ramon clenched his bloodied
fists, but made no other movement. “If you know what’s good for
you, MacKenzie, you’ll walk away. Next time, there might not be a
guardian angel to save your worthless hide.”

 



Part
IV

 


“Sake’s alive, boy! What you been
into?” Michaelina’s wizened face contorted as she watched Ramon
dismount and loop Missy’s reins over the weathered hitching rail in
the front yard. She stood on the porch of her cracker house talking
to a clean-shaven young blond man wearing horn-rim glasses. To the
east, an ancient loblolly bay tree, covered with buds, loomed above
a carefully stacked cairn of weathered gray stones.

“I had a run-in with one of the
hands,” Ramon answered. “I guess I need a little patching up. How
are you feeling?”

She nodded, setting the golden
bells on her earrings jingling. Then she pointed to the door.
“Better than you. You best get on inside. Michaelina be right
along.”

Ramon gently guided Ann toward
the slanting steps of the porch. “This is Ann Goytisolo,” he said.
Then to Ann, “This is Michaelina and Carson Williams.”

The tinkling earrings stilled as
the old woman locked gazes with Ann. “Michaelina know who she be,
boy.”

Carson flushed and tipped his
hat. “Pleased to meet you, ma’am.”

Turning back to the young man,
Michaelina continued. “Now you tell Mr. Tollie this liniment need
to be rubbed in four times a day.” When he nodded, she reached into
one of the deep pockets of her faded blue cotton skirt. “An give
him this.” She held out a cork-stoppered, glass pint bottle
containing a milky-looking liquid. “This be somethin’ to help with
the pain. No matter what he say it taste like, you jes make sure he
take two spoons o’ this mornin’ an’ night. An’ in a couple o’ days,
he be right as rain.”

Carson nodded. “I’ll tell Dad.”
He extracted a crisp five-dollar bill from his pocket.

She held up a protesting hand,
her earrings jangling. “That don’t be necessary. Tollie Williams
been a good friend to Michaelina.”

The son smiled and shoved the
bill into her hand anyway. “And you’ve been a good friend to the
entire Williams family. Dad wanted you to have this money and I
won’t take no for an answer.”

Michaelina nodded, sending the
earrings into new paroxysms of chimes. She folded the bill and
slipped it into her pocket. “It be mighty ‘preciated. You tell Mr.
Tollie, Michaelina send her thanks.”

Carson headed for the
mud-spattered green Jeep parked at the side of the road as
Michaelina hurried inside to Ramon. “That eye a mess, boy,” she
said as she bustled around the room, gathering bottles and tins and
locating a needle and thread from the various cupboards and
drawers. “What happen?”

Ramon shrugged. “I fired one of
the men. He wasn’t too happy about it.”

Michaelina set the gathered items
on the red and white oilcloth-covered table then motioned for Ramon
to join her. She took a small lantern from a hook on the wall, lit
it and placed it on the table. “Michaelina’s eyes not what they
used to be,” she explained, “an’ that cut be needin’
stitches.”

When Ramon was settled at the
table and she’d adjusted the lantern to suit herself, she went to
the sink and pumped water to wash her hands. The motion excited the
golden bells into a merry tinkle. She filled a small bowl with more
water, took a clean cloth from a drawer under the sink, along with
a bar of homemade canary-colored soap and returned to the
table.

After washing Ramon’s face and
bloodied knuckles and patting them dry, she took up the needle,
threaded a long piece of black thread into it and began the
delicate process of taking tiny stitches to close the cut at the
corner of his eye. “You stay still, boy,” she admonished. “I know
it gone hurt, but it be over sooner if you don’t
flinch.”

When she finished, she pulled a
long pair of shears from another pocket of her skirt and snipped
off the ends of the thread. “That be it, boy,” she said, amidst the
sound of tiny golden bells. Turning to Ann, she handed her a tin of
unguent. “This be to keep the stitches soft an’ help heal his
knuckles. He won’t like you puttin’ it on him none, but you see to
it anyway. Three, four times a day.”

Ramon frowned. “Ann is a guest,
Michaelina. She doesn’t need to be doctoring me.”

Michaelina shot him a stern look.
“Michaelina know who she be, boy.” As if he hadn’t spoken at all,
she continued to Ann. “Wash up over there.” She inclined her head
toward the sink, causing the bells to sound yet again, “and then
put some salve on his eye an’ those knuckles. After you finish,
we’ll brew up some tea an’ set a spell.”

When Ann finished applying the
salve, she washed her hands again and wordlessly gathered cups,
saucers and spoons from the cabinets while Michaelina beamed her
approval. Ramon could only watch in astonishment. He’d never known
Michaelina to allow anyone into her kitchen before.

When the tea was ready, the old
woman joined Ramon and Ann at the table. “Michaelina wait a long
time for this,” she said.

“For what?”

“For Michaelina’s boy to find his
queen.”

Ramon would have replied, but the
soul-deep truth of her words struck him dumb. Was it possible? Did
he dare hope Ann could come to love him?

“Gracias, Michaelina, for the lovely compliment,” Ann
began, “but I hardly think . . .”

A fragile old hand waved in the
air. “Stuff ‘n nonsense, girl. Michaelina know what she see. You be
the one for him. The only one.”

Ramon sipped his tea, listening
in awe. He’d been involved with more women than he cared to
recount. Once or twice he’d even fancied himself in love. But time
and reality had intervened. He’d discovered that love—real love—had
passed him by. Until now.

What if Ann didn’t feel the same
way? What if her heart already belonged to the boyfriend who didn’t
know she was alive? What then? Could he hope to win her? Or had
fate set him up to learn what it was like to love
unrequited?

“You hear me, boy?” Michaelina
rapped his hand with her bony knuckles, the tiny bells on her
earrings bringing him back to the moment.

He focused on the old woman. “I’m
sorry, Michaelina, I guess I wasn’t listening.”

“Michaelina ‘spec as much, but
that don’t matter none. Michaelina say she have somethin’ for you.
It be time.”

He nodded and smiled. “Your
grocery list. I’ll be glad to pick up whatever you need while I’m
in town tomorrow.”

She pushed back her chair and
stood, feigning exasperation. “When you don’t listen, boy, you
surely don’t listen. Michaelina don’t say nothin’ ‘bout no
groceries. She say there be somethin’ she have that belong to you,
an’ the time be right for you to have it.”

Ramon frowned. “Belongs to
me?”

“That what Michaelina say. You
goin’ deaf?”

Maybe it was true what he’d
heard. Being in love made a person stupid. “No, Michaelina, my
hearing is just fine.”

“Good. Then mayhaps you can
converse a bit while I fetch the box your great grandaddy want me
to give to you.”

The notion was utterly
ridiculous. “What you’re saying . . . That’s not
possible.”

Golden bells chimed softly. “Oh,
it be possible, all right, boy. That be the price Michaelina pay
for her part in this.”

Another graveyard chill slithered
up his spine. “You’re telling me you knew my great grandfather,
Miguel.” Even as he spoke the words, he couldn’t accept
them.

She nodded solemnly. “An’ Miss
Carmen, too, boy. Michaelina be the one who deliver their
Ricardo.”

Ramon could only
stare.

Michaelina plopped her hands on
her hips while the tiny bells echoed her irritation. “Michaelina
swear, boy, you be actin’ like you plumb forgot where your brain is
at.”
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